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PREFACE 

Y ct another book on Hobbes ? There have been so many in recent years, 
some of them important contributions to scholarship. This one does not 
claim to compete with the latter group. Although its interpretation 
docs contain distinctive features, it has been written to meet the needs 
of students. Selected chapters from Hobbes's Leviatlza1l can form an 
excellent text for elementary students either of Moral Philosophy or of 
Politics. Hobbes surprises, shocks, captivates, amuses, above all 
stimulates criticism both of himself and of our conventional wisdom. 
He brings up fundamental problems as much of ethics as of politics. 
His suggested answers make him one of the greatest of political philo­
sophers and a highly acute, though not a deeply penetn1ting, thinker on 
ethics. While most agreeable to read, Hobbes is not always easy to 
understand, and the beginner needs some help. It is remarkable how 
few books in Moral and Political Philosophy can serve as genuine intro­
ductions for the student starting from scratch. That is the aim of this 
book. 

It is not, however, an elementary statement of what might be found 
elsewhere in more elaborate form. Interpreters of Hobbes differ sub­
stantially and my view of him owes more to my own reading of his work 
than to what I have learned from modern scholars. The chief examples 
of individual interpretation are in my account of artificial obligations 
and rights, of the relation for Hobbes between obligation and causation, 
and of the continuing influence of mechanics on Hobbes's psychology 
and ethical theory. 

The general editor of this series of Political Thinkers has particularly 
asked for a survey of different interpretations of the thinker concerned. 
In the present instance such a survey, contained in the last two chapters 
of the book, serves to supplement the features that I have described so 
far. It can guide the elementary student towards a more sophisticated 
approach, and at the same time it shows how far my account of Hobbes 
agrees with or differs from those given by other scholars. 

D.D.R. 
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Chapter I 

The Man 

Thomas Hobbes was born at Malmesbury, in Wiltshire, on 5 April 1588. 
His mother gave birth to him prematurely owing to her fright at the 
news of the approach of the Spanish Armada. In an autobiography 
which he wrote in Latin verse, Hobbes says that his mother gave birth 
to twins, himself and fear. I mention this because there is a tradition 
that Hobbes was a timid man, but I am not sure that it is a reliable 
tradition. Hobbes showed considerable courage in publishing ideas that 
he knew would provoke hostility among powerful ecclesiastics and 
politicians. I think the tradition is founded on the following things: 
some of Hobbes's own remarks, such as the one I have quoted; the fact 
that in his philosophy he lays great stress on fear (especially the fear of 
death) as a motive of human behaviour; and the fact that in his old age 
he did not like to be left alone. Of these supposed pieces of evidence, 
the second, Hobbes's stress on fear as a motive, is the one most relevant 
to a study of his thought. Hobbes's account of human psychology has 
been strongly criticized; and some people have thought that he must 
have been describing himself and supposing that his own character was 
typical of mankind, when in fact it was not, because he himself was 
unusually timid. Now it is true that Hobbes generalizes from his own 
experience, and tells us at the end of the Introduction to his greatest 
work, Leviathan, that generalizations about mankind must be 'read' in 
oneself. Yet I doubt if Hobbes was any more subject to fear than the 
rest of us. Initially his psychology was an egoistic one, and this is open 
to criticism, as Hobbes himself must have realized because he modified 
it in his later work; but while one may criticize the egoism of Hobbes's 
Human Nature, it seems to me that his emphasis, in his political writings, 
on fear as a human motive is realistic, and that those who belittle the 
influence of this motive are deceiving themselves. Hobbes's account of 
human motives is directed towards political philosophy, and in the 
sphere of politics high-minded motives do not play a very large part. 

Hobbes's father was a minister of religion at Malmesbury. For much 
of our knowledge of Hobbes's life we have to rely on the racy reminis­
cences of John Aubrey in Brief Lives. Aubrey tells us that Hobbes's 
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. h ~ar an<i tor ru~ ~crmons ~imply rca<i those o[ more father w~ no ~c o 'A 1, 1 , d d tl ' dcd clerks. Itt c learning went a great way with ::: epd en Y der ignorant Sir Johns in those duy!>; could only read 
m an . mant ~ 1 Church and the homilies; and disesteemed learning 

the \)ta)ersko t .e the sweetness of it.' Evidently cards were more to 
... as not nowmg . 
h' t te than books. On one Saturday mght he had sat up late playing 
c::d:~ the next day he dozed off in the_ mid~le of the service in church 
and must have dreamt about card-playmg, smce he suddenly called out 
loudly in his sleep, 'Clubs are t~mps'. Thomas H~bbes was to re­
member this incident in one of hts own trenchant epigrams about the 
relation of authority to power. In his Dialogue ... [o11] the Co111111011 
Laws of E11gla11d, Hobbes co~ pares the _exercise of political authority to 
playing a trump at cards - save that, m matter of government, when 
nothing else is turned up, clubs are trumps'. 

After being taught by a local schoolmaster, Hobbes was sent to 
Oxford by a wealthy uncle. Oxford philosophers were then, as they are 
now, devotees of Aristotle; and there are some engaging remarks about 
Aristotelian philosophy (and ancient philosophy generally) in Chapter 
46 of Leviathan : 

The natural philosophy of those schools, was rather a dream than 
science, and set forth in senseless and insignificant language ... And 
I believe that scarce any thing can be more absurdly said in natural 
philosophy, than that which now is called Aristotle's Metaphysics; nor 
more repugnant to government, than much of that he hath said in his 
Politics; nor more ignorantly, than a great part of his Ethics. 

Aubrey reports, however, that Hobbes once said to him that Aristotle's 
Rhetoric was 'rare', and this judgement I think was unfortunate. 
~abbes's most serious mistakes in his psychology are simply exaggera­
tions of what he found in Aristotle's Rhetoric. 

On leaving Oxford Hobbes became tutor to Lord Cavendish, son of 
th~ Earl of Devonshire. With one interruption Hobbes continued to 
enJoy the patronage of the Cavendish family for the rest of his life. 
!hrou~h this connection he met a number of distinguished people, 
mcludmg Francis Bacon (then Lord Chancellor), Lord Herbert of 
Cherbury, and Ben Jonson. Francis Bacon is said to have called on 
Hobbe:>'s assistance for translating some of his essays into Latin. Bacon 
also enJoyed conversing with Hobbes and dictating notes to him. It was 
Bacon's habit to dictate his thoughts to a companion as they walked, and 
he preferred Hobbes to any of the others, he said, because Hobbes's 
notes of what he had dictated made sense while those of the others did 
not. 

Hobbes is likely to have been influenced by Bacon to some ex~ent. In 
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THR MAN 

~hi\osophy Bacon is chiefiy known as the first great advocate of the 
mductivc method in scientific inquiry, that is, the method of generalizing 

from observation and especially from experiments. As we shall see 
when I come to discuss Hobbes's method, Hobbes docs not rely on 
induction but on deduction, that is, inferring the logical consequences 
of definitions. Here he is following Descartes and other mathematicians. 
All the great thinkers of the seventeenth century were united in their 
admiration for the new science and in their contempt for Aristotelian 
logic. Aristotelian logic is deductive, but proceeds by way of syllogisms. 
The new deductive logic of Descartes and others, modelled on the 
method of mathematics, was thought to be a different sort of thing. Now 
although Hobbes was evidently not impressed by Bacon's inductive 
method, he would have agreed warmly with Bacon's contempt for 
~ristotelian logic. More important, however, he agreed with Bacon's 
Idea that 'knowledge is power'; the purpose of scientific inquiry is to 
acquire power over nature; inquiry is not worth the name of knowledge 
unless it is useful for human life. 

In logical method Hobbes did not follow Bacon. His method is 
deductive, after the pattern of geometry. The great Rationalist philo­
sophers of this period - Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz - were eminently 
men with a talent for the mathematical style of thinking. Indeed in the 
case of Descartes and Leibniz it was the talent of genius. Descartes is 
t~e inventor of Analytic (or Co-ordinate) Geometry, and Leibniz shares 
With Newton the credit of having invented Calculus. Hobbes unfortun­
ately did not possess any special talent for mathematics, though he 
t~ought he did. He made a fool of himself by engaging in controversy 
With the Professor of Mathematics at Oxford on the old problem of 
squaring the circle, which Hobbes thought he could solve. Hobbes 
knew practically nothing of mathematics until middle age. I quote a 
well-known passage from Aubrey: 

He was 40 years old before he looked on geometry; which happened 
accidentally. Being in a gentleman's library, Euclid's Elements lay 
open, and 'twas the 47[th proposition of Book I]. He read the pro­
position. By G-, said he, . . . this is impossible ! So he reads the 
demonstration of it, which referred him back to such a proposition; 
which proposition he read. That referred him back to another, which 
he a~so read. Et sic deinceps [and so on] that at last he was demon­
stratively convinced of that truth. This made him in love with 
geometry. 

Hobbes's duties as tutor to young noblemen took him abroad to 
Fran.ce. There he got to know some of the leading continental thinkers, 
and mfluenced by their interest in natural science he studied physics 
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HOBBES 

and physiology, and began to think about questio~s ?f metaphysics, 
especially problems of perception. He made a spectal Journey to l~aly 
in order to meet Galileo, whose ideas were to make a profound liD-
pression on his own thought. . 

He returned to England in 1637. His contact with Desca~tes, _Gahl<:o, 
and other philosophers and scientists on the Continent had mspued hlm 
to plan a comprehensive philosophical work in three parts, the first on 
Body (i.e. matter), the second on Man (i.e. physiology and psychology), 
and the third on the Citizen or the Body Politic (i.e. political philosol?hy). 
In all three parts, one concept was to provide the basis of explanau~n -
the concept of motion. Hobbes's materialist metaphysics, with the tdea 
of motion as the unitary concept, is of some interest in the h~story of 
general philosophy; but he made his greatest impact in the h_1story. of 
political philosophy. Ethical theory comes into Hobbes's constderauon 
as a necessary part of his political theory. 

Hobbes says in the last paragraph of Leviatha7l that he was moved to 
write about political philosophy owing to the civil disturbances of t~e 
time, and that having completed the task he can now return to hts 
'interrupted speculation of bodies natural' (i.e. to natural science a~d 
me~aphysics). It is certainly true that Hobbes's special interes~ 1? 
pohttcal theory ~as due to the troubled political situation, and thl~ lS 

what enabled him to produce a political philosophy of the first Im­
portance. To be a great philosopher it is not enough to have gr~at 
talent. The talent must also be faced with an important real-hfe 
problem. Great metaphysical philosophy arises when there is a severe 
intellectual strain in reconciling old and new bodies of thought; for 
instance, when a striking advance in scientific knowledge seems to 
show that traditional beliefs, of religious doctrine or simply of common 
experience, are i~l':lsory .. Similarly, great moral and political philosophy 
~nses when tradltlonaltdeas seem to be upset by new experiences;. for 
mstance, when the travels of the Greek Sophists showed them the vanety 
of moral and legal codes and so led them to doubt whether there were 
any absolute or objective principles in morals; or again, when the 
defeat of democratic Athens by aristocratic Sparta led Plato to doubt 
the values of the democratic ideal; and again, when the threat and the 
reality of civil war led Hobbes to doubt the wisdom oflimited or divided 
authority. Hobbes's interest in politics had shown itself in his first 
publication, a translation of Thucydides put out in 1628. Thucydides' 
work is a history of the war between Athens and Sparta, and Thucydides 
is plainly led, by the experience of living through that war, to lay the 
blame on the democratic system of government at Athens - as Plato 
was to do after him; indeed Plato was, in this respect, following up and 
strengthening what he regarded as the lesson of Thucydides. Hobbes 
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THE MAN 

took a similar view. Political insecurity shows the need for strong 
government. The I 62os had seen several clashes between Charles I and 
Parliament, culminating in the Petition of Right in 1628, the year in 
which Hobbes's translation of Thucydides was published. Hobbes says 
that he foresaw the possibility of civil war and hoped that a knowledge 
of Thucydides' history would help to prevent it. · 

When Hobbes returned to England from France in 1637, the dangers 
of civil disturbance were more apparent, and especially of civil disturb­
ance due to religious conflict. This explains why Hobbes wants to 
subordinate the authority of the Church to that ofthe State. In 1637 the 
attempt to impose a Book of Common Prayer on the Scots caused a riot 
in Edinburgh, followed by the Covenant of 1638, and this led directly to 
the Great Rebellion. When Charles I asked Parliament in 1640 for 
money to raise an army against the Scots, he was faced with the de­
mands of Pym and Hampden for limitation of the king's powers. These 
were the circumstances in which Hobbes wrote his first political work, 
The Elements of Law,* and expanded it into the treatise called De Give 
(The Citizen), published in 1642. Leviathan was published in 1651, 
after the execution of Charles I (1649), and it was alleged by some that 
Hobbes wrote this work to flatter Cromwell and to enable himself to 
return from France, where he had been since 1640. But although 
Leviathan is Hobbes's masterpiece, being more brilliant in style than 
De Give, the political doctrines of the two books are almost exactly the 
same. In Hobbes's view, it was immaterial who held the power, so long 
as it was absolute power, held securely. 

In Paris he had been recommended in 1646 as tutor to the Prince of 
Wales, who afterwards was to reign as Charles II. When Leviathan was 
published, Hobbes sent a copy to Charles, who, however, forbade 
Hobbes to come into his presence on learning that the clergy were very 
much against the book. The last of the four parts of Leviathan includes a 
vicious attack on the Church of Rome, and in consequence the Roman 
Catholic clergy of France were even more incensed against Hobbes than 
the English clergy. He therefore left France at the end of 1651 and 
returned to England. Soon after the Restoration of the Monarchy in 
166o, Charles, who remained fond of his former tutor, happened to see 
Hobbes in London, invited him back to the Court, and promised him a 

• Copies of the manuscript of this work were circulated among Hobbes's 
friends, but it was not published until later. The first part was originally pub­
lished, without Hobbes's authority, under the title Human Nawre in 1650; a 
second edition of it, revised and approved by Hobbes, appeared in 1651. The 
properly political subject-matter of The Elemellts of Law came in Part II, which 
Hobbes published in 16so (after Human Nature) under the title De Corpore 
Politico: or the Elemems of Law, moral a11d politic. 
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HOBBES 

pension of £IOo a year, which he sometimes forgot to pay. Aubrey tells 
us that 'the wits at Court were wont to bait' Hobbes. 'But he feared 
none of them, and would make his part good. The king would call him 
the bear: here comes the bear to be baited.' 

In 1666 Leviathan and De Give were censured by Parliament, and a 
Bill to punish atheism, doubtless aimed at Hobbes, was brought into the 
House of Commons. The Bill was eventually dropped, probably through 
the influence of Charles, but Hobbes was forbidden to publish anything 
in England. So he published his future works in Holland. The last of 
his books appeared when he was 87. Hobbes was a vigorous man and 
took plenty of physical exercise. He lived to the ripe old age of 91, dying 
on 4 December 1679. 

The popular idea that Hobbes was an atheist is intelligible, but it is 
not easy to say whether the description can properly be applied to him. 
On the whole I think it cannot. Hobbes has a definite view of God, and 
I think he holds it sincerely. He is a materialist and his idea of God is 
certainly not the traditional one. Yet he can always find scriptural 
precedent for his views. It is plain from the latter half of Leviathan that 
Hobbes knows the Bible extremely well, and he makes quite a case for 
the view that the original language of the Bible should be interpreted in 
accordance with a materialist metaphysics. His particular conception of 
God, as a being of irresistible power, whose actions are to be justified on 
that ground alone, is mainly derived from the Book of Job. This seems 
to have been Hobbes's favourite book of the Bible. The name 'Levia­
than' is taken from the Book of Job, where the great monster leviathan is 
called 'a king over all the childr~n of pride': H.obbe~ quotes this passage 
at the end of Chapter 28 of Levzathan, begmrung h1s quotation with the 
words 'There is nothing, on earth, to be compared with him'. The 
original edition of Leviathan has a famous pictorial title-page, at the top 
of which the State or sovereign is depicted as a king made up of the 
multitude of citizens; and above his head is the Latin motto from the 
Book of Job, Non est pocestas Super Terram quae Comparetur ei (There is 
no power on earth to be compared with him). This is why Hobbes 
elsewhere (in Chapter 17) calls the State a 'mortal God'. The immortal 
God is to be defined in terms of power: there is no power in the whole 
universe to be compared with him. So too the artificial imitation of 
God, the 'mortal God' that is the State, requires to have as much power 
as possible. 

I shall end this account of Hobbes's life with two more quotations 
from Aubrey, one about Hobbes's intellectual habits, the other relating 
to his character. 

'He had very few books', says Aubrey .. 'He had read much, if one 
considers his long life; but his concentratiOn was much more than his 
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THE MAN 

reading. He was wont to say that if he had read as much as other men, 
he should have known no more than other men.' 

My second quotation is worth remembering in connection with 
Hobbes's egoistic psychology. A man may give an egoistic interpreta­
tion of human motives without being selfish in his actions. 

He was very charitable to those that were the true objects of his 
bounty. One time, I remember, going in the Strand, a poor and 
infirm old man craved his alms. He, beholding him with eyes of pity 
and compassion, put his hand in his pocket and gave him 6d [a 
substantial sum in those days]: Said a divine that stood by, Would 
you have done this, if it had not been Christ's command ? Yea, said 
he. Why? quoth the other. Because, said he, I was in pain to consider 
the miserable condition of the old man; and now my alms, giving him 
some relief, doth also ease me. 
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Chapter II 

Problem and Method 

The problem which set Hobbes thinking about moral and political 
philosophy was how to avoid civil war and civil disorder. I said in 
Chapter r that Hobbes, like Plato, took to heart the lesson of Thucy­
dides about the great war between Athens and Sparta. Hobbes was led 
to embark on political philosophy for the same reason as Plato, and it is 
worth pursuing the analogy a little, because I rather think that the same 
reason applies to all important new ventures in political thought. That 
reason is the experience of political upheaval. 

Plato had seen the downfall of the Athenian empire, a swift change 
from democracy to tyranny ('the Thirty Tyrants') and to oligarchy, 
with discord and disruption. Not understanding the wider forces at 
work in the Greek world, Plato attributed the troubles of his time to the 
form of political constitution which Athens had enjoyed, democracy. 
Plato thought democracy was responsible for the weaknesses of the 
Athenian city-state, and therefore he attacked it, thinking that a more 
authoritarian form of government would have ensured stability. Plato 
judged from his own, necessarily limited, experience and therefore 
attacked the democracy he had known. If he had lived later, he would 
probably have taken a different view. This is not to say that Plato's 
political philosophy is of interest only to his contemporaries. It is 
impor~ant to ~ee the causes of a man's. views, but an understanding of 
the historical-' causes does not make It unnecessary to consider the 
reasons that he gives for his conclusions. Plato's attack on democracy is 
supported by pretty forceful reasons. Just because it is the effect of 
Plato's experience of political convulsion, it represents a fundamental 
rethinking of mor~l and po~itical iss~es, an~ presents us with important 
problems. If we dtsagree wtth Plato s soluttons, he gives us the difficult 
task of finding better solutions and of answering his objections to the 
democratic way of life. 

The same is true of Hobbes. !fobbes:S. political philosophy is his 
answer to the threat and the reahty o~ ctv~l war. His problem was to 
consider how such civil war and turmotl mtght be avoided. Like Plato, 
he decided that absolute obedience on the part of subjects was the only 
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PROBLEM AND METHOD 

way to ensure political stability, and his political theory is an attempt to 
prove the necessity of absolute rule and virtually absolute obedience. 
Just as Plato was unable to see the political fortunes of Athens as part of 
a wider movement of change, so Hobbes was unable to see the rebellion 
of Parliament against Charles I as part of the general dissolution of the 
medieval structure of thought and society, a dissolution of which his 
own work is a symptom. Hobbes approved of the revolt against papal 
authority and of the revolt against Aristotelian conceptions of science; 
but he did not sec that the revolt against the divine right of kings was, 
like the Renaissance and the Reformation, part of the crumbling of the 
medieval structure of society, in which every man had his appointed 
place, subject to authority. Hobbes wants to keep authority in morals 
and politics while discarding it for belief. But the new appeal to reason 
in science and religion, which he supports, carried with it the authority 
of the individual's conscience in other matters too. 

Still, if we disagree with Hobbes's solution of his political problem, 
he gives us, like Plato, the difficult task of finding a better solution. In 
Hobbes's time the problem was posed by civil war. In our time it is 
posed by the danger of international war. Hobbes's definitions of war 
and peace, in Chapter 13 of Leviathan, may have sounded cynical in 
more ·secure times. In our own era of so-called 'cold war', they ring 
more truly: 

For WAR, consisteth not in battle only, or the act of fighting; but in a 
tract of time, wherein the will to contend by battle is sufficiently 
known: and therefore the notion of time, is to be considered in the 
nature of war; as it is in the nature of weather. For as the nature of 
foul weather, lieth not in a shower or two of rain; but in an inclina­
tion thereto of many days together: so the nature of war, consisteth 
not in actual fighting; but in the known disposition thereto, during all 
the time there is no assurance to the contrary. All other time is 
PEACE. 

Hobbes tells us that the only way to put an end to the state of war is to 
form a commonwealth, either by agreement or by force of arms, and 
then to have in that commonwealth an absolute sovereign claiming 
virtually absolute obedience. Without this, there will be no security. 
We may put Hobbes's problem ~d his proposed solution into modern 
terms by saying that Hobbes would tell us that international war and 
international insecurity can be avoided only by a World State possessing 
absolute authority. It might come into being by agreement or by con­
quest. Hobbes would insist that its authority must be absolute. If we do 
not like this conclusion, we must examine his reasons, and also ask our­
selves what alternative solution we can offer, based on different reasons. 
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HOBBES 

Modern philosophy begins in the seventeenth century and is as .revolu­
tionary as those other harbingers of the modern wor~d, the. Renaissance, 
the Reformation, and the rise of modern science. It IS fashi~nable to say 
that there has been a revolution in philosophy in the twenneth cen~ry · 
Whether this is a sound judgement we must leave to future gener~non.s. 
We need have no hesitation in saying that there was a revolution m 
philosophy in the seventeenth century. Descartes is resp~nsible for 
initiating the revolution in the philosophy of knowledg~ (epistemology 
and metaphysics), Hobbes in the philosophy of practice (moral and 
political philosophy). With both, the revolution was due to the ne~ 
scientific movement. What is particularly novel about Hobbes s 
philosophy is not the doctrine of political absolutism, but the method 
whereby he attempts to prove his doctrines. That method is what he 
takes to be the scientific method. Hobbes's philosophy is an attempt to 
apply the methods and fundamental concepts of physics to the study of 
man, both as an individual and as a citizen. Although there had been 
previous theories of society and the State, Hobbes was the first to make a 
deliberate use, in social studies, of the model of physical science. For 
this reason I think it is fair to call him the inventor of social science as 
that term has been understood in the modern world. 

There are two ways in which Hobbes tries to make the study of 
society scientific. First, he uses the scientific method of causal explana­
tion. Secondly (and this is more radical), he treats the sciences of man 
imd society as themselves part of physics. This second and more radical 
point is the key to Hobbes's materialist metaphysics. At the moment I 
am concerned only with the first point, causal explanation; and since I 
propose to consider Hobbes's use of causal explanation in his political 
theory, I shall mainly confine myself to his most brilliant work, Levia­
than. 

In the seventeenth century no distinction was commonly made 
between the terms 'science' and 'philosophy'. The one word was Latin, 
the other Greek, that was all. Both represented ordered inquiry. Such 
inquiry into the workings of the material world of nature was called 
Natural Philosophy (still retained as the name for physics in some uni­
versities); inquiry into the workings of the mind was called Mental 
Philosophy.(the old name for what w~ now call psychology); inquiry into 
human action was called Moral Phtlosophy. In Leviathan Hobbes is 
chiefly concerned with inquiry about human action in ordered society, 
commonwealth or civitas, and this he calls Civil Philosophy. 

Hobbes requires of philosophy that it should pursue what he takes to 
be the correct method, of causal explanation, and also that it should be 
useful. At the beginning of Chapter 46 of Leviathan, he defines philos­
ophy as follows: 
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PROBLEM AND METHOD 

By PHILOSOPHY, is understood the knowledge acquired by reasoning, 
from the manner of the generation of any thing, to the properties; or from 
the properties, co some possible way of generation of the same; to the end 
to be able to produce, as far as matter, and human force permit, suclz 
effects, as human life requireth. So the geometrician, from the con­
struction of figures, findeth out many properties thereof; and from 
the properties, new ways of their construction, by reasoning; to the 
end to be able to measure land, and water; and for infinite other uses. 

Hobbes then attacks ancient philosophy on the ground that it has pro­
duced no useful results, and again refers to the value of geometry: 

But what has been the utility of those schools? what science is there 
at this day acquired by their readings and disputings ? . . . The 
natural philosophy of those schools, was rather a dream than science, 
and set forth in senseless and insignificant language; which cannot be 
avoided by those that will teach philosophy, without having first 
attained great knowledge in geometry. For nature worketh by motion; 
the ways, and degrees whereof cannot be known, without the know­
ledge of the proportions and properties of lines, and figures. 

The method, then, is the method of geometry. Here, as in his refer­
ence to nature working by motion, Hobbes is following Galileo, who had 
said this (Tize Assayer, §6): 

Philosophy is written in that vast book which stands forever open 
before our eyes, I mean the universe; but it cannot be read until we 
have learnt the language and become familiar with the characters in 
which it is written. It is written in mathematical language, and the 
letters are triangles, circles, and other geometrical figures, without 
which means it is humanly impassible to understand a single word. 

It is true that the physicist applies geometry to his study of matter. 
But one may well wonder how geometry is supposed to consist of 
causal reasoning; and since Leviathan is primarily concerned with civil 
philosophy, one may wonder still more what analogy there is between 
that and geometry. The answer to both queries depends on Hobbes's 
view of definitions. Hobbes holds that a good definition, in geometry or 
in anything else, states how the thing being defined is made up. It gives 
a method of generation or construction, a possible cause. For instance, 
you can define a circle as a plane figure bounded by a single line, called 
the circumference, which is everywhere equidistant from a ~oint within 
it, called the centre; or alternatively, you can define a ctrcle as the 
figure produced by one end of a straight line moving continuously 
while the other end remains fixed. Hobbes would prefer the second 
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definition, because this explains how a c~rcle is produced or gen~r~ted~ 
how it is caused. Now deductive reasomng proceeds from. de~mnon~ • 
the reasoner sees what is implied by his definitions. And If his defim­
tions describe the causes of what he is talking about, the consequences of 
those definitions describe the effects of the causes. So Hobbes doe~ not 
mean that geometry itself can be used in studying human beha~10ur. 
He means that the method of reasoning used by the geometer IS the 
proper scientific method, to be applied to any study that aims at being 
scientific. That method is reasoning from causes to effects, or from 
effects to possible causes. If you are reasoning from cause to effect, the 
cause must be described by a definition, and then the consequences of 
the definition will describe the effects. If you do not know the cause, 
but do know the effects, you can reason from the effects to a possible 
cause, by analysing the effects and seeing what could produce them. I 
have said that definition describes a cause. But if you do not know the 
cause, and have to start from the effects, you can only get to know these 
by experience. Then you can use reasoning to determine whether the 
definition of any suggested cause implies, as consequences, the effects 
which you know have occurred. 

Hobbes's method is applied to civil philosophy in the following way. 
He has experience of two kinds of effects: civil strife or disorder, and 
stable or ordered society. He asks what are the causes of each, and he 
finds that human nature can be shown to be a possible cause in both 
cases. He therefore carefully defines the elements in human nature that 
can give rise to these effects, building up his definitions and relating 
them together in such a way as to show how strife or war between men 
may come about, and how ordered society may come about. The point 
of this inquiry is that the state of war is undesirable, and ordered society 
desirable. Hobbes must therefore shpw us also how the desirable thing 
can be maintained. This he does by making use of his causal explana­
tion~. _Disorder or war is due to man's natural desire for power, his 
ambltlon or 'pride'. Organized society is due to man's desire for security, 
his fear of death. To obtain security, man needs protection from his 
fellows, protection that is afforded by the power of the State. But this 
protection can be exercised securely only if the State has virtually 
absolute authority, i.e. only if the subjects give to the State their almost 
complete obedience. At the end of Leviathan, Hobbes sums up his 
doctrine as showing 'the mutual relation between protection and 
obedience'. His philosophy, then, has demonstrated relations of cause 
and effect, and it is useful for human life, since it is intended to sustain 
obedience to the State, and so to sustain that protection which men 
need. 

In the course of this scientific 'civil' or political philosophy~ we are 
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also given a scientific moral philosophy. At the end of Chapter 15 of 
Leviathan, Hobbes says that the only true moral philosophy is the 
science of the laws of nature. Laws of nature, for Hobbes, are rational 
rules for self-preservation. They are rules which we can reason out as 
the only way to preserve our lives, the human condition being what it is. 
We reason out these rules when we see where our irrational human 
nature leads us, namely, to a state of war, in which the life of no one is 
secure. It is the laws of nature that tell us to set up, or to keep in 
existence, an organized State, and to give to that State our virtually 
complete obedience. A study of the laws of nature, therefore, is a 
scientific study. For it is a study of causal connections between human 
nature and civil society; and it is a useful study, since it brings into a 
clearer light the reasons why we should obey the State. 



Chapter III 

Metaphysics and 
Psychology 

The fundamental idea of Hobbes's metaphysics, i.e. his theory of 
reality, is very simple indeed: the world consists of matter in motion. 
So far as the physical world is concerned, this idea is. intelligibl~ enough. 
Galileo had given natural philosophy a new and evtdently frmtful start 
by dealing with physical objects in terms of motion. We now think of 
classical mechanics as founded on Newton's three laws of motion, but 
these are generalizations of laws that Galileo discovered. All very well 
for inanimate matter; but what about life and mind? Hobbes's meta­
physical theory comes down to this: there is no difference ultimately 
between matter, life, and mind; all of them are matter. Galileo's laws 
apply to everything in the world, for everything is matter in motion. 
Hence Hobbes is a materialist in the strictest sense. He extends Galileo's 
idea beyond the limited realm studied by physics and applies it to 
everything. This kind of move is typical of the metaphysician. He takes 
a concept which has proved fruitful in one field and extends its applica­
tion as widely as possible. 

Let us now see how Hobbes tries to do this with the idea of matter in 
motion. He was probably led to it by putting together the work of 
Galileo and that of Harvey, the man who discovered the circulation of 
the blood. Harvey published his discovery in 1628, and he describes 
how he first thought of the hypothesis in these words: 'I began to think 
whether there might not be a motion as it were in a circle.' Motion in a 
circle. Harvey is applying, in his physiological inquiries, a geometl'ical 
notion such as is used in physics. It is likely that this gave Hobbes the idea 
that physiology is essentially the same sort of thing as physics, a science in 
which geometrical notions are applied to matter in motion. Next comes 
Hobbes's crucial step. He formulates the idea that life is simply a form of 
internal motion in matter. Inanimate matter requires an external force to 
alter its motion; a billiard ball rolling along the table has its motion 
altered by the force of another billiard ball which strikes it. Living things 
are different, in that their motion can be changed by a cause within 
themselves. Now the circulation of the blood, and perhaps the Old Testa­
ment statement (Leviticus 17:14) that the life of all flesh is its blood, 
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suggest to Hobbes that life simply is an internal motion in the organism; 
and just as the motion of one billiard ball can be affected by the motion 
of another, so the outwardly observable movements o) an organism 
can be affected by the imernal movements which we do not normally 
see. The causes of the behaviour, of the observable movements, of an 
organism are the sar.~e as the causes of the observable movements of 
inanimate matter, namely, the force of matter in motion. 

Hobbes therefore thinks of animal behaviour, including human 
behaviour, as a form of matter in motion, caused by internal physio­
logical motion in the organs of the body. Such internal physiological 
motion he calls 'vital motion', i.e. motion that constitutes life. The 
externally observable movements of the organism, which are caused by 
vital motions, he calls 'animal motion' or 'voluntary motion'. (We shall 
see later his reasons for the alternative name of 'voluntary motion'.) 
This then is how Hobbes applies the materialist hypothesis to the 
concept of life, to the behaviour of organisms as well as to inanimate 
matter. 

What of mind or consciousness? Here Hobbes is faced with a more 
difficult problem. His apparent success in correlating physics with 
physiology, in joining the work of Galileo to that of Harvey, led him to 
think that the same move could be extended to psychology. Let us look 
for a moment at his account of perception. When I perceive something, 
according to Hobbes, what really happens is all a matter of physics and 
physiology. An instance of matter in motion comes into contact with an 
organ of the body. This causes a change in the movements of the organ, 
which in turn cause a change in the movements of the nerves. The 
motion in the nerves continues to the brain and the heart; and since the 
heart has its own system of forceful motion, the impact of the new 
motion communicated from the outside body meets with resistance 
(just as the impact of one moving billiard ball on another brings out a 
resistance in the second moving body). The resistance of the heart 
Hobbes describes, in Chapter 1 of Leviathan, as a 'counter-pressure, or 
endeavour of the heart, to deliver it self'. That is to say, the internal 
organ exerts force outwards, to counteract the force coming inwards. 
Now this 'endeavour' or movement outwards, because it is outwards, 
'seems' to be something outside. And this 'seeming' or 'phantasm' or 
'fancy' is what we call sensation. We seem to perceive something outside 
us. When, for example, I look at the paper on which these words are 
printed, or if I grasp the paper, what is really going on, according to 
Hobbes, is the pressure or force of material motions from the paper to 
my eye or hand and then within my body. But it seems to me as if I 
were aware of something outside myself. What I am aware of is in fact a 
'fancy', an 'appearance', a by-product of the physiological movements 
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inside my body. So that consciousness, for Hobbes, is mere appearance. 
What goes on in the body is real; what we call mental experiences are 
simply appea~mces of bodily motion. Mind or conscious experience is 
not real at all; it is appearance. What is real is the bodily matter in 
motion. 

Having given a materialistic account of sensation or perception, as an 
appearance of physiological motion, Hobbes can proceed to build up a 
picture of cognitive experience founded upon sensation. Imagination, 
mental imagery, is 'decaying' or fading sense. Memory is just another 
name for the same thing, but we call it imagination when we attend to 
the fancies, the images, themselves; and we call it memory when we 
attend to the fact that the images simply are the fading remnants of 
sense. Imagination joined with the use of words constitutes thinking. 
The details of Hobbes's account of thinking are of interest for epistemo­
logy, but since I am more concerned with his moral and political philos­
ophy I do not need to take any further Hobbes's views of the cognitive 
capacities of the mind. 

We can turn now to his account of the conative and affective faculties, 
i.e. his view of desire, volition, and feeling. Here again the experience of 
consciousness, according to Hobbes, is merely the appearance of bodily 
motion. 

It works like this. Suppose I feel hungry. This is a conscious feeling. 
We shall all agree that when I am hungry my stomach is in a different 
state from that in which it is when I do not feel hungry. According to 
Hobbes, all that is really going on is the movements in the nerves and 
organs of the stomach; the vital motion is slowing down. But these 
movements 'appear' in the mind as a feeling of hunger, a form of pain 
or 'uneasiness'. Now suppose that, feeling hungry, I go to the kitchen 
and get some bread and cheese; I eat it and then feel satisfied. We 
should normally say that I went to the kitchen for food because I felt 
hungry, and that afterwards I feel satisfied because I have eaten. We 
regard the feeling of hunger as the cause of my going into the kitchen 
for bread and cheese, and we regard the eating of food as the cause of the 
subsequent feeling of satisfaction. On this commonsensical view of the 
situation, a psychological experience causes an action or, if you like, a 
piece of bodily behaviour, what Hobbes would call 'animal motion'; and 
another action or instance of 'animal motion' causes a further psycho­
logical experience. The causal process can go from mind to body and 
from body to mind. 

Now let us think of this from a materialistic point of view, omitting 
all references to feelings or other mental experiences, and instead tracing 
the pattern of causes simply by reference to matter in motion, including 
both 'vital motion' and 'animal motion'. This is how Hobbes looks at it. 
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The vital motion, the movements in the nerves and organs of the 
stomach, cause the animal motions of walking into the kitchen, taking 
food, and eating it. As the food passes into the stomach, it causes new 
vital motions. The organs and nerves are now in a different state from 
their earlier one. The vital motion has been speeded up, running 
smoothly again. This is all that really happens. But the real vital motions 
'appear' in the mind as feelings. The original physiological movements 
appear in the mind as a feeling of hunger; and at the end of the process 
the speeding up of the physiological movements appears in the mind as 
a feeling of satisfaction. 

Since desire is really physiological movement, which causes bodily 
movement, Hobbes reasons further that the physiological movements 
must be the 'first beginnings' of the bodily movement. According to this 
account, when I desire to eat food, what is really happening is that my 
nerves and muscles are beginning those movements which will soon be 
outwardly observable in the movement of my limbs taking me to the 
kitchen. Desire therefore is really the first small beginnings of action; 
and action is bodily movement. This movement can be towards a 
thing or away from a thing. When it is towards a thing (as in my 
example of moving towards the bread and cheese in the kitchen), we 
give to the 'small beginnings' the name of desire or appetite. When the 
bodily movement is away from a thing (as, for instance, when I run in 
from the rain), we call the 'small beginnings' by the name of aversion. I 
dislike rain, I don't want to be soaked by the rain. Not wanting, or 
aversion, is the small beginnings of movement away from a thing. 
Appetite (or desire) and aversion are specific forms of 'endeavour', 
which is Hobbes's name for the small beginnings of motion in general. 
It is worth noting that the Latin words from which 'appetite' and 
'aversion' are derived have definite connotations of moving towards or 
away from a thing, of seeking and of turning away. Hobbes read and 
wrote Latin with ease, and the connotations of Latin terms often in­
fluence the way in which he understands a concept. 

We should next see how desire' and aversion are connected with 
pleasure and pain. The feeling of hunger, we have learned, is 'really' a 
bodily state. It is a state of the stomach which, if not dealt with, will 
eventually produce starvation and death. When I am hungry, my vital 
processes are going slowly, they are liable to run down. When I have 
eaten food, my vital processes can run smoothly again. Hobbes holds 
that the feelings of pleasure and pain are the mental appearances of the 
vital processes according as they are running smoothly or not. Conse­
quently, whenever something happens which impedes the vital pro­
cesses, the impeding appears in the mind as a painful feeling, a warning 
that life is in danger. On the other hand, whenever something happens 
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which assists the vital processes, this change appears in the mind as a 
feeling of pleasure, a sign that life or vital motion is going along nicely. 
Hunger is therefore felt as painful, and repletio': is felt as plcasa~t or a 
satisfaction. And since I know from past expenence that the catmg of 
food produces pleasure in this way, I anticipate the pleasure when I 
desire the food. So the object of a desire is thought of as pleasant, and 
similarly the object of aversion is thought of as painful or unpleasant. 

Now it is characteristic of a living thing that it endeavours to go on 
living. Hobbes probably links this too with a principle of Galileo, the 
principle of inertia, that a piece of matter, if left to itself, tends to con­
tinue in the state of motion or rest in which it now is. However that 
may be, a living thing docs have the tendency to go on living, and so it 
behaves in ways that will assist this tendency. In a conscious being, like 
man, the tendency of the organism appears in the mind as a desire for 
self-preservation; and the other side of this coin is an aversion from 
death. For Hobbes, the desire for self-preservation or aversion from 
death is the fundamental motive of human conduct. Further, since 
pleasure is the sign of heightened vitality and pain is the sign of dimin­
ished vitality, the desire to go on living and to avoid death implies a 
desire for pleasure and an aversion from pain. 

From these simple foundations Hobbes builds up a quite complicated 
account of human motives and feelings. It is stated summarily in 
Chapter 6 of Leviathan, where the concise and epigrammatic forms of 
Hobbes's definitions have their own fascination. Hobbes had previously 
given a much fuller account in the latter half of Human Nature; and 
although some of the definitions in Leviathan show an improvement over 
those of Human Nature, it is well worth going back to the earlier book in 
order to appreciate the ingenuity of Hobbes's psychology, built up as it is 
on the basis of a strictly materialist metaphysics and in accordance with 
Hobbes's recommended method of proceeding by way of definitions 
and the consequences of definitions. Let me give a couple of examples. 
Hobbes defines hope as desire for a thing together with the opinion that 
we are likely to attain it, while despair is desire for a thing with the 
opinion that we are not likely to attain it. Fear he defines as aversion 
from a thing together with the opinion that we are not likely to avoid it, 
i.e. together with the opinion that we are likely to receive hurt from it. 
Hurt or harm is of course a species of evil, and Hobbes defines good and 
evil also in terms of desire and aversion. What we call good is simply the 
object of desire, and what we call evil is simply the object of aversion. In 
Hobbes's view, therefore, to call a thing good is tantamount to saying 
that we desire that thing, and to call a thing evil is tantamount to saying 
that we feel aversion in regard to that thing. 

If action is caused by the physiological motion (endeavour) which 
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appears either as desire or as aversion, what are we to say of the will? 
According to Hobbes, the 'will' is simply a name for that endeavour 
which immediately precedes an action; and we apply the name when 
there has been a process of deliberation, which Hobbes explains as 
simply the alternation of various motives, of appetites and aversions of 
various kinds, some being inclinations to go one way, others being 
inclinations to go the other way. Hobbes thinks of the will as the result of 
a balance of forces. He is of course dealing with action in mechanistic 
terms, in terms of the laws of mechanics, of matter in motion. He is 
therefore a determinist. When there is a conflict of endeavours, a 
conflict of forces, some impelling in one direction, others impelling in a 
contrary direction, the action that a man finally takes will be determined 
by the balance of forces. There cannot therefore be 'free will', i.e. the 
possibility of acting against the greatest weight of inclination. What we 
call the will is simply the last desire or aversion that shows itself just 
before the overt animal motion takes place, it is the particular instance 
of endeavour that is the immediate cause of the action. This is why 
Hobbes calls action 'animal motion or voluntary motion'. In animals 
which possess consciousness, the cause of animal motion appears in the 
mind as desire or will (Hobbes takes the word 'will' to mean more or 
less the same as wanting, no doubt again influenced by the fact that 
both could be expressed in Latin by the verb volo); and therefore the 
action may. be described as being caused by the will or as being voluntary. 
We can translate the word 'voluntary' sometimes as meaning willed, 
sometimes as meaning in accordance with our wishes. Hobbes takes 
'voluntary' to mean caused by our own desire. You may feel inclined to 
ask how Hobbes can distinguish between voluntary and involuntary 
behaviour when he denies that there is any such thing as free will. He 
holds that form of determinism which is called self-determinism. All 
action is necessary, but not all action is necessitated by external causes. 
Liberty or freedom is to be contrasted with external compulsion. If I am 
compelled by prison bars to stay where I am, I am not free, I am not at 
liberty. But if I stay in one particular room because I want to, or even 
because I am afraid that I shall suffer some unpleasant experience if I 
go out, then I act of my own volition. The cause of my action is internal, 
not external; it is desire or fear (a form of aversion), and not an external 
force. Hence, in Hobbes's usage, it is voluntary or free, as contrasted 
with action that is compelled by an external cause. 

Hobbes's account of psychology and of human motives is oversimpli­
fied, but it is a really remarkable attempt to build up the whole picture 
from as few premisses as possible. Although his account is open to 
serious criticism, we should remember that it is a sound principle in 
science (and in philosophy too) to make one's scheme of explanation as 
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simple as possible. That is why Hobbes does what he does. He not only 
makes psychology simple. He also tries to reduce psychology to physi­
ology, and to reduce physiology to physics. Everything is matter in 
motion, and the motion everywhere takes place according to the simple 
laws of mechanics. 
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Morals and Politics - I 

Now that we have some idea of Hobbes's simple mechanistic picture of 
the world of nature, including man, we arc in a position to consider his 
theory of morals and politics. In this chapter I shall give a general 
outline of that theory, and in the following chapter I shall consider in 
more detail some points of special interest. We should recall in the first 
instance that Hobbes's political philosophy is designed to meet a prob­
lem of real life, and that his moral philosophy is introduced only as a 
necessary part of the solution to the political problem. 

Hobbes's problem, it will be remembered, is to discover how to 
maintain a stable ordered society and how to avoid disorder or civil war. 
To deal with the problem 'scientifically' he must find the causes of each 
of these situations. He will then be in a position to consider how we may 
make it possible for the causes of ordered society to operate and for the 
causes of disorder to be overcome. The cause of ordered society is the 
desire for security; the main causes of disorder are competition, distrust, 
and 'glory' (enjoyment of power). If security is to be maintained, and 
competition and 'glory' restrained, there must be a power with absolute 
authority to prevent men from harming each other; they must be 
subject to a sovereign power. How can they be persuaded to accept this? 
By showing them the reasons why they should obey the State. Hobbes is 
thus led to expound the grounds of political obligation; and to do this he 
must show the grounds of obligation generally. That is to say, he is led 
to give us a theory of obligation, a theory of morals. 

In order to explain Hobbes's theory of obligation, and indeed his 
political theory as a whole, it is necessary to emphasize a distinction 
which is of key importance in his work, the distinction between the 
natural and the artificial. This distinction is drawn in the very first 
words of Leviathan, and it runs throughout the work. Nature, or the 
natural, is what we find. Art, or the artificial, is what we make. The world 
of nature is not made by man; he just finds it, and it includes himself. 
For God, who has made the world, the world is artificial. Now art, 
human art, can to some degree imitate nature, the art of God. For 
instance, Hobbes defines a living thing, an animal, as a piece of matter 
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that has the power of moving itself. A man, or a dog, is a natural animal. 
But what of a piece of matter that has been artificially c~ntrive~ to move 
itself? An automatic machine, such as a clockwork tram, for mstance? 
This answers to the definition of an animal, but it is artificial, not 
natural. It is an artificial animal, an imitation of a natural animal. 
Hobbes thinks of the State as an artificial animal, indeed an artificial 
man. It is artificial, not so much because it can be set up by a social 
contract (for that is not the only way whereby a State, in Hobbes's 
view, can come into existence), but because it needs to be kept in being 
deliberately, just as one has to keep winding up the clockwork train. If 
the train is just left to itself, if power is not deliberately applied when 
power is needed, the train will run down, it will 'die', i.e. it will cease to 
be an 'animal'. So with the State. If it is left alone, it will drift into civil 
war or anarchy, it will cease to be an organized State. Hence Hobbes 
calls civil war the 'death' of the commonwealth. In this sense, therefore, 
anarchy or war is natural, while organized commonwealth is artificial. 
And just because the State is artificial, while anarchy is natural, men 
need to be told what they must do to keep the State in being. 

We may say, then, that anarchy (the sort of thing that occurs in civil 
war, or any kind of war) is natural, while organized society is artificial. 
Let us now look with greater precision for possible causes of each. If 
anarchy or war between men is natural, it is likely, or at least possible, 
that the cause lies in human nature. Hobbes thinks we know by experi­
ence that human nature is predominantly egoistic. Men are mainly out 
for their own interests. That is why they compete and fight. But why is 
human nature egoistic ? Because the natural tendency of any organism 
is to preserve its own life. In a state of nature, a man desires self-preser­
vation and will do anything that seems to him necessary for self-preserva­
tion. Furthermore, it docs not make sense to say that he is obliged to 
refrain from such actions. For what motive could he have to refrain? 
His fundamental motive is the desire for self-preservation, and so he 
cannot have an effective motive to act in ways that he thinks will militate 
against his own preservation. If he cannot have such a motive, it does 
not make sense to say that he is obliged so to act. He has a right to do 
anything which he thinks will conduce to his preservation; and this 
right has no limits if he cannot trust others to live and let live. To say 
that a man has a right to do something, is to say that he has no obliga­
tion to refrain. In a state of nature, every man has a right to all things. 
He may do whatever he chooses. This is his natural right. 

The desire for self-preservation gives rise to a desire for pleasure, 
since pleasure is the appearance in consciousness of what conduces to 
life. Conversely there is an aversion from pain, pain being the mental 
appearance of what conduces to death. According to Hobbes,. man's 
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desire for continued preservation leads him to desire not only pleasure 
now but a store of pleasure for the future, since that means a store of 
continued life in the future. How can one lay up a store of future pleas­
ure? By acquiring power. Power is the means to satisfy our desires. 
Therefore every man naturally desires power and more power, 'a 
perpetual and restless desire of power after power, that ceaseth only in 
death' (Leviathan, Chapter 1 1). If one person had power so great that 
no one could resist him, he would be master of all. This is the position of 
God. God is irresistible, in consequence of which he has the right of 
dominion (Leviathan, Chapter 31). But among men in a natural state, 
none has the ability to attain for himself powers so great that he can 
have dominion over all. Roughly speaking, all men are equal in their • 
capacity to acquire power. One man may be physically stronger than 
another, but the second may be more cunning and so able to outwit the 
first by stratagem if not by physical strength. No man has enough 
power to compel all to do his will. All are roughly equal in power, and 
all can exercise their unlimited natural right. 

What is the result? If no man is my master, equally no man is my 
slave. My neighbour is as strong as I, and as self-assertive as I. We fear 
each other, and we are liable to come into conflict with each other be­
cause we desire the same things. No one is strong enough to kill, or 
make himself master of, everyone else. So all go in mutual fear and 
suspicion, and from time to time there will be battles, in which any 
man is liable to lose his life. The natural state of mankind is a state of 
war, 'where every man is enemy to every man'. There is 'continual fear, 
and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, 
brutish, and short' (Leviathan, Chapter 13). Here, then, is the state of 
anarchy, into which human society tends to drift if left to take its 
natural course. Hobbes has shown that its cause lies in human nature, 
the desire for self-preservation, leading to competition. 

Fortunately, this situation carries within it its own remedy. The 
fundamental cause of the behaviour that leads to the state of war can also 
supply the cause of extrication from this predicament. For the funda­
mental cause is the desire for self-preservation, which implies an 
aversion from death. But the state of war, into which men are led by 
their natural desires, is a condition in which life is nasty, brutish, and 
short. The result that is reached is the opposite of what was aimed at. 
Men aim at continued preservation of life, and find themselves in a 
situation where they are likely to lose their lives. They have a natural 
aversion from death, but are in a position where they are unlikely to 
avoid death for long. It will be recalled that Hobbes defined fear as 
aversion from a thing together with the opinion that one is not likely to 
avoid it. In the state of war, therefore, men are faced with the fear of 
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death. They have a natural aversion from death but are in a situatio? 
where they can see they are unlikely to avoid death for long: Th1s 
motive, the fear of death, which arises in the state of war, supphcs the 
cause of putting an end to that state. 

Being moved to end the natural state of war, a rational man can sec 
that he should seek the opposite, a state of peace. This piece of reason­
ing, which prescribes the means to secure our fundamental aim of self­
preservation, Hobb!!s calls a 'precept', or 'general rule', or 'theorem', 
of reason (Leviathan, Chapters 14-15). He also calls it the first law of 
nature. A law of nature differs from the right of nature. The right of 
nature is what we may do, what we are at liberty to do, in order to 
preserve our lives. A law of nature states an obligation or a precept or 
rule; it tells us what we should do, what we arc obliged to do, in order to 
preserve our lives. To use the language that was later to be introduced in 
ethical theory by Immanuel Kant, a law of nature is a hypothetical 
imperative; it prescribes a means to our own interest. The particular 
methods whereby we may carry out the first and fundamental law of 
nature, namely, to seek peace, arc listed by Hobbes as further laws of 
nature; they are means to peace, which is itself a means to self-preserva­
tion. 

Hobbes explains, at the end of Chapter 15 of Leviathan, that the word 
'law' should properly be applied only to a command issued by someone 
with a right to be obeyed. He adds that the description which he has 
given earlier of the 'laws of nature' does not strictly justify the use of 
the word 'law'. But, he adds, if we look upon these precepts of reason as 
something communicated to us by God, then we may properly regard 
them as commands issued by one who has the right to be obeyed, and 
so we may properly use the word 'laws'. In any event, however, such a 
precept is a hypothetical imperative, telling us what we ought to do if 
we are to preserve our lives, which of course we all have as our funda­
mental end. Laws of nature, then, arc hypothetical imperatives, pru­
dential obligations. In De Give, Hobbes calls such obligation 'natural 
obligation'. 

I should say at this point that there is dispute among scholars about 
the interpretation of Hobbes's theory of obligation. What I shall give is 
my own interpretation, with the warning that it is my own. Hobbes 
holds that there are two kinds of obligation. (In De Give he writes also 
of a third kind, physical obligation, but this is not relevant to our 
purpose.) One is natural obligation, and this is a hypothetical imperative. 
The other I call artificial obligation, and I regard this as Hobbes's 
account of what Immanuel Kant was later to call the categorical impera­
tive. Hobbes himself does not anywhere use the expression 'artificial 
obligation', but he explicitly applies the adjective 'artificial' to covenants 
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or promises (in Chapter 17 of Leviathan), and he describes civil laws as 
'artificial chains' or 'bonds' (Chapter 21). According to my interpreta­
tion of Hobbes, an artificial obligation is a verbal obligation or bond, 
made by a covenant (a promise in consideration of a benefit). In Chapter 
15 of De Give, Hobbes contrasts this kind of obligation with natural 
obligation; and in all three statements of his political theory (De 
Corpore Politico, De Give, and Leviathan), he brings out the linguistic 
character of the obligation of promises. If a man acts contrary to his 
promise, says Hobbes, he has in effect contradicted himself: for in 
promising, he has expressed in words a will to do what he promises; and 
then when he acts in breach of his promise, he wills an action which 
negates the will he formerly expressed in words. Promise-breaking, 
therefore, is a kind of self-contradiction, a breach of obligation that is 
irrational, not in the sense that it is imprudent but in the sense that it is 
illogical. 

To go against a law of nature is irrational in the sense of being 
imprudent. It is irrational in that it goes against a conclusion of pru­
dential reasoning. To break a promise is not in itself imprudent, though 
it happens (often, but not always) to be imprudent as well, since it is 
usually in a man's interest to keep his promises; and therefore one of 
the laws of nature tells us to keep our promises, provided we can do so 
without giving a hostage to fortune, but this is an additional considera­
tion to the obligation of the promise itself. In itself, promise-breaking 
is not imprudent. It is sometimes to a man's advantage to break a 
promise, and in that case we cannot say that he is 'naturally' or hypo­
thetically obliged to keep his promise. But he still has an artificial or 
verbal obligation to keep his promise, because it would be illogical or 
self-contradictory to break it. This artificial obligation has nothing to do 
with means to an end. The obligation depends entirely on the fact that 
one has promised. That is why I say that this represents Hobbes's 
version of what was later to be called the categorical imperative. To 
break a promise is wrong in itself, just because the promise has been 
made, not because of any end to which the action of keeping the promise 
is a means. 

Since Hobbes gives the name of natural obligation to hypothetical 
imperatives, we may say that, for him, the obligation to keep a promise 
is, in a sense, 'non-natural'. But this does not imply that for Hobbes, as 
for Kant, there is a world of non-natural entities transcending the 
world of nature. Hobbes is an ethical naturalist. He is bound to be, 
since he is also a materialist. He explains ethics in terms of human 
nature, in terms of psychology. He has a form of non-natural obligation 
that does n~t .imp!~ anything supernatural. Non-natural obligation is 
man-made; 1t 1s artificial. 

33 



HOBBES 

What sort of thing is it? It is simply a contrivance of language. 
According to Hobbes, a natural obligation is a real motive force. A man 
who is naturally obliged is a man who is moved by fear or hope, by a 
real psychological force. This natural obligation, a real force, is simu­
lated by that artificial 'obligation' of which we speak when a promise has 
been made. A man who makes a promise is said to 'bind' himself, by the 
words he utters, to the performance of an action. But the 'bond' is 
merely verbal or metaphorical. It is not a bond with any real force. As 
Hobbes says in Leviathan, Chapter 14, 'nothing is more easily broken 
than a man's word'; and again he says, in Chapter 18, that covenants or 
promises are 'but words, and breath,' that 'have no force to oblige, con­
tain, constrain, or protect any man, but what it has from the public 
sword'. (In this quotation, 'oblige' means 'motivate'.) If a promise is to 
have a real force, to oblige in the sense in which natural obligations 
oblige, to have a strong motivating power, it must be backed by 'the 
sword', by physical force that will cause a man to be afraid and to act 
from his fear. Nevertheless, there is this other kind of obligation that we 
talk about, and it also comes into Hobbes's theory. 

If Hobbes is to persuade men to submit themselves to government, he 
must show them their obligation to do so. As I interpret him, he tells us 
that we have two kinds of obligation to obey the government. One is the 
prudential or natural obligation that results from our fear of the effects 
of anarchy. The other is the non-prudential or artificial obligation of 
promise-keeping. For Hobbes argues that any citizen of a State may be 
presumed to have promised obedience. This presumption is set out in 
Hobbes's theory of a social contract. Hobbes does not, however, suppose 
that States are normally·set up by means of an explicit social contract. 
He speaks of two methods whereby a commonwealth can be set up, one 
being social contract, the other conquest; and Hobbes knows very well 
that most States come into existence by the second method. But he 
argues that, where a State has been set up by conquest, the subjects can 
be assumed to have given a tacit promise to obey the ruler in return for 
having their lives spared. This means that the subject has a double 
obligation to obey, the first being a prudential obligation depending on 
his fear oflosing his life, the second being the artificial obligation to keep 
his promise. The point of the social contract theory in Hobbes is to 
bring out the logical implications of sovereignty and subjection, not to 
give a fanciful picture of how States may arise by agreement. 

Let us now consider in more detail how Hobbes's theory of obliga­
tion fits into his political theory. For this purpose we must go back to 
the idea of laws of nature. When men find themselves in the state of 
war, their reason prescribes the first law of nature, to seek peace. How 
are they to do this ? By setting up a sovereign authority to lay down laws 
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prescribing what they are required to do and what they may not do. 
These laws are laws in the ordinary sense of the word, civil laws, not 
natural laws. Now if a law says that I muse do X (even if I don't want to) 
or that I may noc do Y (even though I want to), this means that it curtails 
my natural right or liberty to do as I please. There arc two possible ways 
of setting up a sovereign authority empowered to do this. One method is 
by social contract; the other is by conquest. Hobbes calls a State set up 
by social contract a 'commonwealth by institution', and one set up by 
conquest he calls a 'conunonwealth by acquisition'. He deals first with 
conunonwealth by institution and explains this in great detail. This is 
not because he thinks that States have in practice arisen by institution. 
He knows perfectly well that most, if not all, States have come into being 
as the result of conquest. But he deals first, and most elaborately, with 
conunonwealth by institution because this allows him to bring out the 
logical implications of what it is to be a subject of a State. We should 
remember that Hobbes's method of procedure is to find possible causes, 
not necessarily actual causes. He is going to argue, however, that the 
logical position is exactly the same irrespective of whether a State has 
arisen by contract or by conquest. He begins with instituted conunon­
wealth because it happens to be easier to see the logical position in the 
case of contract and then to observe that the same thing applies to a 
State set up by conquest. 

\Ve can now turn our attention to the second law of nature. How 
precisely can men get out of the state of war, how can they seek peace? 
This would be possible if they restrained their desire for power and did 
not interfere with each other, i.e. if each man restricted his natural right 
to do as he pleased. Of course this will work only if everyone is willing to 
give up his natural right. The second law of nature therefore states that 
one should be willing to give up one's natural right to all things so long 
as other men are willing to do the same. Men can do this by making 
covenants, which will lay them under obligation (this is artificial obliga­
tion) not to attack each other. The obligation restricts their liberty, their 
right to do as they please. The covenants that they make will be mutually 
dependent on each other, i.e. they will form a contract. A contract 
between two or more people consists of mutual promises dependent on 
each o~her. Suppose, for example, that I sign a contract with a publisher 
- or, smce we are imagining, let us say I sign a contract with a film pro­
ducer. He promises to pay me a million dollars to act the part of Bottom 
the ~eaver in .his production of A Midsummer Night's Dream, and I on 
my side promise to play the part and also promise not to accept any 
other offer, however tempting, from rival organizations green with 
envy because they cannot get me to play the ass in their productions. 
Each of us makes his promise on condition that the other party fulfils 
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his promise. And that is a contract- an imaginary one, anyway, which 
is what we are talking about. 

Now in my imaginary case, if one party does not fulfil his side of the 
bargain, the other party can sue him in a court of law. The law of the 
State will enforce the contract. But in a state of nature there is no assur­
ance that other people will keep their promises. Promises are but words 
and breath, they are not real bonds. Nothing is more easily broken than 
a man's word. Promises are of course useless if they are not kept, and 
so the third law of nature prescribes that we ought to perform what we 
promise. According to my interpretation, this 'natural obligation' to 
keep promises is additional to, and different from, the artificial or verbal 
obligation that is set up by the promise itself. Prudential reasoning tells 
us that it will be to our interest to keep our promises. But although this 
piece of prudential reasoning provides a real motive for action, the 
precept is not likely to be generally followed unless it is backed by 
force. It is a prescription of reason, and a purely or mainly rational 
being would follow it; but men are not purely or mainly rational. 
Although they can understand what would be the wise or prudent thing 
to do, their actions are chiefly motivated by passion. Consequently one 
cannot rely on another man to keep his part of a bargain unless his 
passions are involved, and this can be brought about by working on 
his fear. He has to be made afraid of the consequences of breaking his 
promise. So the proposed system of mutual covenants must be backed 
by sanctions, by force: The way to do this is for the proposed system of 
mutual covenants to m~lude the ~ranting of sovereign authority to a 
common power. What IS needed Is a social contract in which people 
covenant together, not just to refrain from exercising their natural rights, 
but also to set up a common power that will force them to refrain from 
exercising those rights. 

Accordingly we can imagine pe~ple contracting together in some such 
terms as follows. Each man promises to give up his natural right to do 
as he pleases and to act only as he is commanded or allowed by a 
specified person or ass~mbly of persons_, subject to the condition that 
every other man promises the same thmg. Such a contract is giving 
authority to the man (or assembly of.men) who is made the sovereign. 
For it is a promise to do what he requires; it is making him the 'author' 
of one's future acts. ~s a party to the. contract I promise that whatso­
ever the sovereign Wills shal~ ?e my will; I submit my will to his. This 
act of covenanting or promlSlng makes ~e his subject; by giving him 
authority over me, I lay myself under obligation to obey his commands, 
i.e. to obey the civil laws. . . . 

The social contract, as Hobbes depicts It, Is a contract made by all the 
future citizens of the State with each other. They each promise to give up 
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their natural rights and to obey the person or assembly who is con­
stituted the sovereign of the State. The sovereign himself is not a party 
to the contract. That is to say, the sovereign makes no promises. Since 
he is to have absolute authority, his rights must not be limited by any 
contractual obligation. The sovereign is subject to the laws of nature, as 
is any man independently of the social contract; but this means that the 
duties of the sovereign are hypothetical or prudential. It is his duty to 
keep the peace and to do all things that are necessary to maintain 
security; this is because a failure to do so will mean a reversion to the 
state of war, which he does not want any more than others do. The 
sovereign has no contractual or artificial obligations; he is not a party to 
the contract, he makes no promises. He therefore retains the full meas­
ure of natural right, he is at liberty to do whatever he thinks fit. The 
subjects are obliged by the contract to obey the laws that the sovereign 
enacts. But the sovereign himself is above the laws of the State. He has 
not promised to abide by them. In this sense the king can do no wrong. 
He cannot act unjustly, for injustice, according to Hobbes, is breach of 
covenant, and the sovereign has made no covenant. One of the laws of 
nature prescribes equity, i.e. equal or impartial dealing between men 
if one has to judge them. The sovereign has a natural or prudential 
obligation to follow this law of nature like others, and a king who is 
partial in judgement acts inequitably. Hobbes distinguishes, however, 
between equity and justice; justice is the keeping of covenant and in­
justice is the breach of covenant, and since the sovereign has not 
covenanted to obey the civil laws, as his subjects have, he cannot be 
said to break those laws or thereby to act unjustly. He has absolute right 
and therefore absolute authority. 

Corresponding to the absolute authority of the sovereign, the subject 
has an almost absolute obligation of obedience. The obligation of the 
subject is almost absolute but not quite. There are some things which a 
subject is not obliged to do. These are described in Chapter 21 of 
Leviathan. A man has 'liberty to disobey' if the sovereign orders him 'to 
kill, wound, or maim himself; or not to resist those that assault him; or 
to abstain from the use of food, air, medicine, or any other thing 
without which he cannot live'. If he is commanded to fight as a soldier, 
'though his sovereign have right enough to punish his refusal with 
death', he 'may nevertheless in many cases refuse, without injustice; as 
when he substituteth a sufficient soldier in his place'. Other liberties 
'depend on the silence of the law'. But the whole obligation of subjects 
to the sovereign lasts only as long as the power which the sovereign has 
to protect them. 'The end of obedience is protection.' The reason for the 
limitations upon the obligation of subjects is this. The subjects have 
entered into the social contract in order to preserve their lives. They 
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cannot therefore be presumed to have promised to do anything which 
will go against that ultimate aim. Nevertheless the sovereign is perfectly 
entitled to issue a command that a subject should kill himself or should 
not resist those who come to arrest him; and if the subject refuses to 
obey this command, as he on his side is entitled to do, then the sovereign 
may order him to be punished by death. 

I have already said that Hobbes is well aware that in practice States 
are unlikely to be set up by social contract. A State is usually set up by 
the alte~~ati~e method of conquest. But, Hobbes points out, the result­
ant pos1t10n IS exactly the same. The sovereign has absolute authority, 
and. the subj.ect has an almost absolute obligation. Furthermore, the 
subJect's obligation is of the same kind as in an instituted common­
wealt?,. that is to say, it includes the artificial obligation of covenant or 
pro~smg. ~~en the victor in a battle has the vanquished in his power, 
h~ IS 10 a ~OSition to do just what he likes with them; we might picture 
him as ?emg able to stand over each vanquished person with a drawn 

dsword, 10 a. position to kill him. Now Hobbes holds that if the victor 
oes not kill the van · h d h th · im r ·tl . qms e , we may presume t at e vanqmshed 

as ~~ci r~ p~orruses to do whatever the victor orders him to do, so long 
van~~. ~ ed I~ spared. By such an implicit promise of obedience the 
subjec~s X:akese~mes th~ subject of the conquer~r. In this instance t_he 
commonwealth ~ ~ro~se. directly to the sovereign, as contrasted with 
to each other BJ I~Stlt~tl~n where the future subjects make promises 
sovereign m k t 10 thi~ mstance as much as in the former one, the 
In the case ~f es no promises and therefore has no artificial obligations. 
set of mutual commonwea.lth by acquisition there is no contract (i.e. a 
made from 0 co~~nants); mstead there is simply a series of covenants 
life is spared~~ SI ~only· T?e subject promises to obey so long as his 
life. The sov~re~lt e. sovereign does not promise to spare the subject's 
take the subject!g~.;,ti~l has the right, which he had at the beginning, to 
But the sovereigs I e if he chooses to do so; his right remains absolute. 
he does not exer~· can .co~nt on the subject's obedience only so long as 
promise to obey I~e hi_s nght .to take the subject's life, for the subject's 
acquired common Is giVen With that limitation. Consequently, in an 
ject is ordered to ~ealth as i~ an instituted commonwealth, if the sub­
obliged to obey w0 somethmg which will endanger his life, he is not 
account of a so~ial e can see, then, that the main point of the earli~r 
simply to bring out c~ntract, or of a commonwealth by institution, IS 
subjection, namely chearly the logical implications of sovereignty and 
while the subject h t e fact that the sovereign has an absolute right, 
Pending upon an as an almost absolute obligation of obedience, de-

assumed . 
But, one may ask prorruse. 

' Why should Hobbes want to talk at all about an 
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assumed promise in the case of a State that arises by conquest? Since 
the conqueror has the vanquished in his power, what need is there to 
speak of the obligation of a supposed promise? The subject will have a 
natural obligation to obey, just as a man is naturally obliged to hand over 
his money to a thug who points a revolver at him and says 'Your money 
or your life'. Hobbes is not satisfied with this, however. In Chapter 20 

of Leviathan, he draws a distinction between a subject or a servant on 
the one hand, and a captive or a slave on the other. A captive or a slave 
is in the power of his master, but he has no obligation other than natural 
obligation. If he can manage to run away, he is not obliged to refrain 
from doing so. By contrast, a subject or a servant has an obligation 
towards his master (not just the natural obligation to do the best he can 
for himself). The master has not merely power over him, but also 
authority, i.e. a right to be obeyed. And if the subject or servant has an 
obligation cowards his master, that kind of obligation must be based on 
a promise. 

The point of the distinction is this. The obligations of promises, if not 
backed by power, are merely verbal and have little force to act as a 
motive. But on the other hand, power by itselfis not adequate either. Of 
course, the exercise of power goes a long way in getting people to obey 
their masters' will. A captive or a slave simply has to do as he is told, 
for the most part. But a State cannot be run on the lines of a prison. 
When the conqueror has the vanquished actually before him at the point 
of the sword, he can rely on the threat of force to get his wishes carried 
out. But he cannot be in this position all the time. When he is not on the 
spot, the other man may run away, just as a captive may run away if he 
is not kept locked up. Therefore something else besides the exercise of 
power is required for running a State. This something else is acknow­
ledged authority, whereby the sovereign has a right to be obeyed, and the 
subjects have an obligation to lzim to obey. In order to provide for this, 
Hobbes brings in the idea of a supposed covenant. 

We now see the purpose of the social contract theory in Hobbes, and 
we can also see why he makes political obligation a combination of two 
kinds of obligation, natural and artificial. A man ought to obey the laws 
of the State for two reasons. The first reason is that it is in his interest 
to obey, i.e. he has a natural obligation; the State is intended to avoid 
the natural state of war, and however irksome the laws of the State may 
be, anything (save the instant threat of death) is better than the con­
dition of war or anarchy, in which life is nasty, brutish, and short. 
Secondly, there is also an artificial obligation, depending upon a pre­
sumed p~omise to obey; the presumption is necessary for the relations 
of sovereignty and subjection, without which a State cannot work. 

This, then, is Hobbes's political theory, his justification of political 
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obedience. It has been carried out in accordance with his prescribed 
method, seeking relations of cause and effect, for the purpose of being 
useful to the life of man. In the course of explaining his political theory, 
Hobbes has given us a moral theory, a theory of the nature of man, of 
good and evil, and especially a theory of obligations and rights. Hobbes's 
analysis of two kinds of obligation allows for a distinction between 
hypothetical and non-hypothetical obligations, and yet the whole theory 
remains naturalistic, that is to say, a theory which depends entirely upon 
the data of experience and makes no presuppositions about transcen­
dental values or norms. 



Chapter V 

Morals and Politics - II 

Having given a general outline of Hobbes's theory of morals and 
politics, I want now to discuss in some detail certain points of particular 
philosophical interest. I shall pick out for comment a number of pas­
sages in the text of Leviathan. 

First, I take Hobbes's account of the psychology of action in Chapter 
6. Hobbes begins by distinguishing between 'vital motion' and 'animal 
or voluntary motion'. By vital motion Hobbes means physiological 
motion, and he says that it takes place without any 'help of imagination', 
while animal or voluntary motion is to do something 'as is first fancied 
in our minds'. This means that vital motion takes place without 
consciousness, while animal or voluntary motion is conscious behaviour. 
According to Hobbes, imagination or fancy is the mental appearance of 
physiological motion, and this precedes the animal motion. The 
particular kind of 'fancy' (i.e. consciousness) which precedes action is 
the 'small beginnings' of animal motion, and is called 'endeavour'. Of 
this there are two species, appetite or desire, and aversion; the first 
being motion towards a thing, the second being motion away from a 
thing. Hobbes notes that the Latin words from which 'appetite' and 
'aversion' are derived, and likewise one pair of Greek equivalents, have 
as their basic meaning a literal movement towards or away from an 
object. 

Hobbes next proceeds to define love and hate in terms of desire and 
aversion. He says that love and desire are identical except that we 
commonly speak of love when the object of our appetite is present, and 
of desire when the object is absent. Similarly hate and aversion are 
identical except that the use of the word 'hate' usually implies that the 
object is present while the use of the word 'aversion' implies that the 
object is absent. This distinction leads one to ask just how desire and 
aversion are to be regarded as forms of motion. In the case of love and 
hate, since the object of our feeling is present it makes sense to speak of 
moving t?wards or away from that object; but in the case of desire 
and aversion the object is supposed to be absent, and in that event how 
can one speak of moving towards it or away from it? I suppose Hobbes 
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would say that when we have a desire we move in a ~irection which we 
think is likely to bring us into the presence ~f the obJect. For exampl:, 
when Colonel Chinstrap wants a tot of wh1sky and finds that the~e 1s 
none in the house he goes along to the local pub, where he thmks 
whisky is to be fou'nd. Hobbes would say that Chi_nstrap's desire for a 
tot is the internal beginning of movement out of h1s house towards the 
place where he thinks he will find whisky. On the other hand, if Chin­
strap is standing at the bar of the pub, dri_nking whi_sky, ~nd fe~ls that 
he wants to go on drinking whisky, he m1ght describe his feehngs by 
saying that he loves the stuff. 

Hobbes then proceeds in this chapter to give definitions of the terms 
'good' and 'evil'. They are defined as the object of desire and of aversion 
respectively. If I call a thing good, according to Hobbes this means that 
I want it; and if I call a thing bad, this means that I dislike it. The 
words 'good' and 'evil', Hobbes says, 'are ever used with relation to the 
person that useth them: there being nothing simply and absolutely so'. 
Hobbes denies that there is any absolute sense of good. The idea that a 
thing is good is always relative to the desires of someone. We can, 
however, speak of something as being good or bad for all; in Hobbes's 
words, we can have a 'common rule of good and evil'; but then this 
~ommon rule is relative to a decision by a ruler, judge, or arbitrator. For 
msta~ce, it is perfectly possible for me to say 'Hitting people on the 
nose 1s bad' even though I myself may ha~e ~o a~ersion from hitting 
people on the nose; but in this case my cnter10n 1s the rule set up by 
~e la~ which forbids assault and battery, or else it is the dictum ofthe 
Judge m court who admonishes me by saying (though in more forceful 
language) 'Hitting people on the nose is very bad'. The rule of the law 
?r. the _admonition of the judge, is the expression of a command 0; 

~nJ~nct1on, and according to Hobbes a command is the expression of a 
es:::· So i~ on~ says that assault and battery are bad, even though the 

sHpebber qutte hkes going round assaulting people, what he means 1·n 
o es's · · ' H . VIew, Is that the State forbids it. 

a:rmg defined the notions of good and evil in terms of desire and 
averston Hobbes th . d d" 1 
rega d ' th en cons1ders pleasure an 1sp easure. These he 
whe r s as. e mental appearances of good and evil. Objects of desire 
an ~ ~ttam~d, help vital motion and so give pleasure. When we attai~ 

0 Ject 0 desire, i.e. a good, we feel pleasure; so pleasure is the 
appe~ranc·f. the felt awareness, of good. Conversely the object of 
arersiOn, 1 It comes to us despite our attempt to avoid it, causes dis­
pb~asuref; so th~t displeasure is the mental appearance of evil i e of the 
o Ject o aversiOn. ' · · 

Following up thes d fi . . h . 
d d. 1 . e e mt1ons of love, ate, good, evll pleasure, 

an ISp easure, 1D terms of his original concept of endeavo~r (appetite 
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and aversion), Hobbes proceeds to give a long list of further definitions 
of psychological terms built up likewise from the notions of appetite and 
aversion or else from notions that in their turn depend on these. Certain 
items in this list are worthy of note for differe-nt reasons. I take first his 
definitions of benevolence and pity because these were subjected to well­
known and important criticisms by Bishop Butler in his Fzfteen Sennons 
preached at the Rolls Chapel (published in 1726). 

In Chapter 6 of Leviathan, Hobbes treats as synonymous the terms 
'benevolence', 'good will', and 'charity', and he defines them as simply 
'desire of good to another'. When we recall that Hobbes has defined 
'good' as the object of desire, we see that his definition of benevolence 
comes to saying that it is desiring for another person what he desires 
for himself. This seems an unexceptionable definition. But it is custom­
ary to say that Hobbes's account of benevolence is paradoxically egoistic 
and that the falsity of an egoistic psychology is shown by Bishop Butler's 
criticism of Hobbes's definitions of benevolence and of pity. Butler 
in fact refers, not to Leviathan, but to Hobbes's fuller account of 
psychology in Human Nawre. In Chapter 9 of that work, Hobbes says 
this: 

There is yet another passion sometimes called love, but more 
properly good will or charity. There can be no greater argument to 
a man, of his own power, than to find himself able not only to 
accomplish his own desires, but also to assist other men in theirs: 
and this is that conception wherein consisteth charity. 

Butler, in a long footnote to Sermon 1, takes Hobbes to be here defining 
good will or charity as a delight in the exercise of power to help others. 
I do not think Hobbes is in fact doing this. It seems to me that he 
defines good will or charity simply as helping others; but he implies that 
the reason why men display benevolence or good will is that they obtain 
pleasure from the exercise of their power in doing so. However that 
may be in Human Nature, it is perfectly clear that the definition of 
benevolence or good will or charity in Leviathan is straightforward and 
satisfactory, the desire of good to another. 

The same can be said of Hobbes's definition of pity a little later in 
Chapter 6 of Leviathan. He defines pity as 'grief for the calamity of 
another', which is unexceptionable; but he goes on to give an egoistic 
account of the cause of pity. Pity arises, Hobbes says, from the imagina­
tion that the like calamity may befall oneself. In Human Nature, 
however, Hobbes says that pity is 'imagination or fiction of future 
calamity to ourselves, proceeding from the sense of another man's 
calamity', and Butler criticizes this. Hobbes's definition of pity in 
Human Nature certainly is egoistic and is properly a target for Butler's 
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cnuctsm. It is worth noting, incidentally, that Hob~es:s accoun~ of 
pity is derived from Aristotle's Rhetoric. Arist?tle's egmst~c conception, 
in the Rhetoric, of pity as a form of fear explams w~y Anst~tle c?uples 
pity and fear together in his account of the tragtc emouons m the 
Poetics. 

While Butler's criticism of Hobbes on benevolence is off the mark 
because Hobbes does not in fact define benevolence egoistically, nev~r­
theless Butler's criticisms of Hobbes both on benevolence and on p1ty 
are worth attention as examples of careful philosophical criticism. The 
comment on benevolence comes in a footnote to Sermon I, and that on 
pity in a footnote to Sermon 5. 

On benevolence Butler argues as follows. If benevole~ce we~e the 
same as delight in the exercise of power, then it would .be tmposstble to 
have the one without the other. But in fact this is posstble. A man may 
wish to help another, although not able to do so, and he may be pleased 
to find a third person, who is able to render the help, doing so. Here 
the first man does not have the power to help, but nevertheless feels 
benevolence or good will. It is therefore possible for benevolence to 
exist without delight in the exercise of power. Conversely there can be 
delight in the exercise of power without there being benevolence, and 
this would be impossible if the two things were identical. Butler points 
out that if a man displays cruelty to another, he is exercising power, and 
it is possible for him to take pleasure in it(this is what sadism consists in). 
Now cruelty is the opposite of benevolence, but according to Hobbes's 
definition (as Butler understands it) there would be no difference be­
tween bene~ole~ce and cruelty. In fact, as I have said be.fore, Hobbes 
does not mamtam that benevolence is delight in the exercise of power; 
but he does seem to think that delight in the exercise of power is the only 
re?~o~ a man can have for being benevolent; and the first half of Butler's 
cnuctsm shows that this is mistaken. A man can feel benevolence even 
though ~e does not have the power to put it into effect. 

On pity Butl~r argues that if pity is the imagination of calamity to 
our~elves, then 1t foll?~s that pity is the same thing as fear, which is 
obvtously absurd. -r:rus Identification would imply, among other things, 
that fea~ or co~~rdtce is a virtue, since pity or compassion is a virtue. 
Hob~es s defimtlOn of pity in Leviathan however, does not state that 
pity ts the same as fear for ourselves b~t only that it arises from the 
thought th?t we .ourselves may fall into a similar calamity. This is still 
an implau~tble vtew but it does not have the particular implications that 
Butler pomts out and that can be said to fault the account in Human 
Nature. 

Next we should note Robbes's definitions of deliberation and will. 
Deliberation, according to Robbes, is simply the succession of different 
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forms of appetite and aversion. Hobbes assumes that the Latin word 
delibero means putting an end to liberty. It does not make sense to 
deliberate about what is impossible or about what is past and done with. 
One can deliberate only when one has a choice, a freedom, of acting 
according to one's desires. And since deliberation ends with a decision 
and an action, it puts an end to the liberty, it makes the act one that is 
done and so no longer a mere possibility. 

Hobbes's etymology here is mistaken. The word delibero has to do 
with weighing (from libra, a balance), and not with the idea of fiber, 
free. In any case, Hobbes's fanciful derivation does not fit his account, 
for it is willing, not deliberation, that puts an end to the open possibilities. 
So long as we deliberate, it is still open to us to go one way or the other. 

The will, according to Hobbes, is simply the last appetite or aversion 
in deliberation. Owing to his materialist account of endeavour, Hobbes 
assumes that the cause of action (animal motion) must be the internal 
motion of endeavour. So he says that willing an action is just desiring 
to do it; but it is distinguished from the other desires that have come 
up in the process of deliberation, simply because it is the last one and 
so is the directly effective cause of the action. Hobbes is influenced 
by the derivation of 'will' from roots meaning 'wish' and by the fact that 
the Latin vo/untas does duty for both. We speak of doing a thing 
'willingly' when we mean simply 'according to our wishes' or 'not 
against our wishes'. And again he is influenced by the use of the word 
'will' to describe a person's written expression of his wishes before he 
dies, and especially of the phrase 'the last will and testament of .. .'. In 
Human Nature Hobbes says that the expressions 'will' and 'last will' 
mean the same thing, namely, the last wish or desire before effective 
action. 

Because all animal motion is preceded by endeavour, whether or not 
this endeavour occurs as the last of a series, it follows that all animal 
motio_n is of the same kind, being cau~ed by a desire of which we are 
conscious. Therefore, in Hobbes's view, we may say in every case that 
i; i~ 'wille~' a?d so is volumary motion, unlike physiological movements 
( vttal_ motiOn ) which are not caused by an endeavour of which we are 
conscious. 

Towards the end of Chapter 6, Hobbes defines felicity, i.e. happiness. 
It i~, he says,_ continual success in obtaining the things which a man 
destre~ fro~ ~tme to time. Hobbes denies the view that perfect happi­
ness, _m thts hfe at least, could be a calm or tranquil state, such as the 
happmess _of heaven is supposed to be. If a man were altogether at rest, 
he would tz:deed be out of this world, he would be dead. 'For there is 
no such ?uz:g as perpetual tranquillity of mind, while we live here; 
because hfe Itself Is but motion, and can never be without desire, nor 
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without fear, no more than without sense.' This conception offclici~ ~r 
happiness affects Hobbes's political theory too, and comes up agam m 
Chapter 11. . . . . 

Before leaving these comments on points of deta1l m Chapter 6, lt 1s 
worth noting three definitions that do not directly affc~t Hobbes's 
theory of morals and politics but which never~~clcss arc ~f l~teres~ t.o a 
student of his philosophy. These are his dcfimt10ns of czmosuy, relzgzon, 
and laughter. . 

Hobbes defines curiosity as the desire to know why and how. There 1s 
nothing remarkable about this simple definition. What is interesting is 
that Hobbes adds the comment that curiosity exists in no living crea­
tures other than man, so that curiosity as well as reason are what dis­
tinguish man from other animals. He is of course thinking of the 
traditional Aristotelian definition of man as a rational animal, and 
Hobbes's addition of curiosity, the desire to know why and how, as a 
further differentia between man and other animals illustrates the value 
that Hobbes sets upon science, the finding out of causes. 

Hobbes defines religion as the fear of invisible power, and he dis­
tinguishes it from superstition simply by saying that the fear is called 
religion if the stories of invisible power are publicly allowed, and super­
stition if they are not. I am reminded of a remark that Bertrand 
Russell once made in a television appearance with a group of Asiatic 
students. He was asked if he thought that prejudice on issues of morals 
and politics was sometimes due to religious belief, and he replied that 
he did. The chairman of the discussion then asked if it was not super­
stition rather than religion which had these bad effects, and Russell 
rejoined in his dry way: 'I don't understand the distinction you are 
making.' Hobbes, however, does write also, in his definition, of 'true 
religion', which is religion when the invisible power imagined is truly 
such as we imagine. I suppose Hobbes is implying that the common 
conceptions of religion are religion (because publicly allowed) but not 
true; while his own idea of God is true, namely, that God is the cause 
of the world, absolutely powerful, but beyond that unknown to us. 

Hobbes also gives in this chapter a brief statement of his theory of 
laughter as 'sudden glory', i.e. sudden pleasure in the thought (true or 
false) of one's own power. On this view, we laugh (ifwe do) at the man 
who slips on a banana skin because we are pleased to find that we are 
superior to him, while the victim himself does not laugh because he 
feels inferior. This is one of the two or three main theories of laughter, 
and Hobbes was the first to put it forward. In Human Nature he gives a 
fuller ac.count and begins by saying that no one has previously produced 
any satisfactory explanation of laughter. Hobbes's theory does not 
account for all laughter, e.g. laughter at sheer incongruity, as in verbal 
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wit, or the laughter of a child from sheer happiness. Not many philo­
sophers, even among those who are interested in Aesthetics, have re­
flected to any purpose on the comic and laughter. Hobbes will have been 
interested in the subject no doubt because he himself was a master of a 
certain kind of wit, and while his theory is too narrow it is certainly 
fined rather cleverly into his general psychology. 

From Chapter 6 of Leviathan I turn to Chapter 10, which begins with 
the notion of power. Hobbes defines the power of a man as his present 
means to obtain some future apparent good. \'\'e need to remember that 
'apparent good' means pleasure, because pleasure was defined in Chapter 
6 as the appearance or sense of good. The definition of power therefore 
comes to saying that power is the means to obtain future pleasure. 
Hobbes illustrates different kinds of power and says that the greatest of 
human powers is political power, being a combination of the powers of 
most men in a sovereign. 

Having illustrated different kinds of power, Hobbes goes on to define 
the value or worth of a man. 

The value, or WORTH of a man, is as of all other things, his price; that 
is to say, so much as would be given for the use of his power: and 
therefore is not absolute; but a thing dependent on the need and 
judgement of another. ... And as in other things, so in men, not the 
seller, but the buyer determines the price. 

It will be remembered that Hobbes defined the term 'good', applied to a 
thing, as the object of desire, with the consequence that it was relative, 
not absolute. He now defines the value of a person in terms of his 
power. Power is an object of desire, and therefore good or valuable. If a 
man has power, that power is esteemed as valuable. The amount of 
value set upon a thing or a person is to be estimated, according to 
Hobbes, in economic terms of price; it depends on what other people 
would be prepared to give for it or for the use of it. Diamonds are 
valued, they are an object of desire. The amount of value to be set upon 
them as compared with other things depends on what people are pre­
pared to pay; that is, what other desirable things they are prepared to 
give up in exchange for the diamonds. A man who is prepared to pay 
£roo for a diamond is giving up the means of obtaining other desirable 
things which his money could otherwise purchase. Likewise, if I am 
prepared to hire a labourer for £so a week, this means that I set a 
certain value on the use of his physical power. And if I am prepared to 

pay similarly for the services of a doctor, this means that I set a certain 
value on the use of his ability, his power, to cure me of my illness. 

It is of course undoubtedly true that we do set a value upon men in 
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economic terms after this fashion. We set a greater value upon the 
services of a doctor than upon the services of a gardener. What is 
peculiar about Hobbes's view is that he implies this is the only n~tural 
way of valuing men. That is to say, Hobbes holds that the conception of 
a good man is, in purely natural terms, no different from the ~on­
ception of a good doctor or a good gardener. (Plato took ~e same VIew, 
comparing the goodness or virtue of a man with the functional value of 
a thing or animal, as when we speak of a good knife or a good sheepdog.) 
If you are picking a football team, you may say 'Brown is a good man', 
meaning that he has good ability as a footballer. Now Hobbes refers to 
this kind of human value at the end of the chapter, where he distin­
guishes worth from worthiness. Worthiness refers to a particular ability 
or aptitude, while worth refers to power or ability in general. So that, 
according to Hobbes, to say of someone that he is a good man, without 
referring to a particular ability, is simply to say that he is a powerful 
individual, someone whom you esteem for his power. 

Such esteeming is honour. A man is honoured for his power, and 
Hobbes defines honourable as 'whatsoever possession, action, or 
quality, is an argument and sign of power'. A little later he says: 
'Dominion, and victory is honourable; because acquired by power; and 
servitude, for need, or fear, is dishonourable.' He also says this: 'Nor 
d?es it alter the case of honour, whether an action (so it be great and 
difficult, and consequently a sign of much power,) be just or unjust: for 
honour consisteth only in the opinion of power.' 

It is important to be clear that Hobbes is here giving a description of 
what he takes to be the natural type of valuation and esteem. Hobbes is 
Il:ot himself recommending that we should honour an action if it is a 
sign of power, even though it is unjust. He is saying that this is what 
~a.tur~lly happens. A~cording to Hobbes, as we shall see 1ater,justice and 
tn}ustzce have to do w1th artificial morality, that is to say with the keepin 
or ?re:UOn? of promises. Hobbes himself wants to recommend to us thi~ 
~tificial kind ofmorality, not the natural morality of honour. He takes 
b ~ c~de 0~ honour to be the natural type of morality and to be in fact 

at smce It leads to the state of war. Men naturally desire power and 
es eem power but thi 1 d h d . bl 
paragraph of 'ch s ea s to t. e un es1ra e state of war. In the next 
before the tim apter Io, Hobbes speaks of the moral code of people 

e when there were 'great commonwealths'. 

[It was then] though . . 
but rather a lawful t no dishonour to be a pirate, or a highway thief; 
amongst 11 h trade, not only amongst the Greeks but also 
time Anda othier nations; as is manifest by the histories ~f ancient 

· at t s day · thi f th ld 
always will be ho ' 10 s part 0 e wor ' private duels are, and 

nourable, though unlawful, till such time as there 
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shall be honour ordained for them that refuse, and ignominy for them 
that make the challenge. 

Hobbes himself docs not approve of regarding piracy and duelling as 
honourable. He would prefer to see duelling dishonourable and the 
refusal to take part counted as honourable. Hobbes himself is against 
the old code of honour. But his point is that this is the way men 
naturally behave; this code represents the valuations that they naturally 
take. To replace this code of honour by the code of justice requires the 
artificial organization of the State. 

In Chapter 11 Hobbes returns to the idea offelicity, continuing what 
he has said in Chapter 6. The tradition of Greek philosophy had spoken 
of happiness as man's highest end or good. Hobbes rejects this con­
ception. 

For there is no such finis ultimus, (utmost aim,) nor Sl/11111111111 bonum, 
(greatest good,) as is spoken of in the books of the old moral philo­
sophers. Nor can a man any more live, whose desires are at an end, 
than he, whose senses and imaginations are at a stand [because, as we 
remember from Chapter 6, life itself is but motion]. Felicity [i.e. 
happiness] is a continual progress of the desire, from one object to 
another ... The cause whereof is, that the object of man's desire, 
is not to enjoy once only, and for one instant of time; but to assure for 
ever, the way of his future desire .... 

So that in the first place, I put for a general inclination of all man­
kind, a perpetual and restless desire of power after power, that 
ceaseth only in death. 

The reason why the desire for power never ceases is that men want to be 
assured of maintaining in the future their present level of power and 
pleasure, and so.t?ey continually seek more power. Hobbes goes on to 
say that .competttl.on for power leads to contention and war, and this 
thought 1s further ~eveloped in Chapter 13. 

Chapter 13 des.cnbe: 'the natural condition of mankind', the state of 
war.' Hobbes begms Wtth the na~al equality of men, not an equality 
of nghts or of worth but an equahty of ability wh' h 1 d 1· f . . . , , 1c ea s to equa 1ty o 
hope .~b~ attat~mg one sfends a~d so to competition. After defining and 
descn mg t e state o war, m which life is 'sol't t 

· h d h , H bb 1 ary, poor, nas y, 
bruus '. an s .0 rt ' 0 es adds some apt empirical evidence for the 
conclusiOn which he appears to have reached 1 b b tr t 
reasoning from a conception of human psychology It pure Y Y a s ac 
some, says Hobbes, that nature should make men.homst'aly steem strangthe to 

I · . 1 e o one ano er, 
but the cone uston reached by reasomng from th d fi · · f h . e e mtJ.ons o t e 
natural passwns can be confirmed by experience E · · d · ven m an orgamze 
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society, with its system of security, human behaviour shows d~strust. 
Men lock their doors and their chests even though they know there IS a law 
and a police force to punish injuries. How much more must one expect 
distrust in a situation where there is no organized system of protectlon? 

Hobbes ends these remarks by emphasizing that to find the cause of 
strife in human nature is not to accuse human nature. Natural desires 
and passions, he says, 'are in themselves no sin'. Nor are the actions 
that are motivated by these passions, unless there is a law that forbids 
certain actions. In the state of nature there is no question of 'sin', i.e. of 
wrongdoing. There is no question of right action or wrong action before 
men have any conception of laws that lay obligations upon them. 

Hobbes agrees that his picture of a primitive state of war may be 
un_historical. He explicitly says that he does not believe it ever generally 
e~Isted for mankind as a whole, though it does apply to some savage 
tnbes, such as the American Indians, who do not have any system of 
g?vernment except in small families, where order depends, in Hobbes's 
VIew, upon the sexual instincts. Nevertheless the natural state which he 
has described is that into which a society tends to degenerate, in the 
fo~m of civil war, if the sovereignty of the government is not main­
tamed. ~hen again, Hobbes says, the state of war is well illustrated in 
th: relat1?ns between States, because there is no supra-national authority. 

To th1_s war of every man against every man, this also is consequent; 
0~t n?thmg can be unjust. The notions of right and wrong, justice and 
~nJuStlce have there no place. Where there is no common power, there 
Is no l~w: _w?ere no law, no injustice.' Justice and injustice do not apply 
to the Individual alone, they relate to society. Consequently also, in the 
nEatural state, there is no conception of property, of mine and thine. 

very m · f T an ~s ree to take what he can. 
d . he motives for getting out of the state of war are fear of death 
~Sl~e of things useful for a more comfortable life, and the hope of ob~ 

~am~ng these by industry. Of these motives, the fear of death is first and 

thun amental. Because of the desire men have to remove themselves from 
e state of war f , h 1 f Th 1 ' reason suggests 'articles o peace , t e aws o nature. 

begi e ahws of nature are described in Chapters 14 and 15. Chapter 14 
ns, ow ever b d fi . if h. h H fi distinguishes f ' Y e_ nmg the right o nature, w 1c obbes rmly 

rom the Idea of a law of nature. 
The RIGHT OF N . 
liberty ea h ATURE, which writers commonly call;us naturale, is the 
the preser~ tr:tan hat_h, to use his own power, as he will himself, for 
consequent~ Ion of ~1s own nature; that is to say, of his own life; and 
reason, he sh~l~f dom~ any thing, which in his own judgement, and 

conceive to be the aptest means thereunto. 
Hobbes then defines Z"b · 

1 ercy as 'the absence of external Impediments'. 
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There is a difficulty here. If we take strictly the word 'external' in 
Hobbes's definition of liberty, and if we think of men in the state of 
nature, it will not be true that a man has a right to all things. For a right 
to all things means a liberty to do anything, and the definition of liberty 
should imply that there arc no external impediments on a man's doing 
whatever he likes. But in fact the actions of other men, in competition 
with his own, arc frequently liable to impede his doing what he wants. 

Although Hobbes normally means by the word 'liberty' the absence 
of any external impediments, here he wants to mean only a particular 
class of impediments, namely, the obligations laid on us by laws. He 
means that in the state of nature a man is free to do whatever he chooses, 
in the sense that he may do whatever he chooses, not in the sense that he 
can. In the state of nature there arc no legal or moral impediments, no 
obligations requiring him to refrain from certain actions. But it is not 
the case that there are no physical impediments. The distinction be­
tween 'may' and 'can' - what I may do, what I am legally or morally 
entitled to do; and what I can do, what I have the powa to do - is in­
sufficiently noted by Hobbes, and provides a ground for criticizing his 
account of liberty. 

Hobbes next defines a law of nature as 'a precept, or general rule, 
found out by reason,' which requires us to do what will conduce to self­
preservation and to avoid what is destructive of one's life. He distin­
guishes sharply between right and law, ius and lex. 'RIGHT, consisteth in 
liberty to do, or to forbear; whereas LAW, determineth, and bindeth to 
one of them: so that law, and right, differ as much, as obligation, and 
liberty; which in one and the same matter are inconsistent.' This 
illustrates what Hobbes was after when he defined natural right earlier 
as liberty. Natural right is a freedom from obligation. Obligation is a 
restriction of liberty or right. 

I want to make two comments here about Hobbes's break with tradi­
tion in his use of the terms 'natural law' and 'natural right', lex nawralis 
and ius naturale. 

(1) The traditional idea of natural law, prominent in medieval moral 
philosophy, represents a fusion of ideas taken from the Stoics, froi? 
Roman jurisprudence, and from biblical theology. According to th1s 
traditional view, natural laws or laws of nature are moral laws laid down 
by God for men to follow in their conduct. These natural laws for ~an 
differ from the laws that God has laid down for the rest of the creanon. 
The rest of the creation works necessarily, and the laws of its working 
are the causal laws that science studies. Man, however, according to the 
traditional idea, has free will; he can ·choose either to follow God's law 
or not to follow it. Natural law tells us how we ought to act, ~e word 
'ought' being used in a moral sense. The obligations prescnbed by 
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natural law will include obligations towards others, obligations to our 
fellowmen and obligations to God. . 

Hobbes's position is to regard laws of nature as purely prudential (or 
what Kant was later to call hypothetical) obligations. They are not 
therefore what we commonly mean by moral obligations; and they are 
not obligations towards other persons. As I read Hobbes, he thinks of 
the idea of obligation towards another person as being confined to the 
class of artificial obligations, obligations of covenant. The tra~itio~al 
view of the obligations of natural law employs the concept of obhgatlon 
in the categorical sense, Hobbes employs it in this context in the hypo­
thetical sense. 

(2) In the traditional conception, the whole system of natural obliga­
tions could also be called Ius Naturale. It is common in legal contexts to 
call a whole system of law by the name ius. Thus we have, in Latin, the 
l~s C:ivile (the Civil Law), and the Ius Gentium (the Law of Nations). 
Smularly in French today, the expression le droit can mean 'the law'; 
and the same goes for the German use of Recht or the Italian diritto. 

Hobbes thinks it is a mistake to link the notions of law and right, lex 
and ius, in this way. He considers that they should be opposed to each 
ot~er. The reason for this second change in Hobbes is again that he is 
usmg the key term in a different sense from that of traditional natural 
law_ theory. The noun 'right' has two different senses. 

(I) We may speak of having a right to do something, e.g. 'I have a right 
to s_tan? on my head'. To say this is equivalent to saying that I have no 
obhgauon to refrain. A right in this sense is a freedom from obligation. 
! 0 sa~ that a person has a right to do something is to say that he may do 
It, h~ Is permitted to do it. In order to mark this sense of'a right' we may 
call ~t a 'right of action', or a 'licence' (that which is licit, allowed, not 
for~_ldden), or, as Hobbes calls it, a 'liberty'. 

(u) ~e may speak of having a right to something, i.e. a right to receive 
s?methin!? from somebody; and therefore it can also be spoken of as a 
nght agams~ somebody. To recall the fantastic example of a contract 
that I used m Chapter 4, I may say that I have a right to the million 
~~l; owed_ to me by the film producer for play in~ th; part of Bott~m 
. h ea~er m the production of A Midsummer Ntglzt s Dream. It 1s a 

ng tthagamst the film producer, and it is a right to receive the money. To 
say at I have · · · 1 · . a nght to the money 1s equ1va ent to saymg that the 
pe~s~n aga~nst Whom I have the right has an obligation to me. If I have 
an~ t:l~amst the film producer, this means that he owes me the money, 
he 15. 0 ~g~d to pay up. In order to mark this sense of 'a right', we may 
cal~ 1~ a nght _of recipience' (a right to receive something) or a 'due 
cla1m (s~meth~n~ owed to me). Hobbes says of a claim that the person 
who has It has 1t as due'. 
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The traditional conception of natural law referred not only to obliga­
tions towards other persons but correspondingly to rights against other 
persons. If I am obliged to respect the life of another person, it follows 
that he has the right to receive such respect from me. So a system of 
obligations in this sense can also be described as a system of rights 
(dues). But since Hobbes thinks of natural obligation in the sense of 
hypothetical obligation, a precept of prudence, it is not obligation 
towards other persons, and therefore it does not have corresponding to 
it a right of recipience, a due claim, of those other persons. In order to 
give a meaning to the notion of natural right, therefore, Hobbes uses the 
other sense of the noun 'right', in which it means a right of action, a 
licence, or a liberty, a freedom to act with absence of obligation. In this 
sense, as Hobbes says, a right is opposed to an obligation. 

According to Hobbes, a categorical obligation, or an obligation to­
wards another person, and likewise a right of recipience, a right against 
another person, can only arise from a covenant. This is exemplified in 
my imaginary right against the film producer, which arose from our 
contract. Such an obligation and right are artificial. Hobbes tries so far as 
possible to confine the noun 'right' to the first sense of the term, the one 
that I have called a right of action, but as he proceeds with his political 
theory a right of recipience creeps in unawares. When I as a citizen 
covenant to obey the sovereign, he has a recipient right of obedience; 
he has a right to receive obedience from me. For this is just another 
way of saying that I am obliged to obey him, as I have covenanted. In 
addition, however, the sovereign also has the natural right (the right of 
action) of doing anything he chooses, since he has not limited his 
natural right by any covenant. Hobbes's original intention was to hold 
that the right of the sovereign consists entirely of natural right, i.e. a 
right of action, but this part of Hobbes's theory unintentionally brings 
in the concept of a recipient right also. 

Having defined and distinguished natural right and natural law, 
Hobbes recalls that the condition of man in a state of nature is a con­
dition of war, in which every man has a right to everything with the 
consequence that no one has any security. Accordingly, says Hobbes, 
it is a precept or general rule of reason that every man ought to seek 
peace. This is the first law of nature. Hobbes refers to two branches of 
the 'rule' of reason, (i) to seek peace, and (ii) if we cannot obtain peace, 
to defend ourselves. Only the first of these two branches is a law of 
nature; the second branch of this 'rule' gives 'the sum of the right of 
nature'. This 'second branch', to defend ourselves if we cannot obtain 
peace, is not a second law of nature. The second law of nature is given 
later, namely, that a man should be willing to lay down his right to all 
things if other men are willing to do the same. 
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Hobbes then goes on to explain how you can lay down a right. To do 
this is to divest yourself of liberty, i.e. it is to place yourself under an 
obligation, where before you were free to do as you pleased. Conse­
quently Hobbes adds that when a man lays down a right he is said to be 
obliged or bound not to exercise the right which he has abandoned. If he 
acts against his obligation his action is unjust; he does an injury, since 
~e acts sine jure, without right. The idea is that he does what he has no 
~~~ht .of action to do. In fact, I think, the etymological meaning of 
lDJ~s_nce or injury relates to the other meaning of ius, a right: injustice 
or lDJury is going against a right of recipience held by one or more other 
persons. 

Hobbes then proceeds to compare injustice to logical absurdity, i.e. 
to self-contradiction. The idea is that a man has first expressed a will, 
by W?rds or other signs, to renounce his right, and then, in exercising 
the nght nevertheless, he expresses a will to the contrary. The signs 
whereby a right is renounced are 'the BONDS, by which men are bound, 
~nd obliged', bonds which in themselves are weak but may be rcin-
orced ~y fear of evil consequences. 
~ontmuing to elaborate his conception of transferring or renouncing 

~ nght, Hobbes says that such an action is always done in consideration 
0 ; an advantage to be gained. 'For it is a voluntary act: and of the 

vo untary acts of every man the object is some good to himself.' The 
stateme t th ' . d . . n at the object of every voluntary act 1s a goo to oneself 1s a 
~Stige of the egoistic psychology which Hobbes held when he wrote 
c uman Nature but which he had generally modified by the time he 
wa::Ieh to Write Leviathan. This particular sentence is one of several 
H ~b s~ow the traces of the earlier psychological egoism. Although 
ea 01. es 15 not strictly an egoist in the general doctrine of Leviathan, his 

r Ier adhe fh' d · · ally his r~nce to egoism still infe~ts some o 1s oc~nnes ~d esp:cl-
theo toctnne of covenant, which 1s of course essentlal to his pohucal 
beca:·e n the P~esent passage of Chapter 14, Hobbes goes on to say that, 
certai ~e obJect of a voluntary act is always some good to oneself, 
whenn nghts cannot be abandoned and notably the right to resistance 

one's l'fi · volve 1 e Is threatened. So if a man uses words that seem to in-
we m: transfer of this right, he is not to be understood as meaning it; 

st assume . h h . d . Hobbes Inst:ad that he does not kn~w w at .e 1s omg. 
that can bthen goes mto details about the different kmds of covenants 
contract ~ m~de, whereby rights are transferred. Among these is 
Hobbes' twll ch Is a mutual transferring of right. In the state of nature, 
man has e ~us, there is no security that covenants will be kept. If a 
to suspec~~ e a contract in a state of nature, and then later has reason 
then the firs:t the ~ther party will not perform his side of the bargain, 

man Is not bound to keep his promise. But such fear or 
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suspicion will not be reasonable in a commonwealth, where the executive 
power of the government provides security that the performance of 
promises will be enforced. 

Hobbes also says in this part of Chapter 14 that covenants which are 
made from fear in the first instance are valid and obligatory. To act 
from fear is to act voluntarily. Hobbes's doctrine here is out ofline with 
the tradition of jurisprudence, which holds that a covenant made under 
duress is void. The reason why Hobbes insists on his unusual point of 
view is that he wants to argue later, in Chapter 20, that a tacit covenant 
made with a conqueror is not invalid merely because the motive for 
making it was fear of suffering something worse in the first place. When 
Hobbes spoke earlier of a covenant being made invalid by fear of non­
performance on the other side, he was thinking of mutual covenants, and 
of the fear of non-performance arising afterwards owing to some new 
action taken by the other party. But when I promise, from fear oflosing 
my life, that I will obey a conqueror, there is no question of his promis­
ing anything in return; and if I continue to fear that he may at some time 
take my life, the position is no different from what it was in the first 
place when I made the promise. Hobbes is therefore justified in dis­
tinguishing this situation from the one in which he allowed that a later 
cause of fear can make a covenant invalid. I think he also has an im­
portant point for political theory. Although we should commonly say, 
as the tradition of jurisprudence says, that a man is not bound to keep 
a promise made under duress, yet Hobbes's view is exemplified by the 
usages of war. At the end of a war the representatives of a conquered 
nation are often required to sign an instrument of surrender laying 
down conditions to which they agree. Many of the conditions are un­
welcome, but less so than continuance of the war. The conquered nation 
agrees to the conditions from fear of suffering worse things at the hands 
of the conqueror if the war goes on. The agreement is therefore made 
under duress. Nevertheless the conditions of the agreement are held to 
be binding even after the conqueror has withdrawn his troops. Perhaps 
it is wrong to say that the conquered nation makes a promise, but at any 
rate the signing of an instrument of surrender is using a device very like 
a promise, and it is a device that has been adopted for the same reasons 
as the device of promising, namely, mutual convenience. It is immaterial 
whether or not we use the name of a promise or covenant to describe the 
submission of a conquered group; and therefore it is immaterial that 
Hobbes departs from ordinary moral and legal thinking when he says 
that a covenant made from fear is valid. What does matter is that he has 
pointed out to us the undoubted fact of politics that submission to a 
conqueror, though made under duress, gives rise to an obligation that 
continues when the immediate cause of fear has been removed. 
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In Chapter 15 Hobbes describes additional laws of natur~. He begins 
With the third law of nature, that men ought to perform thetr_covena~ts. 
<?n my interpretation of Hobbes, this 'ough~' is _a hypothetical obhga­
tton, as in all the other laws of nature, and ts dtfferent from the non-
hypothetical obligation of covenant itself. . . . . . 

liobbes goes on to say again that the notions of JUStice. and tn)usoce 
are tied up with the notions of performing or not perfornung covenants. 
But in a state of nature, because there is no security that the other party 
to a contract will perform his side of the bargain, it is always possible 
that one is no longer validly obliged, in which event it will not be correct 
to call non-performance unjust. Consequently there cannot be a real 
place for justice and injustice until a commonwealth ~s set u~ to enfor~e 
covenants. 'So that the nature of justice, consisteth m keepmg of vahd 
c~ve~ants: but the validity of covenants begins not but with the con­
Stltut~on of a civil power, sufficient to compel men to keep them: and 
then It is also that propriety [i.e. property] begins.' . 
. Hobbes next considers arguments for and against the vtew that keep­
tng_ covenants is in accordance with reason, i.e. is in one's interest. His 
matn argument is that a man may find it to his interest in the short run 
to break a particular covenant, but not in the long run. For no man is 
strong enough to rely on himself for ever· and if a man does not co­
op~ate V.:ith others, he will suffer for it in' the end. 

here ts no need to comment in detail on any of the other laws of 
natur~ listed in this chapter. They are in fact the usual rules of social 
moraltty· g · d · f · · · . · ratttu e, mutual accommodation forgtveness o tn)unes, 
treattng ' 1· everyone equally, and so on. (In talking of equa tty, Hobbes 
cannot let sl" h · · · A · 1 A . 1P t e opportumty of taking a stde-swtpe at nstot e. 

nstotle preaches inequality, says Hobbes, in holding that only wise 
~f are fit t~ co~mand while others are fit to serve, meaning that 
P osophers hke himself are superior persons in their own conceit.) The 
~mportant point is that, although Hobbes's laws of nature, other than the 
~s~btwo, express common rules of social morality, they are all based by 

0 es on self-interest. 
H · r 

th avmg tsted them, Hobbes sums them up under the rule: 'Do not 
~t to another, :-vruch thou wouldest not have done to thyself.' Some 

sc o ars ha~e s_atd that this version of the Golden Rule, as given by 
~olbdbes, bemg m a negative form, is inferior to the positive form of the 
. 0 en Ru!e of 0e New Testament. In fact Hobbes's use of the nega­

tive _f?rm_ m t~us place has no significance. In Chapter 14 Hobbes 
explicitly tdenttfied the foundation of the second law of nature with the 
'law of the G~spel', which he then stated in positive terms ('Whatso­
ever you r~qmre t?at others should do to you, that do ye to them'), 
and also with the law of all men', which he gave in a negative form 
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(Quod tibi fieri non vis, alteri ne feceris). Again, near the beginning of 
Chapter 17, Hobbes sums up the laws of nature in the positive rule of 
'doing to others, as we would be done to'. Obviously Hobbes does not 
think there is any substantial difference between the positive and 
negative forms of the so-called Golden Rule. The important thing is not 
whether the rule be expressed positively or negatively, but what it is 
based on. Hobbes bases it on self-interest. That is where his version is 
substantially different from the doctrine of the Bible. 

Towards the end of Chapter 15, Hobbes says that, in a state of nature, 
where there is no security that men will act as reason dictates, the laws 
of nature do not necessarily oblige in foro externo, i.e. in overt action; 
but they always oblige in foro imerno, i.e. they always require us to 
desire that they be followed. Hobbes next says that the elucidation of 
the laws of nature is true moral philosophy. And he ends with the point 
that strictly speaking these rules can be called 'laws' only if we think 
of them as commands of God; but even then they are still obeyed, in 
Hobbes's view, for reasons of self-interest. 

Chapter 16 gives Hobbes's account of authority. If I authorize 
another to act on my behalf, I make myself the author of his acts, and he 
acts by authority. This account prepares the way for Hobbes's descrip­
tion of the social contract, in which the citizens authorize the sovereign 
to act on their behalf. The point of the doctrine is that, if the subjects 
are the authors of what the sovereign does in their name, they cannot, 
without self-contradiction, repudiate what he has done. For it is to be 
deemed what they themselves have willed. 

Hobbes also makes some remarks in this chapter about representation 
and about the justification of decision by majority opinion. He first 
points out that one man may represent many authors. Here of course 
he has in mind monarchy. He then goes on to say that if the representa­
tives consist of many men (as in democracy, where the government is 
an assembly), the decision or will of the authors must be taken to be 
conveyed by the opinion of the majority of the representative assembly. 
If there is a vote of, let us say, sixty against forty, Hobbes argues that 
the forty votes on the second side are cancelled out by forty votes on the 
first side, and the twenty votes left on the first side remain ·uncancelled, 
so thatthesemustbe taken to constitute the voice of the group as a whole. 

In Chapter 17 Hobbes repeats his view that the prudential obligation 
of the laws of nature, and the contractual obligation of covenants, are 
ineffective in a state of nature because men's natural passions are too 
strong to be restrained by mere reason or the weak bonds of words. In 
such a situation what we find is the code of honour only; and this is 
illustrated in international relations. Therefore a common power is 
needed to force men to obey the laws of nature. 
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Hobbes then proceeds to describe the social contract: A common 
power can be set up if men make a contract with each other m the follow­
ing terms: everyone promises to give up his right of self-government to 
a particular man or assembly of men, authorizing him or it to act on 
behalf of the person promising; and, in accordance with the second law 
of nature, the promise is conditional upon others doing the same. In 
this way the multitude can be united in one artificial person, the State, 
Leviathan, the 'mortal god'. The person who is given authority is called 
the sovereign, and those who authorize him become his subjects. There 
are two ways in which sovereign power may be attained, (1) by agree­
ment, and (2) by force. A State set up in the first way may be called a 
'commonwealth by institution'. A State set up in the second way may 
be called a 'commonwealth by acquisition'. 

~hapter 18 describes the rights of the sovereign. The most important 
pomt 1s :hat these rights are not limited by any contractual obligation. 
The s?ctal contract is made by the citizens with one another. The 
sov~ret?n makes no covenant, and therefore he has no artificial 
ob~tgauons: There is no question of his acting in breach of covenant, i.e. 
unJustly· Smce every citizen is the author of the sovereign's acts, in the 
sen~e that ~?bbes has explained in Chapter 16, a ~i?zen V.:ho com­
p~amed of. InJury b~ the sovereign would be complamt?g of mjury by 
himself, smce he htmself is author of the act complamed of; and it 
makes no sense to. talk of doing injury to oneself (i.e. of acting unjustly 
t~wards oneself, smce the term 'injury' here means unjust action and not 
~~~pl~ harm). H~b?cs notes that the sovereign may be said to commit 

btmqu~tyd' but not I.nJustice or injury. The reason why the sovereign may 
e sat to commtt iniq · · · 1 · 'b d b Utty IS that equity (treaung peop e equally) IS 

prescnd e . Y one of the laws of nature and the sovereign is (naturally 
~r pru f enually) obliged by the laws of ~ature If he does not follow the 
~ws 0 t n~ture,11the State will collapse which ~ill be bad for him as for 

be1. res.· ut a the duties of the sov~reign are hypothetical or natural 
o tgauons. 

At the end of the ch H . 
d . 'd d Oth . apter obbes argues that sovereignty must be 

un IVI e . erwtse he h f · ·1 
there was when Parli' says,. t ere will be the dang7r o ClVI ~ar, as 

t d t r . th ament claimed part of the sovereign authonty and 
w~ .e ~·Imit e prerogative of the king Then again, Hobbes argues, 
r~ tg~usthissenters.who claim liberty of religious worship independently 
? ~ atS e ~o~ereignl allows, are liable to cause civil war, as happened 
m .e cottls ~ev~ t against the Book of Common Prayer. Hobbes 
consld~rs 0e .obJeCtiOn that the condition of subjects is miserable if the 
sovereign IS given absolute, undivid d th . His reply is th t h w-. 1 e au onty. a , o 
ever tyra~Ica a g~ver;:ment may be, this is a lesser evil than the state of 
nature, CIVIl war. n s ort he urges peace at any price. 
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Chapter 20 discusses commonwealth by acquisition. Hobbes begins 
by pointing out the similarities between an acquired and an instituted 
commonwealth. 

First, in both cases the motive for accepting dominion is fear. In an 
instituted commonwealth men enter it from fear of each other; in an 
acquired commonwealth men accept it from fear of the sovereign. With 
both types a covenant of obedience may be assumed, and the fact that 
the covenant was made owing to fear does not render the covenant 
invalid. 

Secondly, the rights of the sovereign are the same in both cases. The 
sovereign has absolute authority, and cannot be accused of injustice, 
for he has made no covenant. 

Moreover, the subject is in the same position in both cases. For, 
although in an acquired commonwealth there has been no social con­
tract, nevertheless the subject must be assumed to have promised the 
sovereign that he will obey so long as his life is spared. Otherwise he 
could not be called a subject but only a captive. We may compare the 
distinction between a servant and a slave. Captives and slaves are not 
under obligation to their master. A subject is, just as a servant is. 

It is not therefore the victory, that giveth the right of dominion over 
the vanquished, but his own covenant. Nor is he obliged because he is 
conquered ... but because he cometh in, and submitteth to the victor; 
nor is the victor obliged by an enemy's rendering himself, (without 
promise oflife,) to spare him for this his yielding to discretion; which 
obliges not the victor longer, than in his own discretion he shall 
think fit. 

In Chapter 21 Hobbes discusses two kinds of liberty. First, there is a 
brief account of what Hobbes calls 'natural liberty'. This gives Hobbes's 
view of free will and determinism. Secondly, Hobbes deals with 'the 
liberty of subjects', i.e. political liberty. 

Natural liberty concerns what can be done through one's own agency. 
If I am made to do something by some external agency, I do not act 
freely but act under compulsion. Irrespective of whether I act freely 
or under compulsion, in either case I act of necessity, i.e. my action has a 
cause. But if I am the cause, then it is proper to say that I do the action, 
or that I can, that I have the power to, do it. 

By contrast, the liberty of the subject concerns that which a person 
may do, that which he is permitted to do by the laws or by virtue of his 
natural right. An action which I am free to do in this sense is opposed to 
an action which I am obliged not to do. If I am obliged by the law not to 
steal, I am not free to steal, in the sense that I do not have a right, a 
licence, to steal. But it is still possible (though not permissible) for me to 
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steal. I can break the law; I have the power to do so, and if I do, my 
action is free in the sense that I caused it, I was not compelled by an 
outside cause. 

Hobbes's general definition of liberty or freedom is the absence of 
opposition or external impediments. He points out that natural liberty 
according to his definition is not confined to hum:m beings. We may 
speak of non-human animals, and even of inanimate objects, acting 
freely. Water in a lake that is not confined by a dam is free to run off 
in a stream. A stone may be said to fall freely if there is nothing to 
restrict its motion. Similarly a free man is a man who is not prevented 
by chains or prison bars or any other impediment from doing what he 
wills or wants to do. It does not make sense to say that the will is free. 
If a man's will or wish is not opposed by anything outside, so that he 
can do what he wants to do, the man may be said to be free. Yet what is 
done freely is done necessarily. It is part of a causal chain and so 
happens necessarily. 

The second kind of freedom is freedom from 'artificial bonds', the 
bonds of artificial obligation. Because these are only metaphorical 
bonds, with no real strength in them a man can break them, even though 
he is not permitted to do so. That i~ to say, he has freedom in the first 
sense, ~aturalliberty, but not in the second sense, legal or moral liberty. 
(We might even call it 'artificial liberty' by contrast with 'natural liberty', 
though Hobbes himself uses only the second of these expressions and 
not ~~firs~.) Legal and moral liberty, the liberties of the subject, can 
b~ ~IVIded mto two classes. First, there is the class of actions which the 
CIVIl laws do not forbid. I may do whatever I have not been forbidden 
to do. Secondly, there is the class of actions which I have a right to do 
because I cannot be obliged in regard to them. Even if the sovereign 
en~cts a law saying that I should kill or wound myself, or that I should 
dehb~rately run the risk of being killed, I am not obliged to obey this 
law~ or Ill:Y co~enant did not extend to any such obligation. My right 
or hcence m th1s cas d · f · · a1 · h h. h 1 h .e enves from that part o my ongmal natur ng t 
w lC ·nave not giVen up. It is indeed psychologically impossible for 
me to Wl my own death, and so impossible for me to covenant to this 
effect. 
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Chapter VI 

Criticism 

(1) METHOD 

In Hobbes's method, as applied to moral and political philosophy, there 
appears to be a confusion between causes and reasons, between ex­
plaining and justifying. His avowed procedure is that of science, which 
aims at explaining phenomena by tracing their causes. This procedure 
can certainly be applied to the study of man and society, and when it is 
so applied, one is pursuing social science. Psychology, anthropology, 
sociology, economics, political science, are all attempts to study human 
behaviour scientifically, tracing causal connections. When Hobbes 
looks for causal connections between human nature (the psychology of 
motives) and civil war, he is doing social science; and there is no 
reason why he should not. But social science is not the same as social 
(including political) philosophy. 

Philosophy is not concerned with tracing causes. It is concerned (i) 
with the analysis of concepts, and (ii) with the critical evaluation of 
beliefs in which those concepts are used. Hobbes is doing political 
philosophy when he gives us definitions of key concepts, when he sug­
gests that there are different senses of a concept, e.g. liberty, and when 
he traces the logical relations between different senses or different 
concepts. He is also doing political philosophy when he attempts to 
justify absolute sovereignty and political obligation, i.e. when he gives 
us reasons why we ought to obey the State. Now there is absolutely no 
reason why a man should not engage in both social science and social philo­
sophy. Indeed there is every reason why he should combine social 
science with the first, analytic, function of social philosophy. A social 
science that does not go along with the logical analysis of key concepts 
is liable to be confused; and a social philosophy that takes no account of 
human behaviour and of existing institutions is liable to be a castle in 
the air. There need be no conflict or confusion between the tracing of 
causal connection~ and the analysis of concepts. The trouble arises when 
the second function of philosophy~ the normative function of giving 
justifying reasons for the acceptance or rejection of beliefs, becomes 

61 



HOBBES 

mixed up with the scientific task of tracing causes. There need not be a 
conflict between philosophical justification and scientific explanation, 
but the relation between them is rather obscure and it is easy to confuse 
the two. 

This is what Hobbes appears to do in his account of obligation. When 
he speaks of natural obligation playing upon the motive of fear, he 
thinks of obligation as a form of causal power. SimilarJy, when he 
speaks of artificial obligation as constituting only a weak bond, he again 
is thinking of the 'bond' as a causal factor that is too weak to be 
r~lie~ upon. At the same time, however, his theory of political obliga­
tion 1s an attempt to give us reasons why we should obey the State, 
rather than causes explaining why we do. The fact is that we don't, 
always;_ hence the need to give us reasons why we should. 

To gtve a man reasons why he should do something is to presuppose 
that h~ h~s a choice, that he can rationally decide between alternatives. 
That 1~· 1t presupposes free will. Hobbes in fact holds that there is no 
fr~e w1ll, that everything we do is necessitated. This is because he 
th1nks ~at everything can be causally explained, explained as following 
necessanly from causalla If h h . . . . . . ws. e ad seen clearly that to g1ve )USt1fymg 
reasons 1S a d1fferent thi f 
would have found . ng . r~m setting out explanatory causes, he 

Th h1s determm1sm less tractable. 
e reason why he fails to d" . . I b . . 

and justifyin lies in h" 1stmgu1sh adequate y et":"een explammg 
are the sam g 1 . 1s attachment to geometry. He thmks that causes 
are ground: ;:r ~~c~~ grou~ds, in the way that the definitio~s of Euclid 
causes and log· 1 nclus1ons of theorems. Now the relat10n between 

1Ca grounds is f, h 
knowledge. We need no . a complex problem or t e theory of 
Hobbes's positio . . t go. mto that here. In order to understand 
theoretical conclun,_u 1s suffic1ent to note that the logical grounds of a 

s1on constitute · h So it was natural D H reasons for acceptmg t at conclusion. 
conclusion which aor . odbbes to suppose that reasons for a practical 

' re m eed also d &- h 1 . h same sort of thing groun s 10r t at cone us10n, are t e 
A as reasons or d &- h . . nd since he identified . groun s 10r a t eoreucal conclus1on. 
causes, it was equally geometncal reasoning with tracing the effects of 
with the giving of reasnatur;l tha~ he should confuse causal explanation 

I . ons lOr dom h" . t 1s easy enough to sa g somet mg. . . 
rat10nal justification B t .Y _that causal explanauon 1s not the same as 
between them is In. cr u1·t· 1~ ~s not at all easy to say just what the relation 

· · · 1c1zmg Hobb &" f · h complammg that hem· 1 d es 10r con usmg t e two, I am not 
debted to him for enab:.s ea s us. On the contrary, I think we are in-

mg us to s th h · d · ffi · I when a result of mixing ee at t ere 1s a 1 erence. It 1s on y 
does in Hobbes's philosouph causes and reasons comes out sharply, as it 

P y, that oth h"l h · disentangle them. We sho ld er p 1 osop crs can start trymg to 
u also remember that Hobbes is, as I said in 
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expounding his method, the first thinker to put forward explicitly the 
idea of social science in its modern sense. Social science cannot take the 
place of social philosophy in the job of critical evaluation, but it can 
take and has taken the place of speculative ideas about the nature of 
man and society which once formed part of philosophy. It is under­
standable that the greater success of scientific methods than of the older 
philosophical methods in this latter field should lead men to think that 
scientific method can be applied successfully to the whole of the tradi­
tio~al province of philosophy. It is understandable, though it is not now 
excusable. It was excusable in Hobbes, since he was the first to make the 
attempt. Part of the point of studying the work of a philosopher like 
Hobbes is to enable us to see what scientific methods can do, and what 
they cannot do, and so to enable us to draw more clearly the distinction 
between the explanatory function of science and the analytic and critical 
functions of philosophy. 

(2) METAPHYSICS 

Hobbes's metaphysical theory of strict materialism quickly breaks 
down. We need not spend much time in criticism of it, since the weak­
ness of Hobbes's metaphysics does not really affect the force of his 
moral and political theories. They depend more on his psychology and a 
weakness there is more crucial. If his psychology were sound, it could 
stand without the materialist metaphysics, apart from the one point 
that there would be less reason to adopt determinism, since determinism 
is the application to psychology of mechanism, i.e. of the sort of process 
that we suppose to be involved in the behaviour of material things. 

Hobbes's materialism breaks down both for the concept oflife and for 
that of mind. Hobbes assumes that a living thing differs from inanimate 
matter only in its power of self-movement, for which he gives a material­
ist explanation. But other essential features of living organisms are the 
powers of reproduction and self-repair. These are not explained in 
Hobbes's account. 

As regards mind, Hobbes holds that all elements of consciousness are 
mere appearances of physiological matter in movement. But to say that 
physiological movement appears as an image prompts the question: to 
whom or to what does the image appear? To say that X appears as Y, is an 
incomplete sentence. It is implied that X appears as Y to Z. This is not 
just a trivial verbal point that happens to apply to the word 'appears'. It 
applies to most of the words which Hobbes uses to express his view of 
consciousness. He says that elements of consciousness are 'appearances', 
'seemings', 'fancies', 'images'. To say that X seems to beY implies that 
it seems so to someone. To say that it is a fancy implies that someone is 
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fancying. In the case of the word 'image', the objection .is greater still. 
Hobbes holds that we do not really perceive external obje7ts; we really 
undergo physiological motion, and perceive this as an Image of the 
external object that is affecting us. Here again, as before, we may ask 
who or what does the perceiving. But we may also ask: how can we ~r 
Hobbes say that what we perceive is an image of an external objec~ If 
We are unable to perceive both and compare them? If we never p~rceive 
external objects, how can we know that there are any external objects or 
know that our sense-contents are images, i.e. resemblances of them? 

There are then two objections to Hobbes's account of perception. 
First, his th~ory i~plies that there is a mind or se~ ove~ and above the 
sense-contents, a mind or self to which physiOlogical movement 
'appears' as something external. This mind or self cannot also be 
appearance of physiological motion; for if it were, there would have to 
be a further self to which the first one 'appears', and so on ad infiniwm. 
Secondly, Hobbes's account is inconsistent in implying both that we are 
~ever aware of external objects and that we are aware of external ob­
jects. He implies that we are never aware of external objects when he 
says .that all our mental contents are images or appearances. Yet in 
holdmg that they are images of external objects, he implies that they 
can be seen to resemble external objects, which presupposes that we 
7an be aware of external objects so as to compare them with the 
1rnages. 

However, even if strict materialism is dropped, it is still possible to say 
that the ~ind, though different from the body, is entirely dependent on 
the workmgs of the body. This is not strict materialism, which holds 
that only matter exists, but the revised theory (epiphenomenalism) still 
makes. matter and material process fundamental. If Hobbes had been 
an eplphenomenalist, he would still have thought that determinism 
~llow~d from his metaphysics, in that everything which happened in 
the rnmd would be causally dependent on what happens necessarily in 
he body. But apart from the determinism, Hobbes's moral and political 

t heory need not depend even on the modified metaphysics of epi­
p enomenalism. 

(3) PSYCHOLOGY OF ACTION 

Hobbes's psychology of action is open to two main criticisms. They 
concern (a) egoism and (b) determinism. 

(a) Egoism 
The egois~ic psychology which is to be found in Hobbes's early work, 
and especially 10 Human Nature, is modified in his later writing, so 
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that the explicit statement of his psychology in Leviathan cannot be 
called egoistic. Nevertheless the effects of the earlier doctrine can still 
be seen in some details of Hobbes's moral and political theory, with 
the result that it is still beset by grave weaknesses. 

It is Hobbes's view that the fundamental endeavour of every man, and 
indeed of any organism, is self-preservation. From this it follows that a 
deliberate decision to take one's own life, or to sacrifice one's life for the 
sake of others or for an ideal cause, is literally impossible. If a man does 
take his own life, or does sacrifice or risk his life for the sake of others 
or for an ideal, Hobbes will have to say that it was not deliberately 
intended. Either the man miscalculated the probable consequences for 
himself, or else he was not in his right mind so that he was not able to 
think rationally at all. 

This is notoriously not what we commonly think. We should all 
admit that selfishness is, generally speaking, a predominant human 
motive, but there certainly are many cases where a person is prepared to 
sacrifice his own interest, or even his life, for the sake of other persons 
or for an ideal. Even animals will sometimes sacrifice themselves for the 
sake of their young. Of course our commonsense interpretation of 
motives in such cases may be illusory, but in order to accept the view 
that it is, we need to be given strong evidence. Hobbes does not offer 
any strong evidence. He is working with a hypothesis of fundamental 
motivation and he is interpreting the facts to fit his hypothesis. This is 
why he says, of apparently altruistic motives like benevolence and pity, 
that they depend on egoistic motives. You can go a long way in this 
direction, but not all the way. For example, when Hobbes says that 
pity, defined as grief at the calamity of another, depends on the interested 
motive of fear that a similar calamity may befall oneself, it is relevant 
to point out that one may feel pity when it is impossible that the same 
calamity may befall oneself. Adam Smith gives a good example when 
he says that a man may sympathize with the pain of a woman in child­
birth. Or I may feel sorry for a child who is suffering from measles 
when there is no chance of my getting measles in the future. Or again 
one may feel sorry for a parent's loss of a young child when one's own 
children have already had a good span of life or if one has no children 
and is unlikely to have any in the future. It may be said of some examples 
that it is not strictly impossible for the same calamity to befall oneself; 
for instance, it is not impossible for me to have measles again. But the 
point is that I do not think I shall get measles again, and so I cannot be 
afraid of getting measles when I pity the child who is ill. 

Hobbes's egoism is the result of two things. First, it results from the 
observation that egoistic motives certainly do play a predominant part 
in human life. But this does not prove that all motives are egoistic. I 
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think that Hobbes came to see this himself by the ti.me he wrote 
Leviathan. Secondly, Hobbes's egoism results from h1s attempt. t~ 
assimilate the laws of human behaviour to the laws o~ m~chamcs · 
specifically to assimilate human motivation to the law of mertla, to the 
effect that' a body always tends to continue in its present st~t~ of 
motion or rest, so that a living thing always endeavours to go. on hvmg. 
But this is contrary to experience both of men and of other ammals; and 
we have seen that on other grounds it is a mistake to reduce the be­
haviour of living things to that of inanimate things. 

(b) Dete1·minism . 
Hobbes rightly distinguishes between freedom from external constramt 
and freedom of the will. He allows the former and denies the latter. To 
say that a man is free to do what he chooses is not to say that he is free to 
choose. Hobbes denies freedom of choice. He holds that everything 
which happens happens necessarily, is caused. An action may be 
caused by desire (and then it is free in the sense of free from external 
compulsion), but it is still necessarily caused. Consequently Hobbes 
holds that the will is simply a form of desire. 

The chief objection that can be made to determinism is that the idea 
of obligation implies a choice. To say that a man is obliged to do X, or 
ought to do X, implies that he has the choice of either doing it or not 
doing it. This is incompatible with saying that he must necessarily do X. 
If Hobbes is g~ing to ~alk about obligation at all, as he certainly wants to 
do, he should m consistency abandon determinism. The reason why he 
fails to see this is that he confuses obligation with determination. He 
c.ontrasts obligatio~ and freedo~, and says (in Chapter 14) that obliga­
tion or law 'determmeth, and bmdeth' to one course of action. Now it is 
obvious that, even on Hobbe~'s own account of obligations, an obliga­
tion does not in fact necessanly determine an action. This is certainly 
true of artificial obligation, which is not a real bond but mere 'words 
and breath', easily broken. Hob~es has allowed for that: this sort of so­
called obligation is a kind. 0~ fiction, not a real obligation in the sense of 
a determining force. B~t It IS also true of natural obligation that it does 
not necessarily determme. The laws of nature state obligations which 
would be necessarily follo~ed by men if they were purely rational. Since 
men are in fact more motivated by their passions than by reason, they 
cannot be relied upon to follow. the obligations of natural law unless 
these are backed by fear of. phys1cal force. 

Hobbes fails to see the dtffi~ulo/ h~re because he contrasts obligation 
With liberty. But we need t~ dlstmgulsh liberty or freedom in the sense 
of what one may do from hberty ~r freedom in the sense of what one 
can do. Obligation is opposed to hberty in the sense of what one may 
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do, but not in the sense of what one can do. If I am obliged not to hit 
another man on the head, I am not free to do so in the sense that it is 
not morally or legally permissible for me to hit him on the head. But this 
does not imply that I cannot do it, that I do not have the power to do it. 
On the contrary, to say that I am obliged implies that I do have that 
power. 

In a way Hobbes recognizes that 'ought' implies 'can'. He sees that 
if I am to have an obligation not to do X, then refraining from X must be 
something which I can do. This is why Hobbes thinks it does not make 
sense to speak of an obligation of non-resistance. Human nature is such 
that a man cannot have a motive for non-resistance; he will necessarily 
resist an attack on his life. So it is impossible for him to refrain from 
resistance. Therefore we cannot speak of his being obliged to refrain 
from resistance. This is not in his power, and 'ought' implies 'can'. 
But Hobbes does not allow for the further fact that obligation also 
implies the power to do the opposite. To say 'I ought to do X' implies 
both that it is in my power to do X and that it is in my power to refrain 
from doing X. It implies that I have a choice of either course. That is to 
say, it implies liberty or freedom -in Hobbes's words, 'liberty to do, or 
to forbear'. Hobbes fails to see this because he notes that obligation 
removes the liberty to do or to forbear and binds to only one of these. 
But what this means is that when I am obliged, I no longer may take 
either course of action. It does not mean that I no longer can take either 
course of action. 

(4) MORAL THEORY 

I select two main points for comment under this heading: first, Hobbes's 
account of good and evil; and secondly, his account of obligation. 

(a) Good and evil 
Good and evil are defined by Hobbes as the objects of desire and aver­
sion respectively. In his view, good and evil are always relative and 
never absolute. In our ordinary use of the terms, sometimes they are 
clearly relative, as when we speak of someone's good, meaning his 
interest, which may or may not be quite identical with what he desires 
but which certainly must have some relation to his desires and his 
satisfactions. At other times, however, we use the terms 'good' and 
'evil' in ways that at least seem to suggest a non-relative meaning. In 
consequence many philosophers have held that there is such a thing as 
absolute or intrinsic goodness. 

In considering whether Hobbes's account is satisfactory for usages 
that suggest an idea of intrinsic goodness, we need to make a distinction 
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between moral goodness and non-moral int;z-i~sic goodness. ~e may 
speak of virtue as being good, meaning that It IS morally goo?, and we 
may speak of a man as good, again meaning m.ora~ly good. This sen~e of 
'good' is connected with the idea of moral obhgauo~. To say that VIrtue 
is morally good is to imply that it is the sort of thmg that ought to be 
pursued. And to call a man morally good is to imply that he usually does 
the sort of thing that ought to be done. Now when H~b~es. defin~s the 
worth or value of a man purely in economic terms, this IS mcons1stent 
with the moral use of the word 'good' when we speak of a good man. 
On the other hand, Hobbes is in that place talking of 'na~ur~l' concep­
tions of evaluation, before any thought of artificial. obhg~tmn comes 
into the picture. And since artificial obligation is h1s versiOn of cate­
gorical obligation, it follows that his account of the value or worth of a 
man is not the concept that we have in mind when we speak of a morally 
good man, since the latter concept is tied up with the idea of categorical 
obligation. 

We also appear to use the term 'good' in a non-relative wa~ which is 
different from the idea of moral good that I have just been discussing. 
For instance, we may say that knowledge, or the pursuit of knowledge, 
is good for its own sake; or that the creation and appreciation of beauty is 
good for its own sake. When we make statements such as these, we do 
not, I think, imply that there is any moral obligation to pursue know­
ledge or to produce or appreciate beauty. 

Now it is possible to say of this sense of good that it is related to 
human. desires. It is possible to say that the pursuit of knowledge is 
good (1) because knowledge is useful in promoting human happiness, 
and (ii) because all or nearly all human beings have the desire of curios­
ity .. Hob.be~ himself, it will be recalled, speaks of curiosity as a feature 
d1stmgmshmg human beings from other animals, and he seems to regard 
this as a disin~erest~d .desire, that is, as not being tied to the pursuit of 
self-preservation. Similarly, one may say that the v~lue of beauty lies in 
~he fact that all hum~n beings enjoy aesthetic creation ~nd appreciation 
m some form. What Is not possible is to say that the desires Which make 
us value kno~ledge and beauty are self-interested. Knowledge is 
valued because It benefits mankind in general and because we realize that 
nearly everyon.e has t~e motive of curiosity. Likewise with beauty. As I 
say, Hob?es ~umself, In ~peaking of curiosity, thinks of it as a disinter­
ested. desire, 1.e. as a des1re which is not dependent on the procuring of 
happmess for oneself alone. His definition of good and evil, however, 
does seem to make them self-interested notions, and insofar as it does 
this it is defective. Here again we see that Hobbes's mistake is due to the 
egoistic character of. his ac:ount of practical notions. Even though the 
egoistic psychology IS modified in Leviathan, the heritage of Hobbes's 
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original egoistic psychology continues to invalidate important parts of 
his moral theory. 

(b) Obligation 
It is often said that Hobbes has only an egoistic conception of the notion 
of obligation as well as of good and evil. According to my interpretation, 
this is not the case. Hobbes's theory does contain a distinction between 
two kinds of obligation, one prudential or egoistic or hypothetical, the 
other not. The fact that he has this distinction is a considerable merit. 
Furthermore, if the distinction can be made without recourse to 'non­
natural' or 'transcendental' properties, this will be welcome, since the 
scheme will be simpler and more intelligible than one in which there is 
talk of non-natural or transcendental properties. For Hobbes, non­
hypothetical obligation is non-natural in the sense that it is artificial, 
a matter of words, in which we talk as if there were a bond, but without 
the necessity of saying that there really is a mysterious impalpable bond. 

Hobbes's account has the further advantage of pointing out to us the 
similarity between such obligation and logical necessity. We saw that 
Hobbes thinks of natural obligation as being a form of causal necessita­
tion, and this is a mistake, a mistake made by anyone who supposes that 
acting from a motive, such as desire, is being caused or necessitated by 
that motive. Now just as Hobbes regards natural obligation as a form of 
causal necessitation, so he regards artificial obligation as a form of 
logical necessitation. His distinction between natural and artificial 
obligation carries with it a distinction between two types of necessity. 
He regards natural obligation as a form of causal necessity; but he 
treats artificial obligation as a form of merely logical necessity, a matter 
of logical consistency. To break an artificial obligation is a matter of 
contradicting yourself. This is an interesting and valuable suggestion 
because logical necessity, like obligation, is not a real necessity at all. It 
is perfectly possible to be inconsistent. If a man accepts the premisses of 
a valid argument, we say that he 'must', or 'ought to', accept the 
conclusion. For instance, if he accepts the premisses that all philoso­
phers are crackpots and that Hobbes is a philosopher, we say he 'must' 
accept, or 'is bound to' accept, the conclusion that Hobbes is a crack­
pot. But of course it is perfectly possible for him to say that he does not 
accept this. We may call his decision irrational, but it can be taken. In 
this way, logical necessity is like obligation. They are both thought of as 
'musts', and yet they are not real necessities. There is therefore at least 
an analogy between obligation and logical necessity. 

Nevertheless I think that Hobbes's account is inadequate for two 
reasons. The first reason is that obligation is not just the same as logical 
necessity. The second reason is that Ho~bes confines this type of 
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obligation, non-hypothetical obligation, too narrowly to the case of 
promises. . . 

(i) To see that moral obligation is not just the s~e as logtcal ne~ess~ty, 
let us look at the type to which Hobbes confines htmself, the obhgatton 
to keep promises. This is certainly the most helpful type of case from 
his point of view. It is, I think, correct to say that a man ~~o breaks a 
promise is, in a sense, involved in a practical self-contradtctJOn. As we 
say, he 'breaks his word'. He expresses an intention to act one way, and 
then acts a different way. But this is not all that is involved. For what has 
been described so far is true not only of breaking a promise but also of 
breaking a resolution. Suppose I make a New Year resolution to take a 
cold bath every morning. On 1 January, I leap out of bed and into my 
cold bath. Comes 2 January- I crawl out of bed, turn on the cold tap, 
shudder, and turn the tap off again. I have broken my resolution. I have 
contradicted in action the intention that I have expressed. But would we 
say that I have broken a moral obligation? Would I feel that I have 
failed in my moral duty? I might well feel ashamed of my irresolution, 
but I should not feel remorse, such as I should feel if I had broken a 
promise. What is the difference? It is that a promise involves another 
person. My New Year resolution simply concerns myself. A promise 
concerns another person, and this makes a considerable difference. The 
obligation or 'bond' to keep a promise is a bond with another person, an 
inter-personal tie, and this makes it a distinctive sort of thing. Hobbes's 
account of the obligation to keep promises omits this vital factor. 

The reason ~hy Hobbes omits this factor is because of his egoistic 
acco_unt of m~ttves. A sense of obligation must be able to serve as the 
mottve of acuon, and a promise differs from a resolution in that it con­
ce~s ~e doing of something for another person, so that the sense of 
obhgauon to ~eep the promise is the thought of having engaged myself 
to do somet?ing for another. Hobbes in his original psychology would 
deny that tht~ thought can serve as a motive for action, because he holds 
that the ~ouve 0~ every voluntary action is a good to oneself; and he 
repeats thts even m Leviathan. 

(ii) The seco~d _objection to Hobbes's account raises the same point 
again. ~obbes hmtts non-hypothetical obligation to promises, and when 
he constders a~l the other rules of social morality (such as equity, com­
plaisance, gratitude) he bases them on self-interest. So his account of 
moral rules as laws of nature makes them all natural, i.e. prudential, 
obligations. B~t one: we deny that self-interest is the sole motive of 
action, there IS not~ung to prevent us from taking the commonsense 
view that these duties - gratitude, forgiveness of injuries, equal treat­
ment, and so on - are not dependent on self-interest, but involve the 
thought of an inter-person~~:,! tie with others, just as the duty of promise-
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keeping does. Having agreed that motives for action can be altruistic, as 
in benevolence, and that the sense of moral obligation can be a motive 
without considerations of self-interest, there is no longer any reason 
why one should define the words 'good' and 'evil' as Hobbes does. A 
good man is a man who is commended for acting from the sense of 
duty or from other virtuous motives such as benevolence. Again, one 
may approve or disapprove of things, calling them good or bad, because 
of their effects on others and not only because of their advantageous or 
disadvantageous effects on oneself. 

(5) POLITICAL THEORY 

The chief merit of Hobbes's political theory is that it clarifies the dis­
tinction between power and authority, and shows that the working of 
political institutions cannot be understood in terms of power alone. If a 
State is to work, there must be at least a measure of willing obedience 
on the part of most of the citizens. Hobbes expresses the point by the 
doctrine of social contract or covenant, but we need not take this too 
literally. Contract or covenant, if taken literally, covers naturalized 
citizens, founding fathers, and the signatories to an instrument of sur­
render, but not their descendants. The essential point that Hobbes is 
getting at can be better put with the notion of consent that was used by 
later thinkers, beginning with John Locke. Locke's idea is that if I live 
in a country and neither leave nor actively protest against its laws, I can 
be understood to consent to them; and so I am obliged to abide by 
them, the obligation being again a form of contractual or promissory 
obligation. The obvious objection to Hobbes's political theory concerns 
its absolutism. Why should the authority of the sovereign be absolute, so 
that he is permitted to do whatever he likes ? And why should the sub­
jects consent to that? In order to avoid the state of nature, Hobbes 
answers. But are they not leaping from the frying-pan into the fire? 
Locke (Second T1·eacise, Of Civil Govemmem, §93) puts the point 
succinctly: 'This is to think that men are so foolish that they take care 
to avoid what mischiefs may be done them by pole-cats or foxes, but 
are content, nay think it safety, to be devoured by lions.' Accordingly 
Locke, in his version of the social contract, limits the authority of the 
government. He does it in this way. He first assumes that the citizens 
make a social contract with each other to set up a society. Then he 
assumes a second contract, or more properly a trust. In this second act 
of institution the citizens entrust the sovereign with the authority of 
office on condition that government be wielded for the common good 
of the citizens. So the sovereign has obligations on Locke's view; the 
sovereign is to be understood as having promised to protect the rights 
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of the citizens and promote the common good. If he fails to satisfy these 
conditions, he has not carried out his trust and is no longer entt~led. to 

obedience; he no longer has authority, since the authority vested m h1m 
was entrusted on conditions. · 

Hobbes argued against a limited authority on the ground that it would 
lead to civil war. If king and Parliament disagreed, he thought, they 
would be bound to fight. This assumes that it is impossible to reach 
agreement without fighting: and it also assumes that nothing can be 
worse than civil war. Here again Hobbes's original psychology is at_tl~e 
root of his argument. He supposes that if there is disagreement, 1t IS 

impossible, without the use afforce by an ultimate authority, to prevent 
this disagreement from leading to conflict. He assumes that rational 
~onsiderations alone are not enough to prevent conflict. But in fact this 
1s not always so, as we can see in the occasional instances today where 
~ere is danger of overlap between the provinces of different authorities 
m the S_tat~, _e.g. between the authority of the legislative power and that 
of the JUdiCial power. When this happens, both Parliament and the 
Courts take _ca~e to keep off the treacherous ground. It was not always 
so. The bmldmg_ u~ ~f a tr~dition, after experience of conflict, was 
necessary. B~t still 1t 1~ poss1ble to learn from experience and to act, 
purely o~ rauona~ cons1d~rations, in a way that prevents open conflict. 
~abbes 1s also .n:1staken m his assumption that men will think nothing 
IS worse than c_lVll war. He takes this view because he supposes that the 
fear of death 1s the strongest motive. But men have been known to 
prefer death to some other things. 



Chapter VII 

Interpretations - I 

Every great philosopher is subject to a variety of interpretations. What 
he does is to present familiar facts in a novel perspective. He arranges 
them in an unfamiliar way. The result is to throw us off our balance. We 
cannot simply suspend disbelief, as with a work of fiction, for the new 
perspective is grounded on familiar facts, on what we take to be true. 
Whether we try to accommodate ourselves to the new framework, or 
try to resist it by showing that it does not fit the facts, we are liable to 
distort it a little, pulling it here or squeezing it there because our old 
picture of the facts seems to require that. The philosopher himself may 
not be free from ambiguity because he too has the difficulty of adjusting 
all his ideas to the new outlook; he is liable to slip back at times, at least 
in his language, to the old ways of ordering the data. 

In the case of moral and political philosophy the feeling of being 
thrown off balance is all the more disturbing because the ideas concern 
action and not just belief. Opposition to Hobbes in his own time was 
especially sharp because his moral and political philosophy seemed to 
undermine the ideas on which men relied in their practical life. It is 
not surprising that the interpretation of his thought in those con­
temporary critics should be judged mistaken by Hobbes himself and by 
later scholars. Differences of interpretation have persisted, however, 
down to this day. In fact the last few decades have seen quite a stream of 
books on Hobbes (mostly about his political philosophy) continuing to 
differ quite radically in their accounts. The extent to which Hobbes still 
stimulates new interpretations is a mark of his stature as a philosopher 
of politics. 

My purpose in these last two chapters is to survey the differing in­
terpretations given in recent works of scholarship. A main line of divi­
sion is in the attribution to Hobbes of innovation on the one hand and 
tradition on the other. Of course, both elements are there in his work; 
otherwise it would not be possible for the two sets of scholars to make 
their respective cases. Any philosopher of importance is necessarily an 
innovator, precisely because significant philosophy is a matter of pre­
senting a new perspective. On the other hand, almost any philosopher, 
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like almost any scientist or artist, must take something from his prede­
cessors, from a tradition of work in that field. Every?ne would agree 
that Hobbes said some things that were new and denved others from 
tradition. The differences in the interpretations arc differenc~s of em­
phasis. Emphasis counts none the less. The thoug.ht of a phtlosopher 
may be properly classed as overall traditionalist or u:movator~. 

The traditional interpretation of Hobbes classes htm as an u~no~ator, 
and this view seems to be supported by Hobbes himself, who satd (m the 
Epistle Dedicatory of De Corpore) that the study of 'civil philosophy' 
was no older than his book De Give. But that statement does not neces­
sarily contradict the interpreters who see Hobbes as a traditionalist. 
When Hobbes claimed that he had placed the study of politics on a new 
footing, he was probably thinking of his method; he meant that he was 
the first to treat political theory scientifically, after the manner of 
natural philosophy. No interpreter would deny that particular claim, 
though some would question its importance. Differences of opinion 
among interpreters are focused on four other issues. The first is the 
relation between Hobbes's political and his ethical theory; the second is 
the relation of both of these to his psychology; the third is the relation of 
his ethics and politics to his general philosophy; and the fourth is the 
relation of his ethics and politics to theology. 

(r) POLITICS AND ETHICS 

Among earlier thinkers on politics one can distinguish between the 
'moralists' and the 'realists'. Those whom I am calling moralists were 
con.c~rned wi~ the normative question of justifying the actions of 
pol~ tical rul~rs 1?- terms of ethical values; positive law and governmental 
action were JUStified if they pursued ethical goals such as equity and the 
c~mmon good. Th~se whom I am calling realists were more concerned 
wtt?. a non-normattve inquiry, describing and explaining how in fact 
political ~ulers behave; the account given was largely in terms of power 
an~ ~elf-mt7rest. F?r this second approach, morality was irrelevant to 
pohttcs but tf '!uesttons of justification were to be invoked they had to be 
ma~e. subse.rvtent to the harsh facts: in politics might was right. 
Reh?t~us tht~ers, needless to say, took the moralistic view. So did pre­
Chnstlan ~htlosophers of a quasi-religious turn of mind, such as Plato 
or the Stmcs. 

From a ve:y s~perficial reading of Hobbes one might think that he 
ta~es ~e ~eahst vtew: power and self-interest are what count; in politics 
might IS nght. Inde~d Ho~bes seems to go further than political realism 
as I ~a~e sketched It. Whtle realism holds that positive law or political 
rule IS mdependent of morality, Hobbes appears to say that there is a 
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relation of dependence but in the opposite direction to that claimed by 
the moralists; the rules of morality depend on the command of the 
political sovereign. This reading of Hobbes, however, is certainly mis­
taken. He does of course agree that power is essential for political rule, 
but he is more concerned to show that a human ruler cannot acquire 
enough power without the bonds of moral obligation. The relation 
between ethics and politics is complex. They are, in different ways, 
dependent on each other. Moral obligation is ineffective without the 
backing of 'the sword' of government, yet political power consists in 
great measure of the support of subjects given from a sense of moral 
obligation. 

The moralists' view of the relation between ethics and politics can 
be put by saying that positive law (the law laid down by a human 
sovereign) depends for its validity on natural law (the principles of 
morality or, if morality is related to religion, the law laid down by the 
divine sovereign). Realists commonly reject the notion of natural law. 
According to them, law must be positive law, man-made, artificial. 
Hobbes appears to depart from realism in this respect, for he has a lot 
to say about natural law and it clearly plays an important part in his 
~eory. On the other hand his idea of natural law seems to be very 
different from the traditional one held by Stoic and Christian philo­
sophers. For them, natural law sets out moral obligations that every 
man has to his fellows. For Hobbes, the laws of nature are primarily 
prudential prescriptions of reason, telling a man what he must do for the 
sake of self-preservation. Hobbes goes on to say that, strictly speaking, 
they can be called laws only if they are regarded as commands of God, 
which comes back to part of the traditional Christian conception; but 
whether or not we call them laws (think of them as divine commands), 
the really important thing is that they function as prudential prescrip­
tions. 

In this matter Hobbes seems clearly to diverge from tradition, to use 
the idea of natural law in a new way; and since he says (Leviathan, 
Chapter 15) that the science of the laws of nature is the true moral 
philosophy, his notion of morality must be different from that of 
Christianity and common opinion, in which virtue is distinguished from 
self-interest and is largely concerned with service to others. If this is 
correct, then Hobbes's view is after all similar to that of realism, 
according to which morality is a masked form of self-interest. What is 
striking about Hobbes's version of the view is that he is able to spell 
out his prudential 'laws of nature' so that they coincide in content with 
the virtues of traditional non-egoistic morality. 

That is the most common interpretation of Hobbes's ethics and 
especially of his view of natural law. But it has been challenged by some 
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recent scholars, most notably by Howard Warrender, who would per­
suade us that Hobbes belongs to the main stream of natural law theory 
CU:d that his conception of natural law is the most important element of 
~s political philosophy. In reaching this view Professor Warrender was 
Infl?en~ed by an article of A. E. Taylor, arguing that Hobbes's view of 
e~cs IS not egoistic but 'a very strict deontology' (i.e. a theory that 
gives a value to duty for its own sake). 
th~aylor was ~e~ to ?is thesis by two considerations. ~irst, he noted 

Hobbes distmgmshes counsel (which looks to the mterest of the 
person counselled) from command and describes the laws of nature as 
precepts' 0 d ~ d d · · thinki r comman s. From thts Taylor conclu e tnat prudennal 

ng can only result in counsel and that pr.:::cepts or commands 
~ubstbbe non-prudential. Taylor's conclusion is in fact fallacious since 
.n.o es also says · h' d' · · 1 d command . . ' tn ts tstmctton between counse an command, that 
sets ht.s dt~ected to the benefit of the commander. When Hobbes 

out t ts distincti . h . . both co 1 on, e.g. tn Leviathan, Chapter 25, e Is treatmg 
clear thutnhse and command as addressed to another person. It is not 

a e would ap 1 · h . himself. P Y Cit er term to the precepts a man may giVe to 

Secondly Taylor . 
covenants ·' pomted out that Hobbes writes of the obligation of 

tn terms rem· · h u that a just . Intscent of deontological t eory. uobbes says 
mands it' mand ts one Who does what is ,·ust 'because the law corn-

an not be fi d" Hobbes also co ~a?se he fears punishment or Isobedience. 
. mpares tnJu f k" t If · tton, and Taylor th s. tee or promise-brea mg o se -contradtc-

except that I<.ant ought this was similar to a feature of Kant's ethics, 
ization of wrongfi s~ys ~elf-contradiction would result from a universal­
obligations of covu actton. !aylor supposed that Hobbes's view of the 
whole, and pressedenhi~nt (or JUstice) represents his view of morality as a 
K s com . 1 . ant, according to h" panson with the later deonto ogical theory of 
duty and not from w tch a dutiful action must be done for the sake of 
agent or f?r others~ ;::;r~rd to beneficial consequenc~s, whether_for the 
extended tt beyond th ~aylor began with a cructal observation but 
about the performan e evidence in supposing that Hobbes's remarks 
morality as a whole _ce 1of covenant (or justice) can be applied to 

' Inc Udi th . d b na~re. Hobbes's idea of r n~ e obligations II?po~e Y ~e laws of 
straightforward than th P acttcal self-contradictiOn IS more stmple and 

. b . at of I<. , 1 1-promise- reakmg and has n _ants ethical theory. t app Ies only to 
Warrender was rightly 0~~ng to do with the rest of morality. 

Hobbes's remarks on cov Crtttcal of Taylor's extravagant leap from 
sake. Warrender was mo~~a~t to a full-blown theory of duty for duty's 
play in Hobbes's political th tnpressed by the part that laws of nature 
laws properly speaking th eory and by Hobbes's statement that to be 

' ' ey lllust be the word of God, who has a right 
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to command. He therefore treated Hobbes as essentially a natural law 
theorist of the traditional type. Of course Warrender could not overlook 
the fact that laws of nature for Hobbes are prudential, whether or not 
they are also commands of God, and so he allowed that Hobbes's 
conception of morality has a prudential character. Even when a man 
treats the laws of nature as divine commands, Warrender said, Hobbes 
may well think of his motive as self-interested, the desire for eternal 
salvation; but then this is in line with some aspects of Christian doctrine 
and so, according to Warrender, not necessarily a departure from tradi­
tional and popular views of morality. 

Another scholar who made Hobbes a traditionalist in ethics was F. C. 
Hood, but his evidence was far more thorough than that of Taylor and 
his attention to the texts more comprehensive than that of Warrender. 
Hood agreed that Hobbes began with a self-interested view of morality 
but pointed out that in his latest statements about ethics, in De Romine, 
Hobbes writes of moral virtue in terms that would be acceptable to any 
Christian moralist; he confines moral virtues to justice and charity, and 
distinguishes these from prudence, along with fortitude and temper~ 
ance, on the ground that the second group seek the benefit only of the 
individual and not of the commonwealth. Hood also observed that the 
obligation of covenants in Hobbes's political theory has a special charac­
ter because it is an artificial imitation of the obligation of laws of nature. 
Just as the State itself is an artificial imitation of nature, so is its system of 
law, justice, and obligation. In short, positive law is modelled on natural 
law, and politics is dependent on ethics as model to archetype. This is a 
perceptive reading of Hobbes, unfortunately neglected by most scholars 
because they have been put off by Hood's more general contention that 
Hobbes is altogether a Christian thinker.* 

(2) PSYCHOLOGY AND ETHICO-POLITICAL 
THEORY 

Earlier commentators on Hobbes almost all took it for granted that he 
held an egoistic theory of psychology and that this determined the 
character both of his ethical views and of his political ideas. In the 

• My own distinction between natural and artificial obligations and rights is 
obviously close to Hood's view, though there are differences: for exam~le, 
Hood treated artificial rights, like natural right, as (what I call) rights of action 
while I make them rights of recipience. I did not in fact derive my interpretation 
~rom ~ood's book; cf. my article, 'Obligations and Rights in Hobbes', published 
m Plulosoplzy, I?62, while Hood's book, Tlze Divi11e Politics of Thomas Hobbes, 
was published m 1964. There was no converse influence either; Hood was 
unaware of my article when he wrote his book. 
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~ecent literature this has been questioned and we can now say con­
. d~ntly that the earlier view was too simple. The history of the change 
10 Interpretation is curious and interesting. 

': distinction must be drawn between psychological egoism and 
~~tlo~~l egoism. Psychological egoism is a theory about human psycho­

gy.' lt states that every man necessarily and always acts from the 
~Otlve of maximizing his own interest. Rational egoism is not a theory 

:Vhat does and must happen; it is a doctrine of what it would be 
~a~onal to do- of what, in a sense, one ought to do; it states that the 
. ational course of action on all occasions is to maximize one's own 
~nterest. Because rational egoism can be framed in terms of 'ought', 
rnome ~eorists call it ethical egoism. The 'ought' is a prudential, not a 

oral ough , b . 1 . holds . t , ut a person who advocates rauona e~o1sm usually 
difti that ~t states all that one ought to do, so that for htm there is no 
Pati~~nt !Und of 'ought'. Strictly speaking, rational egoism is in com­
one ~nWtth ps~cholo,gical egoism. For to say that. a m~ ought to do 
is g, even 1f the ought' expresses simply a rauonaltmperative and 

not what w h ld . . . he h ~ s ou normally call a moral imperative, 1s to Imply that 
'Yo as a chotec between doing that one thing and some other thing. 
do ~ ought to maximize your own interest' implies both that you can 
han~ land that you can fail to do so. Psychological egoism on the other 
from theaves ~0 room for choice; it says that a man must necessarily act 

e des1 ·e to · · hi · B f · can fail 1• max1m1ze s own mterest. ut o course a theonst 
among;{: nonce the incompatibility, and several philosophers, Hobbes 

For a 1~:· ~ave been accused of doing so. . 
was a ps hg 1~e commentators thought it was obvious that Hobbes 
of the la yc 0f ogtcal egoist. It also seems fairly plain that his account 
represen~s 0 nature makes him a rational egoist. The laws of nature 

prescriptio f . serve our lives ns o reason tellmg us what we must do to pre-
tells us that th' w~at we ought to do as a matter of prudence. Hobbes 
that for him e 5.ctence of them is the true moral philosophy, so it seems 
consistent to r~n~nal ~goism is also ethical egoism. Although it is not 
people often tryo d this position together with psychological egoism, 
arguing that th to. defend rational egoism as the standard of ethics by 
by self-interester~~ n? alternative because all action must be motivated 
determined th~ h s Is why it was supposed that Hobbes's psychology 
thought to dete c ~ract~r of his ethics. In the same sort of way it was 
results in comperrrut .. ne his political doctrine also. Psychological egoism 

ltton and th f Wh . set up the sove . estate o war. en a commonwealth 1s 
' reign needs t h b 1 b subjects must be ke t . . o ave a so ute power ecause his egoistic 

sequences. P In hne all the time by fear of unpleasant con-

Hobbes's account of th d' . . e natural con ltlon of mankmd as a state of 
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war was widely criticized by his contemporaries. But the specific 
attribution to him of a theory of psychological egoism dates from 
comments of Bishop Butler in the eighteenth century (described in 
Chapter 5 above). Butler's criticism of Hobbes, in two long footnotes 
appended to Sermons 1 and 5 of Fzfteen Semzons preached in the Rolls 
Chapel, impressed scholars as masterpieces of concise refutation. It was 
taken for granted that they correctly represented, and thoroughly dis­
posed of, Hobbes's view of human nature. How then could one account 
for the uncannily persuasive force still exerted by Hobbes's theory as a 
whole? 

The correct answer to that question is that Butler's criticism applies 
only to Human Nature. The two footnotes are intended to refute 
Hobbes's account of charity and of pity. Butler quotes from Human 
Nature. It is natural that he should do so, for the first three of his 
sermons are on the subject of human nature. He says nothing to show 
whether he had read Leviathan. Certainly he was unaware that Hobbes's 
definitions of charity and pity in Leviathan are significantly different 
from the descriptions of them in Human Nature. Scholars who did read 
both works simply failed to see the difference; they assumed that 
Hobbes's view remained unchanged and that Butler's refutation stood 
sound. 

As we have already seen, A. E. Taylor perceived that some of 
Hobbes's statements about ethics were puzzling if one accepted the 
conventional view that he was a psychological and a rational, or ethical, 
egoist. Taylor's solution to this problem was to deny that Hobbes was 
an ethical egoist, while still accepting that he was a psychological 
egoist. Taylor claimed that Hobbes's ethical theory was deontological, 
which meant that the motive for morally commendable action could not 
be self-interest. But Taylor, who greatly admired Bishop Butler, did not 
question the conventional account of Hobbes's psychology. So he put 
forward the hypothesis that Hobbes's ethical theory was logically un­
connected with his psychological theory; Hobbes was trying to answer 
two separate questions, why men ought to obey the law and what in­
ducements were needed if a sense of obligation was ineffective. Taylor 
did not explain how the sense of obligation as a motive could be fitted 
into a theory of psychological egoism. 

Howard Warrender made a more ingenious suggestion. In his in­
terpretation of Hobbes there is not, as there is in Taylor, an incompre­
hensible gap between ethics and psychology, for Warrender did not 
treat Hobbes's ethics as a deontology. Nevertheless he did think that 
'Hobbes's theory of political society is based upon a theory of duty, and 
his theory of duty belongs essentially to the natural-law tradition' 
(Politt"cal Philosophy of Hobbes, p. 322), and so he could not regard 
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~abbes's ethics as a straightforward theory of rational egoism. Accord­
Ing!~ he distinguished 'two systems' in Hobbes's theory, a 'system of 
monves' and a 'system of obligations'. The system of motives explains 
ho~ a man can do his duty (because he sees it as a means to his preser-
(Vatlon), ~d. the system of obligations explains why he ought to do it 
be~ause 1t IS the will of God). The will of God is the 'ground' of 
~hgation, the desire for self-preservation is a 'validating condition' of it. 

arrender's distinction between grounds and validating conditions of 
~ligation was worked out with great care, but it is open to criticism. 
h arr~nder agreed that in the end the reason why a man ought to obey 
~be. Wtl~ of ~od (which is tantamount to saying that the ground of his 

hgatton) ts prudential. 
d' 0ore recently David P. Gauthier has produced another sort of 
~stmc_tion to relate Hobbes's psychology to his ethics. Like Warrender, 

authter argued that in one sense the ethical theory does, and in 
another sense it docs not depend on the psychology. Where Warrender 
wrote of tw ' f d fi · · ethi 0 systems, Gauthier produced two sets o e ntttons of 
i cal concepts: the 'formal' definitions (analysing one ethical concept 
anftiterms of another, e g 'a right' as 'an absence of obligation') are un-

ected by th · · · f h I h hu . ~ View anyone might take o t e actua c aracter of 
eg~a~ monvatton, while the 'material' definitions depend on Hobbes's 

otsnc psych I . . "J Wa 0 ogy. In principle this programme ts stmt ar to that of rrender and . A . W 
bee ts open to similar criticism. gamst arrender it has 
gro~~g~~d (e.~. b~ J. W. N. Watkins) that_ a c~mplete s~a~ement of the 
Gauth. . obhgatton would include vahdatmg condltlons; against 
ethicalter lt can be argued that complete definitions of Hobbes's 
Gauth· concepts must include material as well as formal elements. 

ter Would d . . . d T 
thesis that th no oubt agree with this. Hts pomt ts to eny aylor's 
at the sam . e moral theory is independent of the psychologtcal, while 
forward. e time making allowance for the evidence that Taylor brought 

But the Wh I . 
Gauthier's b 0 e enterprise is misguided. Before the pubhcation of 
explicitly e ~o~, F. S. McNeilly demonstrated that Hobbes set out an 
from it as~ IStic psychology only in Human Nature and moved away 
Bernard G e developed his political theory in De Give and Leviathan. 
developme:;t. foUo"':ed this up and pointed out that the process of 
ethical view IS earned still further in De Romine, where Hobbes's 
doctrine T~ (as~· C. Hood had noted) are close to traditional Christian 
render ~d Gere ts therefore no need for the accounts of Taylor, War-

' authie · · h 1 · b egoistic theo f r In order to explam t e re atton etween a strictly 
of ethics and ry 0

1. psychology and Hobbes's more impressive accounts 
po ttics. 
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(3) GENERAL PHILOSOPHY AND ETHICO­
POLITICAL THEORY 

Hobbes expounded his metaphysical theory of materialism fully in De 
Corpore, published in 1655. But he had reached it before he wrote his 
political works, and its implications for psychology are lightly sketched 
at the beginning both of Elemems of Law and of Leviathan. Hobbes 
presumably had no doubt that everything built on his psychology could 
be reduced to materialistic terms. In fact, however, he hardly ever refers 
to the supposed materialistic base once he gets going with the develop­
ment of psychological and ethical concepts and with constructing his 
political doctrine in the light of these. Consequently a number of in­
terpreters believe that the ethical and political theories do not really 
depend on the materialist metaphysics and should be considered 
independently. A straightforward version of this account was given by 
G. C. Robertson in an admirable little book, published in 1886, that 
dealt with all aspects of Hobbes's thought. The same view was taken in 
a slight early work by A. E. Taylor and a far more substantial one by 
John Laird, both of whom, like Robertson, considered the whole of 
Hobbes's philosophical writings with no special emphasis on the 
political theory. 

A more arresting account was given by Leo Strauss in an important 
book (The Political Plzilosoplzy of Hobbes, 1936) that did concentrate 
attention on Hobbes's political theory. Strauss agreed with Robertson 
that the 'main lines' of Hobbes's political doctrine were fixed before he 
thought out his mechanistic philosophy, but Strauss went a good deal 
further than that. Hobbes's general philosophy is reflected in the politi­
cal theory not only as a theory of knowledge and reality but also as a 
doctrine of method; Hobbes believed that the method of science was 
the right method of acquiring knowledge in any field. Now Strauss 
argued that what Hobbes derived from natural science contributed 
nothing of real importance to his political philosophy. The method no 
less than the metaphysics was irrelevant. 

Strauss's book is less persuasive now than those of some more recent 
commentators, but it was a landmark in the history of the interpretation 
of Hobbes's ethical and political theory, and especially in the history of 
discussion whether Hobbes was an innovator or a traditionalist. Strauss 
noted that while most readers take the former view, one or two com­
mentators had pointed to traditionalist elements in Hobbes's thought. 
John Laird in particular, Strauss wrote, had maintained 'that in ethical 
and political theory Hobbes's "voice and hands are both mediaeval" ' 
(Political Philosophy of Hobbes, p. xi). Laird was in fact contrasting 
Hobbes's metaphysics with his ethics and politics. He said that in 
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metaphysics Hobbes's 'voice' (i.e. his ~octrine) was ~oder~, \;bile h.is 
'hands' (i.e. technique) 'were scholastic and even Anstotehan ~ ~ut 10 

ethics and politics both were medieval, being derived from ctvll and 
canon law. Nevertheless, Laird allowed, Hobbes ':nay have done more 
than any other Englishman of his time to break the older order of 
political theory and, as he claimed, to innovate profoundly' (Thomas 
Hobbes, p. 57). , . 

Strauss set himself to trace the development of Hobbes s ethtcal and 
political theory. He concluded that Hobbes acquired his ba~ic political 
doctrines from a reading of history, and especially from hts study of 
Thucydides in early life. He then turned to science and as a result 
acquired a materialistic metaphysics and the belief that ~e method of 
science should be applied to the study of man and soctety. The ex­
position of his political theory therefore took a scientific form, in which 
everything was supposed to be connected together logically, the account 
of man being built up from the account of matter, and that of society 
from that of man. The importance and originality of Hobbes's political 
philosophy, however, according to Strauss, owe nothing to that idea. 
Strauss said in his Preface that 'the particular object' of his book was to 
show that 'the real basis' of Hobbes's political philosophy does not lie 
in the inspiration of science, neither in the metaphysical materialism nor 
in the scientific method. What then was important and novel in 
Hobbes's political theory? According to Strauss, 'the ideal of civilization 
in its modern form, the ideal both of the bourgeois-capitalist develop­
ment and of the socialist movement, was founded and expounded by 
Hob?~s with. a depth, clarity, and sincerity never rivalled before or since' 
(Polm~al Phzl~sophy. oJ.Hobb~s, p. 1). Hobbes began with an Aristotelian 
and anstocrau~. ethtc m ~vhich honour has the highest place; he then 
~am.e to be cnucal of thts and replaced it with a 'bourgeois' ethic of 
JUStiCe. 

Strauss's ~esis has be:n c~iticized as historically inaccurate, e.g. by 
Raymond Polm? who mamtamed that 'Hobbes is neither an aristocrat, 
nor a bourgems, but a c~nservative' (Politique et plzilosoplzie chez 
Thomas Hobbes, J?· 150) .. Pohn argued that Hobbes never gave his own 
~bupport ~o. an anstoc~a~c e~ic and that it is anachronistic to talk of a 

ourgems conceJ?t o VIrtue m the seventeenth century. Strauss would 
proba.bly ~gree wtth t~e latter remark; his point was rather that, from 
the h~stoncal per~pecuve of the twentieth century, we can look back 
and vtew Hob~es s va~ues as the harbinger of the bourgeois attitude. 

The suggestion, whtch seemed so questionable to Polin, was taken up 
with enthusiasm by C: B. Mac~herson, who brought the tools of 
Marxist analysts to the mter~ret~tton of the political theory of Hobbes 
(and of Locke). Far from thinkmg it an anachronism to use the term 
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'bourgeois', Macpherson argued that the society in which Hobbes lived 
was indeed already a bourgeois society and that Hobbes's supposed 
picture of natural man was derived from that society; Hobbes's 
individualism, no less than his values, reflected the ethos of bourgeois 
society. 

Unlike Strauss, Macpherson claimed that Hobbes's novel outlook on 
ethics and politics is closely linked with his general philosophy, that in 
fact bourgeois individualism is necessarily connected with mechanical 
materialism. Hobbes's 'leap in political theory' was 'as radical as' 
Galileo's new approach to mechanics; it derived the ideas of rights and 
equality from 'the need of each human mechanism to maintain its 
motion' (Political Theory of Possessive Individualism, p. 77). The 
interpretation itself needed a (politically) radical leap of scholarship, 
and it is doubtful whether Hobbes would have recognized Macpher­
son's picture of Hobbesian men as self-moving 'mechanisms' or 
'machines'. Although Hobbes was a materialist and therefore believed 
that men and animals, like everything else, consist of matter in motion, 
he kept clear the distinction between the natural and the artificial. In 
the Introduction to Leviathan he said that we may call a machine an 
artificial animal and the State an artificial man; he did not say that 
animals and men are natural machines. 

A less radical case for linking Hobbes's political theory with his 
general philosophy was made by J. W. N. Watkins. He allowed that 
Hobbes's views on psychology and ethics cannot be deduced from 
materialism, but claimed that the character of the political theory is 
determined by the general nature of Hobbes's philosophy and especially 
by his conception of scientific method. The method is the resolutive­
compositive method of Galileo, exhibiting the structure of a thing by 
first resolving it into its parts and then composing it again from those 
parts. Hobbes uses the method in his political theory, according to 
Watkins, by resolving the State into its component parts of independent 
individuals without the bonds of law and justice, and then reconstituting 
the State from those parts by the device of a social contract. Watkins 
regarded his thesis as a criticism of the position of Robertson and 
Strauss, but I am not sure that they would have regarded it so. Robert­
son said, and Strauss agreed, that Hobbes's political 'doctrine' had its 
main lines fixed before Hobbes became a mechanical philosopher. This 
is not to deny that after he became such a philosopher Hobbes expounded 
the political doctrine by a scientific method. Strauss did indeed deny 
that the method contributed anything to the real importance of Hobbes's 
political philosophy, but then he and Watkins took different views of 
what constitutes the importance of Hobbes's political theory. Later 
commentators have in any event tended to agree that, while Hobbes 
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writes of the resolutive-compositive method in De Corpore, the method 
he espoused in Leviathan is modelled instead on the method of geo­
metry. 

A further claim made by Watkins concerned Hobbes's nominalism. 
Nominalism is the philosophical theory that there are no universal 
entities, no such things as common qualities, but only 'names' or words 
that are applied to a number of individuals; for example, a tomato and 
a pillar-box do not share a common quality of redness but we can apply 
the same word 'red' to both of them. Watkins claimed that Hobbes's 
?ominalism was responsible for a nominalist account of authorization, 
~ndeed a _'nominalist theory of the state', because Hobbes's sovereign 
Is authonzed to act 'in the name of' his subjects. F. S. McNeilly has 
sh~wn, however, that Hobbes's nominalism is not a strict nominalism, 
an . that in any case nominalism does not and cannot play the part 
assigned to it by W k" · f th · · Th at ms m Hobbes's account o au onzation. 
f ~ m.ore general point made by Watkins concerning the influence 

Po SCientdlfic method was followed up by M. M. Goldsmith, who 
resente Hobbes's I" . I f I . . ent . . . po 1t1ca theory as part o a genera scientific 

inqeryms_e 1
1n "':'hich the method of science is applied to all fields of 

Uiry, me uding c· ·1 h"l d d th th ofHobb , . . lVI P I osophy. Goldsmith conclu e at e point 
of law e~. s _political ~eory was scientific explanation of the phenomena 
practi~~e ~~~0~ and his~ory. This seems to imply tha~ it did not have a 
assimilati~n :f s~ and If so, Goldsmith has been misled by Hobbes's 

Th · P losophy to science 
e VIews of Stra p . . . . 

present an b u:s, olm, Macpherson, Watkms, and Goldsmnh 
rupt for r un roken hne of debate, which I have not wanted to inter-

easons of chro 1 bl" · f S book (1936) and p . , no ogy. Between the pu 1cation o trauss's 
Michael Oak h ohn s (1953), however, there appeared an essay by 
introductio es ;u that must be mentioned separately. It was a long 
1946. Like ~~~00 r~fessor Oakeshott's edition of Leviathan, published in 
imaginative sty} a eshott's writings, it impresses the reader both by its 

e and by 1· · B th · · through a glass d k g Impses of a novel vista. ut e VIsta IS seen 
interpretation ' ar ly, and it is not easy to say just what Oakeshott's 

comes to 0 th ' r . I to his general ph"l · n e relation of Hobbes s po ltlca theory 
views. It was a 1 .osophy, Oakeshott disagreed with all the then current 
followed from 0mistake, he Wrote, to think that the political philosophy 
equally mistake r was determined by the materialist metaphysics. It was 

. n to think th H · d d h I · failed to sustain it. It w at .abbes mten e sue .. a re a~10n but 
as a science of p 1. . as even a mistake to treat the pohucal phllosophy 

0 !tics· fo H bb ' · II way to the mod ' .. r o es, in Oakeshott s v1ew, was we on the 
ern d1st1n · d h"l h first seeking a kn 1 Ction between science an p 1 osop y, the 

a theory of kn °~ dedg~ of the phenomenal world, the second seeking 
ow e ge Itself. Hobbes's civil philosophy is connected 
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with his general philosophy, Oakeshott maintained, because they 
are both philosophy, and philosophy for Hobbes is essentially reason­
ing. Oakeshott went on to describe this reasoning as being concerned 
with causes and effects, but he nevertheless distinguished it from science, 
apparently because science proceeds by observation, with the implica­
tion (unless I have misunderstood) that science therefore cannot, or that 
Hobbes thought it cannot, proceed by reasoning also. So Hobbes, in 
Oakeshott's view, is a 'rationalist'. It is right to think of his political 
philosophy as part of a system, but wrong to think of the system as 
analogous to an architectural structure. The systematic character of 
Hobbes's thought lies in 'a guiding clue, like the thread of Ariadne', the 
application throughout of a particular conception of philosophy. 

A recent book by Thomas A. Spragens has applied to Hobbes a view 
about tradition and innovation that was originally expounded by Thomas 
Kuhn in his account of the history of science. According to Kuhn, a 
revolution in scientific theory consists of the transformation of a 
'paradigm', a model that has captured allegiance over a long period. 
Spragens, finding a number of Aristotelian elements in Hobbes's 
philosophy, claimed that Aristotle's thought was a paradigm for Hobbes 
as it was for most medieval philosophers, but that Hobbes subjected it 
to a transformation. The trouble with this interpretation is that the 
concept of a paradigm is rather vague. As I wrote at the beginning of 
this chapter, every philosopher of note introduces a novel perspective 
and almost every philosopher builds on the thought of the past. One 
can say that not only Hobbes but also his contemporaries Descartes and 
Spinoza transformed an Aristotelian paradigm, but this image adds little 
except to suggest that the history of philosophy follows the same sort 
of pattern as was traced by Kuhn for the history of science. Spragens 
claimed that Aristotle was a paradigm for Hobbes because of similarities 
in the metaphysical views of the two philosophers. The comparison was 
overdrawn, however, because Spragens knew more of Hobbes than of 
Aristotle and tended to bring Aristotle's thought nearer to that of 
Hobbes than an Aristotelian scholar would do. Spragens conducted his 
case mainly in terms of metaphysics but argued that the concept of 
motion in Hobbes's metaphysics determined the character of his 
political theory. 

(4) THEOLOGY AND ETHICO-POLITICAL THEORY 

Many of Hobbes's contemporaries called him an atheist. They may not 
have meant that he was deliberately lying when he talked as if God 
existed; but what he said about God was so bizarre, as compared with 
Christian orthodoxy, that they could not think it a credible form of 
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religion. Modern commentators have mostly been divided between two 
views, one that Hobbes wrote about theology with his tongue in his 
cheek, the other that he was sincere enough but nevertheless enjoyed 
outraging the orthodox. An interesting feature of recent interpretation 
is the claim by two or three scholars that Hobbes's political theory is 
founded on traditional Christian doctrine. The claim goes along with 
the view that his ethical doctrine is equally Christian and traditional, a 
view that I have already discussed in talking of the relation between 
ethical and political theory. 

A. E. Taylor's article was largely confined to Hobbes's ethical doc­
trine. Taylor connected ethics with natural law and of course treated 
natural law as the word of God. He therefore concluded that Hobbes's 
philosophy involved some kind of genuine theism, but did not insist on 
its being traditionally Christian. 

Howard Warrender's interpretation attributed to Hobbes~ traditional 
form of Christian theology as well as of ethics. Warrender d1d not press 
this very far and was ready to agree that in many respects ~abbes's 
account of theology was distinctly unusual. But he emphasized the 
d~pendence of moral obligation on the will of God in Hob~es's theory, 
With the consequence that atheists cannot be morally obhged. When 
Warr:nder aske? himself what was the groun~ o.f.~e obligation to obey 
the will of God Itself, he put forward two poss1bllmes: one was that this 
obliga.tion was in a sense prudential, being gro~nded on the desire for 
~al~atlon_; the other was simply that God's nght _to be obeyed was 
ax1omat1c or ultimately mysterious' (Political Phzlosophy of Hobbes 
p. 301). Warrender regarded his first alternative as more probable' 
b~t he was seriously ready to contemplate that _Hobbes, of a~l people: 
ffilght have accepted religious mystery as the ultimate foundation of his 
system. 

H!; C., Hoo~ ~ent further still. The general theme o~ his book is that 
f bes ~ p~htlcal doctrine depends on Christian behef, that. his view 

o morahty 1s Ch · · th h l nstlan despite first appearances, at t e engthy argu-
ments from the ·d fi 1 · H bb , . . evl ence of Scripture are per ect y smcere, and that 
fo es s ongm_alit:y lies in his method not in his doctrine, though he is 

o course pecuhar 1 . ' . . . "th 
Th" · .. n try1ng to combine Chnsuamty WI materialism. 

IS IS a surpnsmg . h l . Hobb mterpretation, and most sc o ars mterested in 
es seem to have . . k B . . 

noting that Hood's reJected it as clearly mlsta_ en. ut 1t Is worth 
prejudice. In the p account arose not from, but m the face of, initial 
thirty years he h reface to his book, Hood wrote that for more than 
whom a p . s ared the common view of Hobbes as 'a mechanist to 

nme mover h 1 . 1 ' 
whose use of Scri t could be little more t a~. a o~lca requisite', 
interest'. A scholarp ure Was ironical, and who 1dent1fied duty with 

Who felt obliged to go back on all that as the result 
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of close and extensive study of Hobbes's texts should not be simply 
dismissed. 

Nevertheless, the most impressive of more recent interpreters, 
McNeilly and Gauthier, have both taken the view that Hobbes's 
theology can be discounted. McNeilly produced a delicious phrase for 
it: Hobbes 'preserved theology only by pickling it in political vinegar' 
(Anatomy of Leviathan, p. 24). Neither of these two scholars has argued 
his case on this point in any detail - presumably they thought it un­
necessary - but they have backed it up with a little evidence. For 
example, McNeilly pointed out that when Hobbes says the laws of 
nature are properly called laws only if regarded as commands of God, 
this comes, in a single sentence, right at the end of a long discussion of 
the character and content of the laws of nature; its function, therefore, 
is dismissive of the theological view of them. Gauthier, in a brief foot­
note, thought that Hood's interpretation could be refuted simply by 
referring to another remark of Hobbes about the laws of nature made in 
answer to criticisms of Bishop Bramhall. McNeilly's view, it would seem, 
is that Hobbes's theology was not meant to be taken seriously. Gauthier's 
opinion is less extreme; he wrote that God plays a part, though only a 
secondary part, in Hobbes's system and that Hobbes was a believer, not 
an atheist. 



Chapter VIII 

Interpretations - II 

~he survey given in Chapter 7 has concentrated on certain aspects of 
dtsp~te about tradition and novelty in the philosophy of Hobbes. 
Inevn~bly it has neglected other points of importance in recent inter­
p.ret~tiOns. I shall now therefore list in chronological order the more 
stgmficant of these interpretations with bibliographical details, and in 
ce t . . ' r at_n Instances I shall add a note of some features that have not been 
menuoned already 
bu~~th one exc~p~ion, my list is confi~ed to wo~ks writ~en in English, 
A have the Impression that no senous loss IS occasiOned thereby. 
T ~o~g older works there is a valuable book in German by Ferdinand 

onmes abo t H . I b . bca · u abbes's life and thought m genera , ut It has little 
nng on the · th 

Pret . controversies of more recent years concermng e inter-
atxon of H bb , · · 1 M r . 0 es s political philosophy m parucu ar. 

man~ . Ist Is also mainly limited to books. Needless to say, there are 
profit ~mponant articles to which the student can be referred with 
here~- ~t.they mostly deal with matters of detail while I am concerned 
were e~~h Interpretations in the round. '!'hree of the books listed below 
element fpr_ec~ded by an article in whtch the author set out a central 

o hts · · · · the ani 1 Interpretation. In these cases It IS appropnate to Include 
article be e as Well as the book. The list also includes A. E. Taylor's 

ecause f · · · b k b render a d o Its mfluence on the very Important oo y War-
in talkin n because some later commentators couple the two together 

g of the 'Taylor-Warrender thesis'. 

George Cro 
Despite it om Robertson, Hobbes (Edinburgh and London, 1886) 
especially ~ age, Robertson's book is still well worth reading. It is 

· Interesti 'fi d · h · succtnct 0 h' ng on Hobbes's h e, an IS compre enstve, though 
h ' n Is th . I t eory. ought. It does not contam a great dea on the political 

Frithiof Brand 
(Copenhagen t, Thomas Hobbes' Mechanical Conception of Nawre 
As the title s and London, 1928) 

uggests, this book is entirely about Hobbes's metaphysics 
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d hi . . . tb' g about his ethics and 
an s contnbuttons to physics. It says no tn. . . . 
politics. For the student of Hobbes's metaphystcs 1t 1~ a work of the 
first importance. In its close attention to the actual texts It ~ay ~e111 ha~e 
afforded a model for one or two of the more recent works 0 sc 0 arshtp 
about Hobbes's political theory. 

J~hn Laird, Hobbes (London, 1934) , 
Ltke Robertson, Laird deals with all sides of Hobbes s ~o~ght. The 
b?ok is a scholarly one and is especially helpful as a contnbutton to ~e 
history of philosophy, noting possible influences on H~bbes and. (m 
more detail) the influence of Hobbes on later think~rs. It IS no~ particu­
larly useful on the political theory, however; Latrd appreciates that 
Hobbes's political theory is outstanding but does not make clear why 
it is. 

Leo Strauss, The Political Philosophy of Hobbes (Oxford,. 1936) . 
Strauss's book sparked off the remarkable series of novel mterpretattons 
of Hobbes's political philosophy that have appeared .in rec~nt dt:cades. 
He begins by noting that a couple of scholars (Latrd, ~1lthe~) have 
called Hobbes a traditionalist, although most think. ~at he IS an mnova­
tor and that the revolutionary character of his pohttcal theory depends 
on the attempt to produce a science of politics. Strauss's procedure is to 
give a historical account of the development of Hobbes's thought. He 
produces evidence for the following conclusions. (a) Hobbes began as a 
traditionalist, accepting much in Aristotle (especially from the Rhetoric) 
and also accepting an aristocratic code of virtue. (b) Hobbes then turned 
from philosophy to history (his translation ofThucydides) for normative 
guidance on politics. Thereby he was led to found his moral and 
political ideas on the twin psychological bases of pride and fear, and 
this psychological framework is what really determines his new view, 
w!llch represents a transition from aristocratic to bourgeo!s virtue. (c) 
Fmally Hobbes turned back from history to philosophy agam, but a new 
kind of philosophy. Through coming to know something of geometry 
and the natural science of Galileo, he decided that a true philosophy 
should be scientific, i.e. exact, and so he now rejected Aristotle, who had 
maintained· that practical sciences cannot be exact. , According to 
Strauss, Hobbes reverts from Aristotle to Plato (who believed in the 
possibility of an exact science of morals and politics) but with criticism 
of the content of Plato's views. 

This account takes in the traditional aspects of Hobbes's thought 
while at the same time accepting the more common view that Hobbe~ 
was an innovator. It allows for Hobbes's own belief in the importance 
of a science of politics, yet maintains that the really revolutionary 
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character of his political philosophy does not depend on a. scientific 
approach but on the psychological framework that Hobbes denved from 
his study of history. In noting that Hobbes's suppor~ fo~ absolute 
government goes along with an adhesion to 'bourg~ms' (mstead of 
aristocratic) morality, Strauss indicates, more persuasively than Ma~­
pherson was to do later, how far a Marxist approach to Hobbes IS 

justified. 

A. E. Taylor, 'The Ethical Doctrine of Hobbes', Philosophy, 1938; re­
printed in Hobbes Studies, edited by Keith C. Brown (Oxford, 1965) 
The gist of Taylor's article has been given in Chapter 7· Its merit lies in 
having drawn attention to the peculiar character of the obligation of 
covenants in Hobbes, and the historical importance of the article lies in 
its influence on Warrender. 

Taylor wrote a slight general work about Hobbes many years earlier 
(Thomas Hobbes, London, 1908), but this is of no particular consequence 
for understanding the ethical and political theory. 

Michael Oakeshott, Introduction to his edition of Leviathan (Oxford, 
1946); the Introduction is reprinted, with other essays by Oakeshott on 
Hobbes, in Hobbes on Civil Philosophy (Oxford, 1975) 
Oakeshott's view of the relation between Hobbes's political theory and 
his general philosophy has been sketched earlier. In discussing the 
political theory itself, Oakeshott thinks that Hobbes is a leading repre­
sentative of a tradition of political thought based on the ideas of Will 
and Artifice, to be contrasted with the 'Rational-Natural tradition' that 
pro_duc~d the concept of natural law. On the particular issue of political 
obhgat10n, Oakeshott argues that Hobbes has three senses of obliga­
tion, physical, rational, and moral, and that political obligation is a com­
bination of all three. 

Raymond Polin, Politique et philosophie chez Thomas Hobbes (Paris, 
1953) 

I hav~ ~lready m;ntion~d in Chapter 7 that Polin criticizes as ana­
c~romstlc Strauss s a:rnbution to Hobbes of a bourgeois concept of 
virtue. He also. questl~ns Strauss's contention that Hobbes originally 
espoused an _anstocrauc m?rality. He argues pretty convincingly that 
Strau~s's evtde?ce fo~ th1s view is inadequate. Hobbes certainly 
descn~es an ansto~rattc morality in which honour has a high place, 
but this does not tmply support. Polin holds that the evidence does 
not allow us to trace any definite historical progression in Hobbes's 
views. 

On the relation of ethics to Politics Polin writes this: 'The politics 
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of Hobbes does not have a moral foundation. Or rather, the moral 
foundation of his politics is that a moral foundation for a political philos­
ophy does not exist' (p. 151). That is to say, Polin reverts to a view held 
by Hobbes's early critics. 

Richard Peters, Hobbes (Harmondsworth, 1956) 
This Pelican paperback is a stimulating and helpful survey of all the 
different aspects of Hobbes's thought. Peters's own interests are most 
marked in his treatment of Hobbes's psychology. On motivation he 
follows Strauss in stressing pride and fear. The account of Hobbes's 
political philosophy is not especially notable, except that the theory of 
sovereignty is related to Hobbes's view of law in an interesting way, and 
both the political and the legal theory are enlightened by presentation 
of the historical background. Peters believes that the distinctive concep­
tion of Hobbes's theory of social contract is to join individualism 
with absolutism, an individualist foundation with an absolutist con­
clusion. 

Howard Warrender, Tlze Political Plzilosoplzy of Hobbes: His Theory of 
ObligatiC'n (Oxford, 1957) 
Warrender's book is most impressive and made a considerable impact on 
scholars, even though it won few adherents. I have given some account 
of its main theme in Chapter 7 and shall now add a little more; but it is 
really impossible to do justice to this book in a brief summary, because 
it compels admiration for the care with which Warrender has worked 
out a logical framework of interlocking concepts, something that can be 
appreciated only by reading the book as a whole. 

Warrender argues that essentially the political philosophy of Hobbes 
belongs to traditional natural law theory. Men are obliged by the laws 
of nature, which are the commands of God. This is moral obligation. 
Its ground is the will of God, and if we ask why ought we to obey the 
will of God, the answer is either 'for the sake of salvation' or a mystery. 
The first alternative (which Warrender seems to prefer) makes morality 
-in the end a matter of self-interest. Warrender agrees that Hobbes 
describes the laws of nature as being more immediately in our interest, 
but he denies that this consideration gives them any obligatory force. 
He distinguishes the ground of obligation (the reason why an action is 
obligatory) from the validating conditions of obligation (the circum­
stances in which the obligation applies), and he maintains that the im­
mediately prudential character of natural law is a validating condition 
and not the ground of obligation; when I see that seeking peace is a 
necessary means to self-preservation, this gives me a motive for acting, 
it affords a reason why I can seek peace, but it does not give me a 
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ground of obligation, it does not afford a reason why I ought to seek peace. 
Since moral obligation depends on natural law a~d on the ~act that 

natural law is the command of God, Warrender reJects the vtew that 
moral obligation arises only in the State. The difference made by the 
existence of the State is to provide security for those who act morally; 
in the condition of nature there is no security. Consequently, in the 
condition of nature many moral obligations are not binding in fact; their 
application is 'suspended' because the validating conditions of obligation 
are not fulfilled. The laws of nature prescribe, for example, the keeping 
of covenants provided that you do not thereby become a prey to others. 
In the state of nature the proviso does not often hold, and so the obliga­
tion to keep covenants becomes effective only when backed by the force 
of the civil law. 

Despite the careful thinking that has gone into Warrender's system of 
concepts, he is curiously blind to a number offacts and possibilities that 
make his interpretation questionable. For example, he supposes that 
people who treat Hobbes's laws of nature as dependent on human 
psychology must be thinking of them as descriptive (scientific laws 
stating what must happen) and not prescriptive (injunctions of what 
should be done or avoided); if the laws of nature are prescriptive, War­
render assumes, they must be moral (as contrasted with prudential) 
laws. Again, his account of rights (and consequently of duties) is vitiated 
by identifying freedom from obligation with freedom from the possi­
bility of obligation. He treats the duties of the sovereign as moral 
obligations corresponding to rights of the citizens arising from covenant 
(instead of as prudential obligations imposed by natural law), and so 
infers that the sovereign is a party to the covenant, at least in the case of 
acquired commonwealth. He is led by his theory to postulate an 
improbable conjunction of two, logically independent, systems in 
Hobbes's theory, a system of motives and a system of obligations, which 
coincide in effect but only contingently. (This is no doubt due to the 
influence of Taylor's article.) 

The best feature of Warrender's book is his analysis of what Hobbes 
means by obligation in foro interno, which applies in the state of nature. 
Warrender's pinpointing of this feature of the theory does succeed in 
showing that morality is not the creation of the political sovereign, that 
Hobbes d~es not believe might is right, that Hobbes grounds morality 
on someth~ng other than political power even though political power is 
necessary m order to sustain it. 

Warrender's book is also the first to examine the texts of Hobbes's 
political theory with the meticulous care that they deserve. He has been 
followed in this by other scholars. Earlier interpreters of the political 
theory, even Strauss, had painted their pictures with a broad brush. 
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C. B. Macpherson, Tlze Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: 
Hobbes to Locke (Oxford, 1962); this book was preceded by an article, 
'Hobbes Today', first published in the Canadian Journal of Economics 
and Political Science, 1945, and reprinted, under the title 'Hobbes's 
Bourgeois Man', in Hobbes Swdies, edited by Keith C. Brown 
Macpherson builds on Strauss's attribution to Hobbes of 'bourgeois 
morality', and brings a Marxist perspective both to his interpretation 
and to his criticism of Hobbes's views. He argues that Hobbesian man in 
a state of nature displays not just innate but also socially acquired 
characteristics; Hobbes gives us a picture of social man with the 
restraint oflaw removed. Further, the socially acquired characteristics -
the dispositions to compete and to amass power and possessions- are 
acquired in only one particular type of society, which Macpherson calls 
'possessive market society', i.e. a society which makes a market not 
only of the products of labour but of labour itself. Hobbes's morality is 
the morality of the market. Macpherson also thinks, as I have explained 
earlier, that Hobbes's moral and political theory depends on his 
materialist metaphysics. 

In criticism of Hobbes, Macpherson finds two weaknesses. First, 
Hobbes mistakenly supposes that the traits of market society apply to 
any society and so are true of man universally. This error, however, 
does not greatly matter, Macpherson says, because Hobbes's con­
clusions do apply to man in market society. The second weakness is that 
Hobbes, in concentrating on the fragmenting effects of market society, 
failed to attend to the contrary effect of cohesion within classes that is 
produced by class distinction. Hobbes claimed that the sovereign must 
have the power of choosing his successor, since otherwise the society 
would fall to pieces; but Hobbes did not realize that the power and 
self-interest of the ruling class would provide cohesion. The second 
fault, Macpherson maintains, is a serious one. His critique is obviously 
influenced by Marxist doctrine. 

Macpherson relies heavily on Hobbes's statement, in Leviathan, 
Chapter 10, that 'the value, or WORTH of a man, is as of all other things, 
his price'; but Macpherson neglects the deliberately satirical tone of 
this remark and the context of a non-bourgeois morality of honour. 
Again, Macpherson overemphasizes the desire for commodious living 
among the factors that make for distrust and war. Hobbes himself sub­
ordinates the desire for commodious living to the desire for self­
preservation, but Macpherson does not allow for this. 

The one-sidedness of Macpherson's interpretation is brought out by 
Keith Thomas, 'The Social Origins of Hobbes's Political Thought', in 
Hobbes Studies, edited by Keith C. Brown. Thomas cites evidence to 
show that Hobbes's own ethical views were by no means altogether 
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friendly to a bourgeois morality, that he retained some sympathy for 
aristocratic virtues, and that Macpherson takes no accoun~ of the 
importance for Hobbes of curbing pride, a feature of Hobbes s theory 
that is certainly not a product of the market. 

Despite its excessive vulnerability to criticism, Macphers~n's 
interpretation is nevertheless a stimulating one and well worth readmg. 

F. C. Hood, The Divine Politics of Thomas Hobbes (Ox~ord, _1964) 
The main themes of Hood's interpretation have been g1ven m Chapter 
7· I think this book should be taken more seriously than it has been. It 
is based on a closer knowledge of the relevant texts - of all the texts 
relevant to Hobbes's political theory - than any other schola: ?as shown. 
While treating the English version of Leviathan as the defimuve text for 
Hobbes's civil philosophy, Hood continually compares it with the Latin 
rendering and with the earlier statements of Hobbes's theory in Elements 
of Law and in both the Latin and the English versions of De Give. From 
this the reader gets a persuasive explanation of the differences between 
the different texts. 

More important is the fact that much of the detail of Hood's inter­
pretation does not depend on his general thesis about the Christian 
character of Hobbes's views. To my mind the most striking feature of 
Hood's account is his emphasis on a distinction between natural and 
artificial justice. Civil law, like the State itself, is artificial, an imitation 
of ~e. na~ural. By covenant men create artificial obligations and rights, 
an Imitation of the natural obligations and rights of natural law. The 
system of a~tifi~ial justice (civil law) depends on the natural obligation 
of natural JUStice (morality), and the natural system depends on its 
lawgiver, God. I find this interpretation attractive because it is similar 
to my own view, reached independently, of a distinction between 
natural and artificial obligations and rights. Hood's use of the distinction 
b~tween ~he natural and the artificial is of wider scope than mine, and in 
v1ew of his extensive knowledge of the texts I should not feel in the least 
confident that, where we diverge, my view is preferable to his. 

Although Hood's interpretation is vastly different from Warrender's, he 
may well have been influenced by Warrender in basing natural law on the 
will of God. At any rate he resembles Warrender in treating Hobbes as a 
traditionalist on natural law and on the relation of morality to religion. 

J. W. N. Watkins, Hobbes's System of Ideas (London, 1965); this book 
was preceded by an article, 'Philosophy and Politics in Hobbes', first 
published in the Philosophical Quarterly, 1955, and reprinted in Hobbes 
Studies, edited by Keith C. Brown 
In the Preface Watkins says that his book poses the question, 'How 
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much of Hobbes's political theory is implied by his philosoplzical ideas', 
and that 'The conclusion it reaches is that the essentials of his political 
theory are so implied'. But it seems to me that Watkins does not in fact 
show much of the political theory to be so implied. In his first chapter 
he allows that Hobbes's interpretation of the Puritan Rebellion (i.e. his 
understanding of contemporary history) was responsible for certain 
essentials of the political theory. Watkins's main concern is to stress the 
importance in Hobbes's political theory of the scientific method that is 
used in his general philosophy also. It is not clear, however, just what 
method Watkins is attributing to the political theory. On the one hand 
he says much of the resolutive-compositive method of Padua, used by 
Galileo and Harvey, which Watkins regards as a 'traditional' method, to 
be contrasted with the 'new' methods of Bacon and Descartes. On the 
other hand he agrees (p. 68) that Hobbes prefers the method of Euclid­
ean demonstration, which is not the method of Galileo and Harvey. 
Watkins concludes from his discussion of method that the resolutive­
compositive method of Padua led Hobbes to construct a well-ordered 
society from its citizens, its own constituents, and not from something 
external, so that the authority of the sovereign rests on the consent of 
the citizens and not on the will of God. But is it true that the doctrine 
of popular consent is implied by the method? It would be perfectly 
possible to say that composition from constituent elements requires 
divine intervention. Hobbes's alternative hypothesis of a social contract 
is more interesting, and more convincing to the mind of a secular age; 
but in his own day, and indeed much later, his device of a social contract 
made by inherently egoistic individuals seemed incoherent. Quite an 
effort is needed to render it coherent when one considers the details of 
'transferring natural right'. If it can be made coherent, it is a tour de 
force; but that is due to Hobbes's inventiveness, not to his use of the 
method of Padua. 

It is not clear to me that Watkins shows any other of Hobbes's 
characteristic political doctrines to depend on the general philosophy. In 
the earlier article Watkins says that Hobbes's subjectivist view of ethics 
follows from nominalism. In the book he adds that the account of author­
ization in Hobbes's political theory is nominalist, but this latter claim, 
as I have mentioned in Chapter 7, is shown by McNeilly to be unsound. 

Watkins thinks he has refuted the views of Robertson and Strauss by 
establishing that the essentials of Hobbes's political theory are implied 
by his general philosophy. What are the essentials of Hobbes's political 
theory? (I) An emphasis on undivided sovereignty; (2) a realization that 
political authority depends both on consent and on force; (3) the device 
of a hypothetical state of nature and a hypothetical social contract in 
order to make clearer the truth of(2). Watkins admits that (I) came from 
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Hobbes's understanding of history. He claims, I think unsuccessfully, 
that (2) came from Hobbes's scientific method. It is reasonable to say 
that (3) came from that source. As I have indicated in Chapter 7, this 
last point does not touch Robertson, who said that Hobbes's political 
'doctrine' was formed independently of his metaphysics; (3) is not a 
po~itical doctrine but a (certainly powerful) expository device. The 
pomt does touch Strauss, who denies that scientific method contributed 
anything of importance and who presumably would deny (as I would 
not) that this expository device is one of the really important things in 
Hobbes's political theory. 

M. M. Goldsmith, Hobbes's Science of Policies (New York and London 
1966) ' 

Goldsmith's book is an especially useful one for the elementary student 
of Hobbes's political theory. The exposition is clear and readable, and 
~hen Goldsmith reviews controversial interpretations of particular 
1s.sues he is always sensible and often shrewd in his judgements. His 
VIew of the relation of the political theory to Hobbes's general philos­
ophy has been described earlier. 

F. S. McNeilly, The Anatomy of Leviathan (London, 1968); this book 
;~~loprec:ded by an article, 'Egoism in Hobbes', published in the 

sop/neal Quarterly 1966 

~?r th7 Student of phlzosophy, McNeilly's book is the best of recent 
•:cussions of Hobbes. Most of the modern commentators limit them-

fisc ves to _exposition of what they take to be Hobbes's views, and refrain 
rom askmg h th . . 

ar w e er the argument and evidence supportmg those views 
e sound or h" k th I 

mis "d . unsound, no doubt because they t m e atter enterprise 
gu1 ed In d 1· (Th" · 

of them. Ma ea Ing with a thinker of ~e pas_t. . 1~ IS not tr_ue of all 
Hood lth cpherson couples interpretation with critical appraisal; and 

'a ough tr · d h"l h · ready t amed as a historian an not as a P I osop er, Is quite 
McNei~ s~y that Hobbes has made a mistake in this. place or that.) 
compet/ Is not only prepared to criticize Hobbes; he IS also the most 

· . nt of the d d A h · Criticism f mo ern commentators to o so. t t e same time 
force and 0 H?bbes does not prevent McNeilly from recognizing th~ 
Hobbes's ~~nt of his theory. Although the strictly political part of 
book (som~ t~osophy is treated only in the last. chapter of McNeilly's 
appreciation ~fPages out of 250), this chapter gtves a more penetrating 
commentary. s::e nub of Hobbes's political theory than does ~ny other 
political the . many of the commentators say that Hobbes Is a great 
cause MeN °~111st ?ut do not explain why. McNeilly does. But just be-

et Y IS h" b k . h d . someone wh 1 an acute philosopher, ts oo IS ar gomg for 
0 acks training in philosophy. The reader who can follow 
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the argument, however, will find much enjoyment in the book; for it is 
written with style and a gaiety of example not often found in social 
studies and not all that often in philosophy either. 

McNeilly observes that Leviathan differs from the other statements of 
Hobbes's political theory, Elements of Law and De Give, in two important 
respects. (1) Elements of Law and De Give imply an egoistic psychology, 
while Leviathan does not. (2) Elemems of Law and De Give are not con­
ducted with any definite method of inquiry, while Leviathan is a firm 
attempt to follow the demonstrative method of mathematics. McNeilly 
links these two points together. 

As regards (1), McNeilly distinguishes between a firm theory of 
psychological egoism (to be found in De Corpore and derived from 
Hobbes's mechanism) and 'pessimism', a practical expectation, derived 
from experience, that men will generally act from self-interest. Elements 
of Law and De Give display the pessimistic view. They also emphasize 
'glory', the desire to be pre-eminent over others, as if this were chiefly 
responsible for the state of war, although Hobbes adds, briefly, in De 
Give that 'the most frequent' reason for violence is something different, 
competition. In consequence, the purported argument from egoism to 
the state of war is confused. Leviathan, by contrast, does not give expres­
sion to egoism, or to pessimism either. Hobbes may well have retained a 
privately pessimistic view of human nature, McNeilly adds, but he does 
not express it publicly. Charity and pity are given straightforward 
definitions in the usual altruistic terms, as contrasted with the egoistic 
definitions of Elements of Law. Again, Leviathan defines power and 
glory in a neutral manner without necessarily implying comparison 
with other men. 

As regards (2), McNeilly argues that Hobbes's views about method in 
Elements of Law and De Corpore are confused but that in one part of De 
Corpore he gives what is virtually a hypothetico-deductive account of 
physics, according to which the conclusions of physics are merely pro­
visional and are never demonstrated as final truths. By contrast, the 
propositions of mathematics arc both demonstrable and true. In 
Leviathan, McNeilly continues, Hobbes is still not clear of confusion 
since he talks both of demonstration from definitions and of proceeding 
from psychological experience, but in the main he aims to follow the 
method of mathematics. 

McNeilly then puts the two points together. Hobbes's method in 
Leviathan required him to reach his political theory by deduction from 
definitions about human nature. Since the egoistic psychology of 
Elements of Law and De Give did not lead by clear deduction to the 
conclusions that the political theory requires, Hobbes abandoned (or 
made no use of) the egoistic psychology in Leviathan. Hobbes's science 
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of ~olitics in Leviathan is a formal system setting out what is implied by 
rational deliberation. What matters most for such deliberation is the 
un~ertainty of success in achieving your aims without an ordered 
society The . f . h . . . a · questiOn o JUSt w at your atms arc 1s not so central as 1t 
thppcared to be when Hobbes wrote the earlier versions of his political 

eory. 

0 This approach makes Hobbes very much a modern thinker, and it is 
B:otbsbur~rising that McNeilly should discount the place of theology in 

0 es s system. 

0 .~cNeilly's first point, the abandoning of egoism in Leviathan, was 
png~ally set out in his article of 1966. The same sort of view has been 
E ut. orward by Bernard Gert in an article, 'Hobbes and Psychological 
reg~~~m', ~rst published in thcJounza/ of the.History of.I~~as, 19~7, and 
B p ted 111 Hobbes's Leviathan: Interpretatzon and CrztiCism, cd1ted by 
M~~~~d ~· Baumrin (Belmont, California, 1969). Gert goes f~rther than 

illy 111 that he denies that Hobbes was ever a psychological egoist. 

David p G . . 
I h · auth1er, The Logic of Levzathan (Oxford, 1969) 
be;,ve already discussed in Chapter 7 Gauthier's view of the relation 
m e.en Hobbes's ethics and his psychology. This is not, however, the 

ost tmpona fi G h' · · in h nt eature of Gauthier's book. aut tcr ts most Impressive 
w at he h · · H · auth . . as to say about authonzatton. e pomts out that the 

Pri ondzauon of the sovereign does not appear in Elemems of Law (or the 
ntc Vers. f D c p z· . in Dec· 10~ o the second part of that work, e orpore o ttzco) or 

it is •n zve. It ts an innovation in Leviathan and, accordmg to Gauthier 
CJ.Obbcs's d · 1· · l th h ' ( ) ' accou en unng contribution to po mea oug t P· 172 . The 

prom·nt of the social contract in the earlier books makes the subjects 
lse not to · · 1 h · an u · restst the sovereign and so 1t eaves t e soveretgn with 

that ~mpeded natural right but it does not give him the supreme power 
c needs t · ' · · · 1 H d h obedien . o exerctse hts nght effective y. e nee s to ave the 

comma:~s~~ his subjects, i.e. to be assure.d that ~ey wi.ll do .what he 
he does What ot merely that they will refra.m from 1mp~du~g htm when 
with a co he can by himself. The doctrme of authonzatton, together 

venant n t h · · bl' h to acknowl d o to withdraw the aut onzauon, o tges t e subjects 
obey his c e ge the sovereign's acts (or his will) as their own and so to 

ommands 
Hobbes hims If . 

importance of e may not have appreciated. th~ full signifi~ance and 
probably ag ~e new doctrine of authonzatlon. Gauthter Would 

ree Wtth th' h th h l led Hobbes t ts, for he notes that t e new eory s ou d have 
(1) Hobbes Po make two improvements which he in fact failed to make. 

resents th f . h' . the original ri h e sovereign's right o pums mg as retamed from 
g t of n . b · f: . part of the right ature, but 1t would e more saus actory to make It 

Conferred by authorization. (2) In the Leviathan account 
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of the kingdom of God by nature, Hobbes omits the De Give doctrine of 
men's natural obligation to God, presumably because he perceived its 
inadequacy but did not know how to mend it; here again he could have 
invoked the kind of obligation that results from authorization. 

Thomas A. Spragens, The Politics of Motion: The World of Thomas 
Hobbes (Lexington, Kentucky, and London, 1973) 
The theme of this book has been described in Chapter 7. The novelty 
of its interpretation affects Hobbes's metaphysics more than his political 
theory, but Spragens docs have a number of shrewd criticisms to make 
when he considers the views of recent interpreters of the political 
theory. 

If scholars differ so much in their interpretations, can we hope to dis­
cover the truth? Where differing interpretations conflict with each 
other, not more than one can represent Hobbes's conscious intentions. 
But difference docs not always imply incompatibility, and each of 
several interpretations may contain some part of the truth. Then again 
there may well be, indeed there are likely to be, true historical facts 
about the thought of Hobbes of which he himself was not aware. A 
historian may be able to give a true explanation of unconscious influ­
ences on a thinker which illuminate his ideas in a way that he himself 
did not understand. Nor is this all. Just as a thinker can fail to appreci­
ate some significant causes of his ideas, so he can fail to appreciate some 
of their significant potentialities. (A clear example is Gauthier's account 
of further important implications that Hobbes could have drawn from 
his theory of authorization.) The value, even the truth, of a philosophical 
theory need not be confined to what its author saw in it and intended by 
it. So when a later commentator goes beyond purely historical ex­
planation and takes account of fruits as well as seeds, he can well tell 
us things that are true. He does not tell us things that the original 
author intended to say (but then neither does the historian who explains 
the work in the light of causes and influences of which the original 
thinker was unaware). He does, however, tell us things that are signifi­
cant for readers. He tells us what the work means, or can mean, to us, as 
well as what the author means to say. 

I am not suggesting that incompatible accounts can all be equally 
true, or that we can legitimately let our imaginations run riot in reading 
into works of the past whatever our own background suggests to us. 
Hypotheses of significance can and should be restrained by canons of 
historical truth. They must be readings that the original author would 
probably have been willing to accept if they had been put to him. (For 
example, my own reading of Hobbes on the obligation of promises 
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owes much to the account of promises in Hume, derived from Hobbes, 
and I think that Hobbes himself would have gone along with what that 
kindred spirit found in him.) But the history of philosophy is impover­
ished if it is confined to a purely historical investigation of what thinkers 
~fthe past consciously intended to say. Some of the differing interpreta­
tions of Hobbes can be definitely rejected as false. This does not mean 
that only one at best can be true. 
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Hobbes is perhaps the most enjoyable and provocative of political 
thinkers. His writing surprises, shocks, captivates, amuses and, above 
all, stimulates criticism both of himself and of our conventional wisdom. 
He raises fundamen1al questions as much of ethics as of politics; his 
suggested answers make him one of the greatest of political philosophers 
and a h ighly acute, if not a deeply penetrating, thinker on ethics. While 
there have been several important books about him in recent decades, 
some of these have been specialized works of scholarship, while others 
have ranged over the whole of Hobbes's thought. 

Professor Raphael's study is mainly intended as a guide for the 
elementary student of political thought or of moral philosophy. It is 
both expository and critical, concentrating on Hobbes's ethical and 
political theory, but also considering the effect on these of his meta­
physics. The interpre1ation contains some distinctive features, notably 
in its account of artificial obligations and rights, of the relation between 
obligation and causation, and of the continuing influence of mechanics 
on Hobbes's psychology and ethical theory. The final two chapters 
survey other interpretations in some detail. 

Professor Raphael has a specialized knowledge of moral and political 
thought in Britain during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
He has taught Moral and Political Philosophy at the Universities of 
Glasgow, Reading and London, where he is now Professor of Philosophy 
at Imperial College. He is the author or editor of a number of important 
books, including Moral Judgement, Political Theory and the Rights of 
Man, British Moralists 1650-1800 and Problems of Political Philosophy . 
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