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Abstract The article argues that Hobbes articulates a modern problematic
of reason, where the shared rationality of human beings is an integral part
of the danger they present to each other, and where reason suggests a
solution, the social contract and the laws of nature, enforced and interpreted
by absolute sovereign authority. This solution reflects a tension in modern
reason itself, since it requires the alienation of self-determination of the
rational human subject precisely to preserve the condition for the possib-
ility of the rationality of the rational human subject, i.e. one’s life, which
is threatened by the very rationality of other human subjects. I discuss
interpretations of Hobbes which stress the other motives of conflict, i.e.
competition and vanity, and acknowledge that they play a role in the threat
subjects present to each other, but argue that the danger presented precisely
by shared rationality, which I discuss with some reference to the Hegelian
dialectic of consciousness and mutual recognition, has been underplayed
by Hobbes’ interpretation.

Key words conflict · Thomas Hobbes · modernity · rationality · reason ·
sovereigns · subjects

Thomas Hobbes is frequently acknowledged as a father of modern politi-
cal philosophy. Within the canon of modern philosophy more generally,
however, Hobbes is typically accorded a secondary role in relation to
Descartes, partly because of the dominance of epistemological concerns
in contemporary philosophy. When reflecting philosophically on the
changes that took place in the transition to modernity, we tend to look
to Descartes for epistemology and metaphysics, and to Hobbes, among
others, for political and moral philosophy, but this divide is artificial
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and to some degree anachronistic, since one of the important changes
that took place in early modernity and is still taking place in late moder-
nity is in the very conception of reason, particularly reason as it is
involved in and mediated by social relations and structures.

Hobbes’ contemporary philosophical significance and relevance in
late modernity derives in part precisely from the starkness of his depic-
tion of human life and society. As Louis Roux puts it: ‘Hobbes is present
among us: his fiery gaze, his dark and loveless world, his universe of
war, of death, of commands and prohibitions, his mechanistic and soul-
less law, everything is there.’1 It also derives from a problematic inherent
within and characteristic to modern thought. Leo Strauss, asking why
Hobbes should be and is studied, noted that

Hobbes’ doctrine would not be alive . . . if the progress of modernity were
separable from the decay of modernity. Modernity has progressed to the
point where it has visibly become a problem. This is why respectable people
. . . turn to a critical study of the hidden premises and hence the hidden
origins of modernity – and therefore to a critical study of Hobbes.2

Agreeing with these two motives for studying Hobbes in late modernity,
one can argue a further motive, namely that, in Hobbes’ thought, reason
itself becomes inherently problematic. In Leviathan’s political theory,3

Thomas Hobbes exhibits a modern political subject whose relationship
to reason is complex. Specifically, for Hobbes the human subject is one
constituted in significant part by reason, reason both within the indi-
vidual subject and without the subject, in other subjects. The capacity
to reason is not only a specific difference dividing humans from animals.
Rather, it is the source of a fundamental, perennial, and intensified threat
of conflict and violence that Hobbes’ work attempts to definitively under-
stand, articulate, and resolve, through the use of reason.

The first part of this paper starts by discussing a longstanding criti-
cism that regards Hobbes’ philosophy as simply an apologetics or ration-
alization for totalitarianism or despotism. I argue that these criticisms
neglect a deeper rooting of a despotic or totalitarian mentality within
the very structure of modern reason itself and the passions in Hobbes’
philosophy. The second part of this paper argues that despite Hobbes’
penchant for definition and philosophy more geometrico, his work fails
to render the term ‘reason’ as univocal as he would like or pretend, and
it is necessary to detail two different senses of reason, a strict form and
a looser, wider, and more common form. The third and longest part of
this paper indicates how for Hobbes it is not only the passions but also
rationality itself that generates and intensifies the danger of the war of
all against all. Reason also suggests the Hobbesian solution, the move-
ment to civil society under and guaranteed by sovereign authority. The
fourth and final part discusses Hobbes’ treatments of the alienation of
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the right of the subject and the resulting condition of the sovereign. I
argue that, for Hobbes, this alienation itself is required not simply on the
basis of preserving life, but also on the basis of rationality itself, where
life becomes a condition for the possession and exercise of rationality.

I

Leviathan is not an isolated or limited study. Students of its first two
parts know that at first, and in its first part, it appears a farago of
quaintly mechanistic physics, anatomy, and psychology, through which
a constant thread of a political theory runs, knotted, at parts, into cul-
de-sacs of economics, epistemology, theology, and theory of language.4

More patient reading of the text reveals an astute mind at work who
does not merely aim to resolve the serious political problems of his day
by application of a mechanistic and purportedly geometrical method to
politics.5 Man is in fact a political creature for Hobbes, although not in
the same manner as this motif’s earlier Aristotelian interpretations which
he denounces. As Preston King puts it, ‘Politics (as opposed to war) is
not natural to men, but merely an accomplishment; man is not born a
political animal: force of circumstance compels him to become one.’6

Hobbes’ understanding of this dimension of human being has implica-
tions for every aspect of human nature. The dominance of the political
in Hobbes’ work, and his understanding of the nature of politics, are
consequences of the complex archetectonic of reason permeating his
political philosophy.

Hobbes has often been maligned as an apologist for totalitarianism
and despotism. Two representatives of this long-pedigreed position suffice
here to exemplify this interpretation. Hannah Arendt, for instance, in her
work, The Origin of Totalitarianism, writes, somewhat hyperbolically:

It is significant that modern believers in power are in complete accord with
the philosophy of the only great thinker who ever attempted to derive
public good from private interest and who, for the sake of private good,
conceived and outlined a Commonwealth whose basis and ultimate end
is accumulation of power. . . . There is hardly a single bourgeois moral
standard which has not been anticipated by the unequaled magnificence of
Hobbes’ Logic.7

Sheldon Wolin similarly argues that ‘Hobbes was the first modern in
whom a despotic mentality was at work,’ writing that ‘Hobbes’ despotic
mentality is revealed in the several departments of his theory, not just
in his political writings: in his thinking about human nature, physical
nature, knowledge, scientific inquiry, and thinking itself.’8 I would like
to argue here that this genre of criticism does not go far enough, because
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it does not recognize that Hobbes develops and articulates a necessarily
totalitarian or despotic problematic inherent to human reason in moder-
nity. My intention here is to clarify and articulate Hobbes’ position on
reason, violence, and sovereignty, not out of agreement with Hobbes, but
because in my view many criticisms of his philosophical position fail to
fully grasp the cogency of the problematic he develops. In his thought,
reason is not simply employed and appealed to in order to justify a
political philosophy enamored with authority invested with absolute
power. Put another way, Hobbes’ conception of reason is not merely a
rationalization for despotic power or totalitarian rule. Instead, Hobbes
reveals an absolute need of this sort rooted in the very structure of human
reason itself.

To be sure, the passions also play a central role in Hobbes’ theory
of human nature and conflict, and as Leo Strauss points out, for under-
standing the human propensity toward conflict, the most important
among these are vanity and the fear of violent death. Strauss’ interpreta-
tion, both representative and generative of many related interpretations,
highlights the role of vanity. ‘In four different arguments,’ he writes,

Hobbes does not tire of designating the characteristic difference between
man and animal as the striving after honor and positions of honor, after
precedence over others and recognition of this precedence by others, ambi-
tion, pride, and the passion for fame.9

He goes on to argue:

The antithesis from which Hobbes’ political philosophy starts is thus the
antithesis between vanity as the root of natural appetite on the one hand,
and on the other, fear of violent death as the passion which brings man to
reason.10

This type of interpretation rightly emphasizes the often overlooked
importance of vanity in generating the danger that human beings pose
to each other, a source of intensified danger irreducible to mere economic
competition over similarly desired objects. But, it overlooks the fact that
within Hobbes’ theory there is yet another source and intensifier of
conflict: human reason itself plays a central role in generating the endemic
danger Hobbesian subjects pose to each other.

It is easy to get a mistaken impression from the mechanistic psychol-
ogy and theory of action developed in ch. 6, offering explanations of the
passions in terms of their objects and their basis in appetite, aversion,
and contempt, that Hobbes’ view of the human subject is simply that it
is a mechanism like any other, so that all the roots of human conflict
would lie ultimately in the passions and their fundamental bases, reason
figuring in merely instrumentally. Strauss, among others, argues persua-
sively, however, that the mechanistic or ‘geometric’ material, incorporated
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into Hobbes’ thought later than the working out of many of his main
themes, is not the sole basis for his political thought, so that Hobbes
could arrive at similar arguments and a similar view of human nature
without assuming mechanist reductionism.11 Rather than focusing on
resolving the issue of whether reduction to mechanism is in fact absolutely
central to Hobbes’ thought, however, we should note what a mechan-
istic treatment of phenomena allows Hobbes.

First, it allows him to dispense, as he in fact does, with any previous
psychologies and doctrines about the passions, reason, and action. It
thus serves the polemical or rhetorical purpose12 of undermining appeals
to philosophical or religious authorities or traditions, and is thereby
proto-typically modern.13 As C. Fred Alford puts it, ‘Only when men
understand themselves as machines, Hobbes argues, do all those tran-
scendent values that men have shown themselves to die for disappear.’14

Second, reduction to mechanism allows Hobbes to treat all phenomena
as fundamentally of the same order, homogeneous, capable of being
brought within a single comprehensive explanation. This can, however,
have an implication other than merely that of simple reductionism. If
Hobbes maintains it is possible to give a systematic account of all human
phenomena by recourse to combination of a few basic affects applied
to different objects and in different interpersonal contexts, he neverthe-
less does not view reason as a mere epiphenomenon, and reason can be
understood to be just as real and pervasive as the most basic passions.
Accepting, for the moment, Hobbes’ assertion that ‘reason in this sense,
is nothing but reckoning (that is, adding and subtracting) of the conse-
quences of general names agreed upon, for the marking and signifying
of our thoughts’,15 this means that, since reason is fundamentally char-
acteristic of human beings, nearly everything they do, think, or feel, will
be potentially affected to some extent by reason.

II

Reasoning for Hobbes, is a capacity to draw inferences, and these take
several forms, varying in their degree of rigor and commonness. One
characterization of reason runs:

The use and end of Reason, is not the finding of the sum, and truth of one,
or a few consequences, remote from the first definitions, and settled signi-
fications of names; but to begin at these; and proceed from one consequence
to another.16

This is reason in the strictest sense for Hobbes, which is supplemented
by other mental capacities, including memory, experience, fancy, and
judgement. Earlier in ch. 2, Hobbes picks out the characteristic of human
beings as a general capacity to draw inferences.
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The train of regulated thoughts is of two kinds; one, when of an effect
imagined, we seek the causes, or means that produce it: and this is common
to man and beast. The other is, when imagining any thing whatsoever, we
seek all the possible effects, that can by it be produced; that is to say, we
imagine what we can do with it when we have it. Of which I have not at
any time seen any sign, but in man only.17

Reason in the strict sense, however, differs from the other mental capa-
cities in that it is deliberately employed and, as Hobbes puts it, ‘attained
by industry.’18 Not all human subjects possess or employ reason in the
strict sense to the same extent. Although Hobbes maintains, ‘all men by
nature reason alike, as well, when they have good principles’,19 reason
in the strictest sense is not employed by most people. ‘[T]he most part
of men, though they have the use of reasoning a little way, as in number-
ing to some degree; yet it serves them to little use in common life.’20 As
Johnston dryly remarks: ‘When we do misreckon, the results can be
spectacular.’21

Reasoning, both in this strict sense Hobbes has defined and the
other, looser and broader sense he will employ and rely on, is indispens-
able to political life. This takes place in two corresponding ways in
Leviathan. First, Hobbes’ own project is an attempt to supply a funda-
mental rationality to politics hitherto lacking or only dimly grasped. In
the chapter on ‘Counsel’ he writes, self-referentially, ‘When for the doing
of any thing, there be infallible rules (as in engines, and edifices, the
rules of geometry), all the experience of the world cannot equal his
counsel, that has learnt, or found out the rule.’22 The laws of nature
or reason laid out in Leviathan ch. 14–15, as well as the detailed and
systematic discussions of the remainder of part 2, are purported to
embody or provide such infallible rules, and they express reason in the
strict sense used by Hobbes in his derivation of the laws of nature.
Second, there is a broader use of reason to mean the human mental
capacities that lead humans to the laws of reason and the social contract,
and this broader sense reflects Hobbes’ reliance on a looser notion of
reason, which could be called ‘rationality’ in general.23 This looser and
broader notion of reason is of course not entirely different from the
stricter and more circumscribed notion. Presumably Hobbes’ own use
of reason in the stricter sense both reflects and is reflected by reason in
the looser sense. To be sure, Hobbes contrasts reason in the strict sense
with prudence and experience in the course of defining his terms, but
he makes (what would be inconsistent) recourse to the looser sense of
reason in other passages, most notably in his discussion of defect of
reasoning as a cause of crime in ch. 27, and by faulting previous philoso-
phers in ch. 5 for not reasoning in the way that Hobbes presents himself
as doing, ‘begin[ning] his ratiocination from definitions, or explications
of the names they are to use’.24
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This interpretation is in partial agreement with George Shelton’s,
which argues that Hobbes

wants to get away from Reason, capitalized as a faculty, to the kind of calcu-
lation in which we regularly engage prior to acting. For Hobbes, reasoning
should not be transformed into something remote from everyday life but
must be recognized as a process which is an intimate part of that life.25

What Shelton calls ‘reason’ is what, for the purpose of being able to
maintain a vital distinction here, I call reason in the looser or wider
sense, or ‘rationality.’ David Boonin-Vail is representative of an alternate
approach in interpreting all references to ‘reason’ in Hobbes as reason
in the strict sense, arguing that ‘we must remember that, for Hobbes,
reason is definitively human only in the sense that all have the capacity
to develop and perfect it’.26 Boonin-Vail rightly calls attention to the
fact that in Hobbes’ view, most people rarely reason in this strict sense,
but it seems fairly clear that Hobbes’ accounts of both the dangers of
the state of nature and of the movement out of the state of nature through
the laws of nature involve subjects reasoning in some way.27 To be sure,
one can contend that Hobbes’ own reconstructions and rearticulations
of these in Leviathan are the product of Hobbes’ use of this rare reason
in the strict sense, but this contention already presupposes that reason in
the loose sense has been and is continually employed by human subjects.
In short, rational subjects, whether in the state of nature or taking part
in the commonwealth, may not possess reason in the sense of an in-
fallible science, but certainly do reckon, i.e. possess and use reason in
the looser sense.

III

Within the Hobbesian state of nature, reason in the strict sense, acquired
by industry and application, is not present. Indeed, the natural near-
equality of all humans does not involve reason in the strict sense, since
there is little possibility for its development. He famously claims that in
the state of nature

there is no place for industry; because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and
consequently no culture of the earth, no navigation, nor use of the commodi-
ties that may be imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments
of moving; no knowledge of the face of the earth; no account of time; no
arts; no letters; no society; and which is worst of all, continual fear, and
danger of violent death; and the life of man, poor, nasty brutish, and short.28

[emphasis added]

Given the requirements of what Hobbes calls science and what is here
called ‘reason’ in the strict sense, it should be clear that that form of
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human practice, or ‘Industry’ will hardly be common, if even possible.29

Reason in the looser sense, is however, present in and employed by
human subjects in the state of nature, who are more or less equivalent
to each other. In noting this Hobbes explicitly contrasts the two types
of reason, writing:

as to the faculties of the mind, (setting aside the arts grounded upon words,
and especially that skill of proceeding upon general, and infallible rules,
called science; which very few have, and but in few things; as being not a
native faculty, born with us; nor attained (as prudence) while we look after
somewhat else,) I find yet a greater equality amongst men, than that of
strength.30

In Hobbes’ analysis, all the mental capacities separating humans from
animals and preparing the ground for social relations other than reason
in the strict sense are present in human beings, and to roughly the same
degree. Roughly equal, and presumably having more or less the same
desires, these men can expect bloody competition with each other when
they share similar desires for the same objects, which will in fact be
much of the time. The actuality of violence motivated by competition,
of course, is something humans do share with animals, but the threat
of this violence becomes intensified for human beings at this level of
desire and competition.

A second motive for strife is peculiar to humans, and stems from
expectation, rather than simply experience, of conflict, what Hobbes
calls ‘diffidence,’ about which he notes:

from this diffidence of one another, there is no way for any man to secure
himself, so reasonable, as anticipation; that is, by force, or by wiles, to
master the persons of all men he can, so long, till he see no other power
great enough to endanger him.31

Hobbes clearly uses ‘reasonable’ here in the wider, more inclusive, sense.
Presumably, none of the agents in the state of nature have devoted them-
selves to the task of cultivating reason in the strict sense. They are,
however, capable of quite developed and astute inferences which guide
not only their actions, but more importantly their interpretations of their
common situation, both immediate and long-term, and their planning
for future eventualities.

These agents are capable of quite sophisticated self-referential reflec-
tion, and therein lies the danger both introduced and intensified by diffi-
dence or expectation. The problem of the state of nature is that of being
confronted with an environment composed of beings more or less like
oneself, other rational subjects.32 To be sure, as Hobbes points out,
human beings typically overvalue their own worth, and correspondingly
undervalue the worth of others. But, this widespread self-deception is
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only part of the story. Most people overrate themselves, but this itself
can be noted by any competent observer as a general fact of human
nature. Hobbes explains that the primary reason people deny a general
equality of mental faculties is that ‘they see their own wit at hand, and
other mens at a distance,’33 and follows this with a commonplace remin-
iscent of the first sentence of Descartes’ Discourse on Method: ‘But this
proveth rather that men are in that point equal, than unequal. For there
is not ordinarily a greater sign of the equal distribution of anything,
than that every man is contented with his share.’34

Agents in the state of nature may deceive themselves as to their own
acuity and wisdom, but they certainly do not, for that, assess too lowly
the capacities of their fellow agents. In the very next sentence, ‘From this
equality of ability, ariseth equality of hope in the attaining of our ends’,35

it is clear that the likelihood of conflict over resources is a function not
of overblown assessments of one’s own powers, but rather of a realiza-
tion, by the agents involved, of their near-equality. This basic level of
competition over resources is only the beginning. Rational agents realize
that they will compete with their near-equals. The other person is not
a threat simply because he or she shares with the subject a set of poten-
tially infinite desires, but because the agents both share common struc-
tures of passions and desires, and even more importantly because each
of the agents is reflexively aware of their similarity. This reflexive aware-
ness, not simply a function of passions or desire for more and more
power, escalates the level of competition.

Through ‘anticipation,’ each agent attempts, as the earlier cited
passage runs, ‘to master the persons of all men he can, so long, till he
see no other power great enough to endanger him’.36 Although this takes
expression in aggressive behavior, Hobbes conceives of this attempt to
achieve security through domination as primarily defensive in nature,
as consideration of the structure of the fundamental motives for conflict
in ch. 13 the ‘three principal causes of quarrel,’ which lie ‘in the nature
of man,’ shows. These are competition, diffidence, and glory.

The first, maketh men invade for gain; the second, for safety; and the third,
for reputation. The first use violence, to make themselves masters of other
mens persons, wives, children, and cattle; the second, to defend them; the
third, for trifles, as a word, a smile, a different opinion, and any other sign
of undervalue, either direct in their persons, or by reflexion in their kindred,
their friends, their nation, their profession, or their name.37

Strauss, among others, has emphasized the role that the third reason,
glory or vanity, plays within the motivation of Hobbes’ subject, going so
far as to underplay the second reason, diffidence, safety, or defense. Other
interpretations have echoed this theme. Piotr Hoffman, for instance,
follows Strauss in ascribing such a role to vanity, albeit to a lesser degree.38
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C. Fred Alford, who discusses Hobbes’ view of the self through the
psychoanalytic theories of Jacques Lacan and Hans Kohut, similarly
argues that the Hobbesian self is more fundamentally concerned with
avoidance of narcissistic injury, due to lack of recognition, than moti-
vated by the fear of death.

From this perspective, honor becomes at least as important as life, with
violent death . . . being the ultimate narcissistic injury. Is this my argument?
The answer is yes and no, to put it as unambiguously as possible. At the
archaic level of self-development about which Hobbes is writing, there is
no distinction between power and honor, and there really is none between
power, honor and the self.39

Without going so far as Alford in blending these motives of conflict, it
is important to note that Hobbes does not conceive or present this third
structure of motivation to violence as completely separate from the
second. It is not simply that ‘vain-glorious men, such as estimate their
sufficiency by the flattery of other men, or the fortune of some prece-
dent action, without assured ground of hope from the true knowledge
of themselves, are inclined to rash engaging’,40 that is, that vanity, as a
passion, provokes the self-deluded agent to violence, to risky adventures
that will result in conflict. There are two other dangers. First, those who
note such a general tendency toward self-deception in others must take
greater precautions against those others. Second, since honor, according
to Hobbes, is a type of power, human beings must compete over that
as well, if they are not to risk others perceiving them as weak and there-
fore easy prey, and this reintroduces the first and second motives for
conflict right in the heart of the third motive. It is precisely to forestall
this that Hobbes places among the other laws of nature the 8th and 9th.
‘That no man by deed, word, countenance, or gesture, declare hatred,
or contempt of another’, and ‘That every man acknowledge other for
his equal by nature’.41

Within Hobbes’ depiction of the motives for conflict, motives that
steer humans toward a rational organization of society through the figure
of the sovereign, there is a problematic in which the grave threat that
human beings pose to other human beings is not constituted simply by
the structures of human passions, interests, and desires, nor by the addi-
tion of a self-deceptive and egotistical desire for recognition and proof of
one’s perhaps illusory power. In this moment, it is the very rationality
of other humans, reason in the broad sense, understood as roughly equal
to oneself in both capacity and structure, that poses such a threat.42 Piotr
Hoffman, in Violence and Modern Philosophy, describes the modern
subject as constituted by a threat of the Other,43 an Other who in
Hobbes, as opposed to the theme as developed in recent continental
philosophy, is dangerously similar to the subject. Shelton has also noted
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this problem, in different language: ‘in the state of nature it is not just
a matter of quarreling over scarce resources: the fear of what others
might do leads to preventative action, to violence against innocent but
potentially dangerous competitors.’44

Strauss’ interpretation rightly stresses the importance of this theme
of the reasoning subject constituted in relation to other, alike, and there-
fore dangerous subjects. He argues that Hegel’s dialectic of self-conscious-
ness in the Phenomenology of Spirit reflects the Hobbesian subject.

Hegel tacitly recognizes the superiority of Hobbes’ philosophical basis to
that of Descartes when he characterizes the experience from which self-
consciousness originally arises as the life-and-death struggle which is born
of interest in recognition from others . . . Hegel by prefacing his analysis
of the pre-modern forms of self-consciousness . . . by the analysis, based
on Hobbes’ philosophy, of mastery and servitude, recognized that Hobbes’
philosophy was the first to deal with the most elementary form of self-
consciousness.45

The contention that Hegel drew upon Hobbes’ philosophy may be
viewed as historically implausible, but that is not what Strauss contends,
for what he is claiming instead is that the Hegelian dialectic of self-
consciousness and recognition echoes the Hobbesian view of the human
subject. Strauss, as noted earlier, gives the third motive for conflict, vanity,
an undue priority over the other two motives, and he accordingly inter-
prets the Hegelian dialectic of self-consciousness in terms of the diadic
dialectic of recognition, in which a self-consciousness, a human subject,
is confronted by another similar being from whom it has to demand and
ultimately coerce recognition of its substantiality as self-consciousness.
Self-consciousness, for Hegel is necessarily involved with an Other.

What Strauss’ interpretation leaves aside here is that the dialectic of
recognition that leads into a conflict, the “struggle to the death” takes
its determinate form not only because of the desire of each subject for
recognition from the other (the first motive, that of competition for
non-human objects, does not enter into Hegel’s discussion at this stage),
but precisely because of the similarity between the human subjects, the
Hegelian self-consciousnesses. This similarity necessitates the conflict in
two related ways. First, each self-consciousness can only be secure in its
own being by dominating the other, and domination first requires subju-
gation, which can only happen as a result of conflict. Recognition can
only come from another human subject more or less equal to oneself.46

Second, each self-consciousness is aware that the other self-consciousness
is its equal, that it is already thinking along the same lines, that it is
drawing the same inferences, and that it realizes the other to threaten
domination. Conflict, for both Hobbes and Hegel, is inherent in the
rationality of human self-consciousness.
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This similarity between self and other is thus central to the escala-
tion of the potential of violence. When Hobbes adduces as proof, drawn,
not from the passions, but from experience, of the natural condition of
mankind, when he asks, ‘[d]oes he not there as much accuse mankind
by his actions, as I do by my words?’47 the very action, namely keeping
on guard and going about armed, indicates more specifically this second
motive than either the first or the third. If it is not merely through the
irrationality of the passions, but also through rationality itself that men
become such a threat to each other, and reside in the murderous state
of nature, it is also not simply through the passions but also through
that rationality that they are able to escape that state.

The passions that incline men to peace, are fear of death; desire of such
things as are necessary to commodious living; and hope by their industry
to obtain them. And reason suggesteth convenient articles of peace, upon
which men may be drawn to agreement. These articles are they, which
otherwise are called the laws of nature.48

These laws are discovered through human rationality, but they are only
articulated and understood fully by reason in the strict sense.

It is through these laws of nature that civil society becomes possible.
The laws, however, require an authority to enforce them, since they
‘oblige in foro interno, that is to say, they bind to a desire they should
take place: but in foro externo; that is, to the putting them in act, not
always’.49 Hobbes later claims that:

These dictates of reason, men use to call by the name of laws; but improp-
erly: for they are but conclusions, or theorems concerning what conduceth
to the conservation and defense of themselves; whereas law, properly is the
word of him, that by right have command over others.50

The Sovereign, empowered to enforce, to promulgate, and to interpret
the laws of nature discovered by and contracted to by the rational subjects
(and, according to Hobbes, articulated in their most perfectly developed
form in Leviathan), is the condition for the possibility for such laws, such
products of rationality, being more than mere theorems. According to
Hobbes, it is only through the alienation of the right of the subjects that
the subjects can arrive at a state where the rationality of subjects can
be made effective by being institutionalized and enforced.

The law of nature, and the civil law, contain each other, and are of equal
extent. For the laws of nature, which consist in equity, justice, gratitude,
and other moral virtues on these depending, in the condition of mere nature
. . . are not properly laws, but qualities that dispose men to peace, and to
obedience. When a common-wealth is once settled, then they are actually
laws, and not before; as being then the commands of the common-wealth;
and therefore also civil laws: For it is the sovereign power that obliges men
to obey them.51
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IV

Thus, in order for subjects to escape the state of nature, it is not suffi-
cient for them to discover and to comprehend the laws of nature. They
have to also absolutely alienate their right, creating (or in the case of a
commonwealth by acquisition, recognizing) the sovereign who can
enforce the laws and organize the complicated structures of power in
society. In terms of the subjects’ rationality, this means that in order
for this rationality to be employed and instantiated, the subjects who
develop, possess, and use that rationality must, by a demand internal
to reason, alienate their right, and in doing so, give over the determina-
tion of that rationality to the sovereign. Furthermore, the subject, must
even, as we shall see, give over the very ground of the possibility of that
rationality, the life of the subject, in conformity paradoxically to a
demand of that very rationality to protect and assure that very ground
of the possibility of possessing and exercising it.

Hobbes does grant that there are certain rights which no one can
transfer or alienate, including the right to defend himself against ‘them,
that assault him by force, or take away his life’, or by those who would
wound or imprison him.52 The reason for this is that,

the motive, and end for which this renouncing, and transferring of right is
introduced, is nothing else but the security of a man’s person, in his life,
and in the means of so preserving life, as not to be weary of it.

This motive and end is so fundamental for Hobbes that he adds a rule
of interpretation of the behavior of a subject.

And therefore if a man by words, or by other signs, seem to despoil himself
of the end, for which those signs were intended, he is not to be understood
as if he meant it; or that it was his will; but that he was ignorant of how
such words and actions were to be interpreted.53

In the fuller structure of his political theory, however, despite Hobbes’
assurances about such rights they are practically alienated by exigencies
inherent to rationality, and this is articulated by reason in the strict sense.

The social relations the rational subject enters into, in which a sover-
eign is created as an independent entity to whom the subject renounces
or alienates his or her rights, introduce, for Hobbes, the full possibility
of justice and injustice. Injustice, which consists in part in the breaking
of contract, is not merely conformity to the dictates of the sovereign.
Rather, the position of the sovereign and of the laws of nature is re-
inforced by a structure seemingly internal to the rationality of the subject.
Hobbes treats injustice as analogous to absurdity:

Injury, or injustice, in the controversies of the world is somewhat like to
that, which in the disputations of scholars is called absurdity, to contradict
what one maintained in the beginning: so in the world, it is called injustice
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and injury, voluntarily to undo that, which from the beginning he had
voluntarily done.54

It should be noted that the analogy here is a very strong one. In a discus-
sion of the meanings of ‘The names of just, and injust’, Hobbes says,

when they are attributed to men, they signify conformity or inconformity
of manners, to reason. But when they are attributed to actions, they signifie
the conformity, or inconformity to reason, not of manners, or manner of
life, but of particular actions.55

Conformity or non-conformity to reason, within civil society, is no
longer, as Hobbes makes quite clear, a determination to be made by the
subject, but a determination made by the sovereign and the instrumen-
talities of power concretely emplaced and relied upon by the sovereign.
This takes place precisely because the subject has alienated his or her
right, reasonably, and voluntarily. Unable to give up certain rights, by
alienating his right generally, the subject ends up giving up those very
inalienable rights in fact. Hobbes notes, ‘He that transfereth any Right,
transfereth the Means of enjoying it, as far as lyeth in his power’,56 and
this transfer of means includes transferring the effective power over life
and death. The sovereign, empowered to enforce the laws of nature as
civil laws by the very subjects he dominates, cannot, Hobbes maintains,
do injury or injustice to the subject, so long as he is in fact enforcing
those civil laws and preserving order. ‘Whatsoever is done, to a man,
conformable to his own will signified to the doer, is no injury to him.’57

In the discussion ‘of the liberty of subjects’ in ch. 21, this structure is
made particularly clear. The subject in effect wills his or her own death
as a means to the end of preserving his or her life.58

This alienation exceeds the requirement of obedience to a concretely
determinate rationality external to but willed by the subject, because the
subject is made vulnerable to the whims and irrational desires of the
sovereign. Whereas the subject could not, under pain of contradiction,
act in non-conformity to reason, the sovereign suffers under no such
restriction, and precisely for the same reasons. Two passages make this
particularly clear:

[B]ecause every subject is by this institution author of all the actions, and
judgements of the sovereign instituted; it follows, that whatsoever he doth,
it can be no injury to any of his subjects; nor ought he to be by any of
them accused of injustice. For he that doth any thing by authority from
another, doth therein no injury to him by whose authority he acteth.59

The sovereign of a common-wealth, be it an assembly, or one man, is not
subject to the civil laws. For having power to make, and repeal laws, he
may when he pleaseth, free himself from that subjection, by repealing those
laws that trouble him, and making of new; and consequently he was free
before. For he is free, that can be free when he will: Nor is it possible for

1112

Philosophy & Social Criticism 35 (9)



any person to be bound to himself; because he that can bind, can release;
and therefore he that is bound to himself only, is not bound.60

The rational subject, to avoid the dangers that the rationality (as well
as irrationality) of other subjects poses, and to maintain the ground of
the possibility of that rationality, namely life, is seemingly therefore led,
by demands of reason itself, into a structure of social relations that
alienate the determination of that rationality while relying upon that very
relationship between rationality and the life of the subject. Not only are
the possibilities of determination of that rationality that all humans
are presumed to have alienated from the subjects, but the privileged
subject(s), the sovereign, who is able to concretely determine the struc-
tures that rationality will take in social and political relations remains
as unconstrained by that reason as the other subjects are constrained.

Returning to Hobbes’ place in modern philosophy, while not claiming
that he was the only figure to suggest or develop this problematic, I
maintain that Hobbes articulates the complicated significance of human
rationality at the beginning of the ‘Age of Reason’ in a deep way that is
also deeply disturbing. In Hobbes’ view, the rationality that sets humans
apart from other types of beings is both part of what makes them threats
to each other, and a type of intersubjective reflexivity that further
deepens and intensifies the potentialities of conflict. Compensating for
this, reason (in both senses of the term distinguished here) also provides
the remedy for civil strife, but demands an alienation of the subject of
the very arbitrary power of life and death that reason was to provide
bulwarks against, now willingly subjugated to a sovereign authority.
Thomas Hobbes’ developed understanding of reason may be criticized
from later modern or post-modern perspectives as inadequate or incom-
plete, but it provides us with one highly articulated form and problem-
atic of rationality that comes to the fore in the modern era, a lens through
which to glimpse the often overlooked or minimized dangers inherent
within human rationality.

Department of Government and History, Fayetteville State University,
NC, USA
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