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Attention has turned from Hobbes the systematic thinker to his inconsisten-
cies, as the essays in the Hobbes symposium published in the recent volume 
of Political Theory suggest. Deborah Baumgold, in “The Difficulties of 
Hobbes Interpretation,” shifted the focus to “the history of the book,” and 
Hobbes’s method of serial composition and peripatetic insertion, as a major 
source of his inconsistency. Accepting Baumgold’s method, the author argues 
that the manner of composition does not necessarily determine content and 
that fundamental paradoxes in Hobbes’s work have a different provenance, 
for which there are also contextual answers. Hobbes was a courtier’s client, 
but one committed early to a materialist ontology and epistemology, and 
these commitments shackled him in treating the immediate political ques-
tions with which he was required to deal, leading to systemic paradoxes in 
his treatment of natural law, liberty, authorization, and consent.
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1. Hobbes’s Inconsistencies 
and “the History of the Book”

For a systematic philosopher Hobbes is the most paradoxical of thinkers, 
as all three essays in the Hobbes section of the most recent issue of Political 
Theory (vol. 36, 2008) suggest.1 Most scholars dealing with Hobbes’s incon-
sistencies have a tendency to overcorrect them, in order to make him the 
systematic thinker he is reputed to be. This they do in two ways. Either they 
tell a developmental story in which Hobbes improves his case, as Lodi Nauta 
points out in the case of discrepancies in religious doctrine and ecclesiology 
between Hobbes’s Elements of Law, De cive and Leviathan,2 or they choose 
to winkle out the inconsistencies by means of philosophical analysis.3

Critical Exchange 
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The latter approach is that followed in the first two essays in this series, 
which “improve” Hobbes’s arguments in the interests of consistency: the 
first ironing out the wrinkles by means of analytic philosophy; and the 
second treating a topic that Hobbes in fact did not treat, or treated only 
obliquely, but which in the opinion of the authors he should have treated in 
the interests of consistency as established by the canon of Western political 
philosophy. So Susan Streedhar, in “Defending the Hobbesian Right of 
Self-Defense,” takes seriously the standard position on Hobbes’s argument 
about the right of self-defence, finds it wanting, and suggests ways in which 
one might want to improve it. Patapan and Sikkenga in the second essay, 
“Love and the Leviathan: Hobbes’s Critique of Platonic Eros,” proceed 
rather differently. They take a topic central to the Western canon both then 
and now, Platonic eros (and they cite Allan Bloom), find that it is not one 
of Hobbes’s concerns, and ask why not, establishing a case of commission 
by omission on Hobbes’s part.

Deborah Baumgold in the third essay of this series, “The Difficulties 
of Hobbes Interpretation,” takes an altogether different tack, shifting the 
focus in her clear-sighted way to Hobbes’s writing practice of serial com-
position as a major source of the inconsistencies that the reader encoun-
ters. “Hobbes studies,” she maintains, “have an amorphous subject because 
of his practice of serially composing multiple works with overlapping con-
tent and arguments.”4 Aubrey gives a charming account of Hobbes’s writ-
ing method for Leviathan: “[he] walked much and contemplated, and had 
in the head of his Staffe a pen and inke-horne, carried always a Note-book in 
his pocket, and as soon as a notion darted, he presently entred it into his 
Booke.” A methodical man indeed: “[h]e had drawn the Designe of the 
Booke into Chapters, etc. so he knew whereabouts it would come in.”5 It 
seems likely, as Baumgold notes, that Hobbes picked up this habit from his 
mentor Bacon whose method, Aubrey reports, was to dictate to a secretary 
while walking.6 Hobbes’s paeon to Chatsworth, the country seat of his 
patrons in Derbyshire where Hobbes mostly resided, in his estate poem, De 
mirabilibus pecci Carmen, suggests hanging gardens and leafy canopies 
beloved of philosophers of the Garden who would practice philosophy 
while strolling in nature; and perhaps Hobbes was Epicurean enough to 
have incorporated this practice himself.7

Baumgold’s is a fertile approach, bringing to Hobbes studies the “his-
tory of the book,” which applied in an intelligent and systematic manner 
demonstrates sources of ambiguity and inconsistency that arise specifically 
from Hobbes’s peculiar writing technique. Such a method is the necessary 
but not sufficient condition for establishing the source of his paradoxes. 



678     Political Theory

For, needless to say, Hobbes’s manner of composition does not necessarily 
determine the content of what he has to say and Baumgold’s conclusions 
about his substantive arguments are not unequivocal. I would like to push 
the contextual argument further to draw rather different conclusions about 
the substance of Hobbes’s arguments, but on the same premises. By accept-
ing Baumgold’s hypothesis, and paying attention to the more complete parts 
of his system and the order in which he developed them, one can see the 
development of Hobbes’s arguments, the ontological bedrock on which they 
rest, which he developed early, and his struggle to apply this system to the 
substantive topics on which he was required, or chose, to write.

2. Hobbes the Epicurean Savant

Hobbes’s disposition to see himself as a “philosopher of the Garden,” 
belongs I think to a larger picture and one that already contains seeds of 
ambiguity over and above those which can be accounted for in terms of 
his method of writing. Hobbes matches the profile of an early modern 
Epicurean remarkably closely, as I have elsewhere argued.8 Not only is he 
an atomist, a determinist of sorts, sceptical about the gods, but willing to 
countenance them for the sake of public order; but he is also positionally 
situated like the Epicurean sage, council to courtiers if not princes, and 
engaged in crowd control. Hobbes drops all sorts of hints into his writings 
both to the effect that he is an Epicurean in his doctrines, and that he thinks 
of himself as an Epicurean sage in this way. One of the most telling pieces of 
evidence we have for this view is the remarkable letter written to Hobbes by 
Samuel Sorbière in January/February 1657,9 about a “sumptuous” dinner 
that was convened in Paris by “the excellent M. du Bosc,” where the topic 
of conversation was Hobbes’s physics. Sorbière addresses Hobbes as the 
member of an Epicurean coterie of like-minded savants and bon vivants, 
including the Libertins with whom we know Hobbes associated, du Prat 
and de Martel and La Mothe le Vayer, who were present at the dinner,10 
introducing a number of Epicurean tropes, including the Epicurean laugh.11 
Referring to the Epicurean doctrine that laughter like philosophy is thera-
peutic, Sorbière comments: “it is well known that nothing is more condu-
cive to good health, both in body and in mind, than wise laughter and 
well-tempered mirth in the company of our closest friends.”12 After this 
opening gambit, perhaps designed to take the sting out of the criticisms that 
follow, Sorbière proceeds to discuss the opinion of his French colleagues 
on what differentiates Hobbes’s physics from that of Epicurus: “The main 
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difference between your philosophy and that of Epicurus is on the existence 
of a vacuum, which you deny, and which you try hard to disprove,” he sug-
gests. Hobbes takes the criticism seriously, responding in a letter dated 
February 1657, by noting that his “argument against the existence of a vac-
uum was drawn from an experiment,” but that: “I did not think that Epicurus’ 
theory was absurd, in the sense in which I think he understood the vacuum. 
For I believe that he called ‘vacuum’ what Descartes calls ‘subtle matter,’ 
and what I call ‘extremely pure ethereal substance,’ of which no part is an 
atom, and each part is divisible (as quantity is said to be) into further divis-
ible parts.”13

This evidence for Hobbes’s reference group corroborates in an indirect 
way Baumgold’s argument in her essay of 2005 that Hobbes and Locke were 
more political and less metaphysical thinkers than we tend to think, by 
advancing the argument a further step.14 There is a simple reason for believ-
ing this which is that both were secretaries, or courtier’s clients, engaged by 
their masters to write position pieces on current policy. Hobbes’s Epistles 
dedicatory are in this respect most revealing, suggesting the political nature 
of his programme. Hobbes, a “pen for hire,” who spent his entire career in 
the service of the baronial Cavendishes of Derbyshire, was thus occupation-
ally disposed to be as mentally flexible as Laslett’s Locke, the Whig 
pamphleteer who wrote to promote Shaftesbury’s causes.15 As baronial sec-
retaries and writers of “policie” they were also predisposed to take the point 
of view of the governor and not of the governed. This I suggest is the reason 
why Baumgold, discussing Hobbes’s and Locke’s theories of social contract, 
finds that they were still preoccupied with ancient regime questions about 
resistance, despite a universalist rhetoric, and that Hobbes’s concept of 
“author,” for instance, could be seen as no more than a fiction to maintain 
sitting governments.16

This does not mean that both authors did not have ontological commit-
ments or strive for philosophical integrity. It rather means that their com-
plicated positioning made inconsistency an occupational hazard. Even if 
Baumgold’s thesis is generally true, and Hobbes’s doctrines, like Locke’s, 
were political rather than metaphysical, Hobbes’s ontology and mechanis-
tic psychology seem to have been worked out before his politics took their 
final form, always with the stated purpose of demonstrating the funda-
ments of human behaviour necessary for any statesman to understand. 
Although Hobbes’s metaphysics are privileged, formed under the early 
impact of Galileo and Mersenne, as we know from his poem and prose 
Vitas as well as from secondary sources, they fitted well with the preoc-
cupations of his patrons, in particular Charles Cavendish, the new scientist 
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with whom Hobbes collaborated in the study of optics. And in the case of 
Locke there is also a nice, if relatively unexplored, fit between his meta-
physics and those of his patron, Shaftesbury. For Hobbes and Locke their 
doctrines of sensationalist psychology, allowing for “black box” condition-
ing, played into policy, whether fortuitously or not.

Not only is his “black box” sensationalist psychology one of the most 
consistent elements in Hobbes philosophy from the Elements on, but it was 
one of the most publicly commented upon in his day. So Willliam Davenant, 
later the Poet Laureate, in the dedicatory Preface to his long celebratory 
poem Gondibert, declared his indebtedness to the philosopher for his psy-
chological theory, provoking from Hobbes his lengthy Answer to Davenant, 
which is the closest he comes to aesthetics.17 Davenant’s indebtedness to 
Hobbes does not stop there, his New Way of Moralitie of 1658 is a pro-
gramme of crowd control based on the manipulation of the senses by means 
of heroic poetry for the elite, music and masques for the masses, as Jacob 
and Raylor, who published it for the first time under the rubric “Opera and 
Obedience,” have demonstrated.18

Not only was Hobbes the architect of the philosophical edifice on which 
this policy for the implementation of the state cult by means of images was 
constructed, but he also contributed to the scientific theory in the form of 
optics, that could validate it. “There is no news at court but of maskes,” 
Hobbes reported in 1633/4, writing to the earl of Newcastle from London.19 
Domiciled at Chatsworth in the days when Ben Jonson was also a Cavendish 
client, Hobbes had taken a personal interest in music and masques, and 
probably also the spectacular theatricals devised by Inigo Jones, among the 
vehicles to employ imagery in the service of crowd control that he specifies 
in his Answer to Davenant’s Preface to Gondibert.

3. Systemic Paradoxes in Hobbes’s Theory

Despite the fortuitous fit between Hobbes’s metaphysics and the type of 
philosophical underpinning that the policies he was engaged in advocating 
would have required, there are deep inconsistencies in Hobbes’s doctrine 
that cannot be explained, either in terms of his method of writing as serial 
composition and peripatetic annotation, or his situation as “pen for hire.” 
These to my mind fall into two classes: the first, deliberate and subversive 
paradoxes; and the second, unavoidable systemic paradoxes. To take the first, 
some of Hobbes’s paradoxes are deliberate provocations, for paradox is one 
of the ways he chose to demonstrate absurdity. Hobbes used the reductio ad 



Springborg / Paradoxical Hobbes     681

absurdum as a rhetorical strategy, of which there is no more exquisite 
example than his audacious credo of disbelief given in different versions of 
his commentary on the Nicene Creed in the Historical Narration on Heresy, 
the 1688 Appendix to the Latin Leviathan and long Latin poem, the 
Historia Ecclesiastica.20 The focus of absurdity rests on the treatment of 
that verse of the Nicene Creed postulating God’s creation of the world out 
of nothing,21 a notion that as Hobbes makes explicit in the 1688 Appendix, 
confronts the opinion of scientists, and especially Epicureans, that “nothing 
comes from nothing,” as well as his own commitment to the eternity of 
matter.22 Each one of the provisions of the Nicene Creed, and especially the 
verses concerning God “being made flesh” and “born of the Virgin Mary,”23 
belong on Hobbes’s reading to a tissue of absurdities based on the funda-
mental nonsense of the hypostasis, the notion that the Trinity of three dif-
ferent persons of God could be of the same (homoousion), and not just like, 
(homoiousion) substance.24 What make this particular reductio so sweet, as 
a contemporary noted, was that Hobbes delivered his explosive doctrines 
with “demureness, solemnity, quotation of Scripture, and appeals to con-
science and church history.”25

Jonathan Parkin in his excellent Taming the Leviathan has noted that 
“Hobbes’s texts are littered with such undetermined puzzles, which fre-
quently indicate a complete and paradoxical inversion of traditional struc-
tures of authority, as his critics were quick to point out,” and which Parkin 
demonstrates from contemporary sources.26 “The experience of reading 
Hobbes,” Parkin notes, “was therefore a strange combination of recognition 
of the familiar coupled with occasional shock and surprise at the realization 
that the argument delivered potentially heterodox results.”27 Parkin sees 
Hobbes’s paradoxes as a rhetorical strategy, a “stealthy approach” whereby, 
despite heterodox conclusions, “his orthodox premises could mislead read-
ers into a positive evaluation of his ideas.”28 David Berman refers to 
Hobbes’s approach more bluntly as “theological lying,”29 arguing that deists 
who “say they believe in a future life,” but whose statements “constitute a 
subversion” of that belief, are indulging in more than simply irony, and are 
rather practising “the Art of theological lying.”30 Curley puts it more mildly, 
attributing to Hobbes a particular form of irony which he calls “suggestion 
by disavowal.” By “this rhetorical device a writer presents a series of con-
siderations which might reasonably lead his reader to draw a certain conclu-
sion, but then denies that that conclusion follows.”31 While not as strong a 
charge as “theological lying,” Curley’s accusation is to the same effect. 
Hobbes, who was a much more radical religious thinker than it was prudent 
to appear in public, was engaged in a deliberate strategy of subversion. The 
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paradoxes of his religious doctrine fall into this category, leading one to 
conclude that, whether or not Hobbes was an atheist, he was at least com-
fortable among the Epicureans, prepared to accept established religion as a 
sop for the masses, but unwilling to commit themselves further.32

There is a second class of paradox, in cases that I will now discuss, yet 
more fundamental to Hobbes’s doctrine, but about which we can be less 
sure—are these deliberate provocations, or are they systemic inconsisten-
cies? One of the most fundamental concerns the status of Hobbes’s doctrine 
of natural law, or natural rights. For instance, in Leviathan chapters 14 and 
15 Hobbes engages in natural law discourse, only finally to suggest that 
natural laws as such have no obligatory force. Obligation can derive only 
from the word of God, but the word of God requires sovereign authoriza-
tion, as we know from book two of Leviathan. Therefore natural law, like 
the word of God, obliges only by the power of the magistrate.33

This paradox was not lost on Hobbes’s commentators, including Bishop 
Bramhall, causing him to expostulate: “God help us! Into what times are we 
fallen! When the immutable laws of God and nature are made to depend 
upon the mutable laws of mortal men; just as if one should go about to con-
trol the sun by the authority of the clock.”34 It was a paradox that Hobbes’s 
notorious supporter Daniel Scargill lived out in person when he declared 
himself before the Cambridge tribunal indicting him to be a Hobbist, pro-
fessing no belief but what the sovereign had commanded.35 This bald state-
ment of Erastianism was received as a version of the liar paradox, inviting 
disbelief in anything the utterer spoke. It was a disbelief that was transferred 
to Hobbes himself, for whose Erastianism we have examples independent of 
Scargill, and it was for this audacity that the papacy and Presbyterian synods 
decreed international prohibitions against his books.

Jonathan Parkin takes Hobbes’s paradoxical treatment of natural law as a 
case of his “stealthy approach,” or disguised heterodoxy, whereby “Hobbes 
deliberately formulated his theory in terms of a series of paradoxes, in which 
conventional premises were realigned to suggest startling or unexpected 
conclusions.”36 But I wonder. If Hobbes was intent on exposing natural law 
as a hoax, then his whole system built on the natural laws of reason and 
natural right begins to look like a house of cards. This is not impossible, and 
the growing impatience of Hobbes’s contemporaries with his theories, as 
Parkin relates, might register this suspicion.

Certain systemic paradoxes lie at the heart of Hobbes’s doctrine. A para-
dox sets the very agenda of Leviathan, for instance, written to resolve the 
contest between “those that contend, on one side for too great Liberty, and 
on the other side for too much Authority.”37 How does Hobbes deal with it? 
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He cuts a swathe through it by applying the reductio ad absurdum both to 
liberty and consent. In this way he succeeds in outflanking Nedham and 
proponents of popular sovereignty by a much more radical account of the 
role of consent—for which of course there is no ontological basis—by 
reducing liberty as commonly understood to vanishing point in the trivial 
notion of freedom of bodily movement.38 Hobbes treats the liberty of sub-
jects as an oxymoron, in fact, once again a typical reductio. For, how can 
the servitude of subjects be reconciled with the notion that they have freely 
consented to the obligations that negate their liberty, whether by contract 
or conquest?39 And how does he reconcile this consensual servitude with 
the claim that “artificiall chains” have no force “from their own nature” 
against our liberty, and work only by penalties?40

Hobbes borrows Bodin’s words in formulating his answer, the power of 
the sovereign over subjects is the power “to keep them all in awe,”41 but 
without feeling obliged to explain to us how awe translates into institutional-
ized power. Hobbes does give an implicit answer, of course, in the thought 
experiment that brings about the social contract. But for thought experiments 
there is no provision in his sensationalist psychology, and the notion of 
enlightened self-interest faces the perennial question, “who will educate the 
educator?” How can the social learning take place that would allow people 
conditioned to the war of all against all to calculate their long-term interests 
and then wager everything on the bet that others will do the same?

Other paradoxes follow, lying so deep in Hobbes’s philosophy as to be 
equally intractable. Chief among them is the paradox that a thinker who 
subscribes to the doctrine of sensationalist psychology and “black box” 
conditioning should set such store by “will,” to the point of postulating the 
solution to exit from the state of nature as the condition of “the war of all 
against all,” in terms of a thought experiment which individuals are col-
lectively capable of undertaking, by thinking through their enlightened 
self-interest and then consensually willing it. This paradox lies at the heart 
of Hobbes’s theory of liberty, to which Quentin Skinner has dedicated so 
many of his works, and was flagged by Hobbes as early as his debate with 
Bramhall, conducted in 1645, but published only ten years later.42

Hobbes’s central doctrine of authorization is susceptible to the same sort 
of criticism, as a type of reductio ad absurdum. Subjects are authors by cov-
enant of the sovereign’s action—this once again presupposes an entity, the 
collective will, for which there is no ontological basis. In Leviathan, chap-
ters 16 and 17 on authorization and representation, Hobbes argues that a 
multitude covenants to authorize an “artificiall” person, whose actions they 
“author.” Authoring and representing entail that when “a person’s words and 



684     Political Theory

actions are considered as representing the words and actions of another, then 
he is a Feigned or Artificiall person.”43 But what kind of status does this 
entity have? Hobbes’s idea of “unity” is not behavioural or literal, but tropo-
logical, or by analogy, “by Fiction.” It is by virtue of a “Persona Ficta,”44 that 
is to say a “fictitious person,” another oxymoron, another reductio, that this 
unity is created. For, “a Multitude of men, are made One Person, when they 
are by one man, or one Person, Represented.”45 Hobbes insists however that 
this union, analogical to the unity of the Trinity perhaps, constitutes “a reall 
Unitie of them all, in one and the same Person, made by Covenant of every 
man and every man.”46

But is it a “reall Unitie” or is it a unity “by Fiction”?—Hobbes cannot 
have it both ways. Strictly speaking, Hobbes concedes, just as he did in the 
case of the Trinity, it is by fiction, for “it is the Unity of the Representer, not 
the Unity of the Represented, that maketh the Person One,” and “Unity 
cannot be otherwise understood in Multitude.”47 So, after so much huffing 
and puffing there is no “reall Unitie” created by contract at all. What could 
Hobbes possibly have had in mind? Was this another reductio ad absurdum 
to make the whole argument for representation, which Hobbes had pur-
loined from parliamentarians like Henry Parker, William Bridge, and Philip 
Hunton, and the Puritan divines on whom they depended, Paul Bayne, 
Richard Sibbes, William Perkins, and Thomas Goodman, look absurd?48 
But what an enormously costly strategy to place it as the foundation stone 
of his theory of social contract, authorization and consent!

Clearly not all of these paradoxes are subversive in Parkin’s sense, as 
deliberate attempts to undermine orthodoxy by building heterodox argu-
ments on orthodox premises. Nor are they all deliberate applications of the 
reductio ad absurdum to make fools of people, usually targeted persons, 
one of Hobbes’s frequent ploys. The most fundamental paradoxes are 
endemic to his system, as contemporaries came to realize. They were in 
part circumstantially occasioned, and I rather think that Hobbes was caught 
by his desire to resolve the political problems for which he was personally 
engaged, and sometimes commissioned, and the constraints of his physics 
and metaphysics, to which he had early committed himself.

This is a conclusion that Baumgold’s analysis in terms of those sections 
of the Elements which are most complete, foreshadowing his mature sys-
tem, and those that are less complete, would support. It does mean, how-
ever, that we must invert the hypothesis of Baumgold’s earlier essay, 
“Hobbes’s and Locke’s Contract Theories: Political not Metaphysical.” 
The order is rather the reverse. Hobbes’s first principles were not political 
but metaphysical, and the early commitments he had made in terms of his 
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ontology and epistemology gave him no space to solve the political prob-
lems with which he was confronted and, as a courtier’s client, was charged 
with resolving. Struggle though he might through his successive works to 
establish consistency, he was ultimately forced to import concepts like 
“will,” “author,” “contract,” and impute processes, like ratiocination and 
deliberation, for which his metaphysics made no room.
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