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Angelo Campodonico

Secularization in Thomas Hobbes’s Anthropology

The starting point for analysing the concept of man in Thomas
Hobbes’s philosophy is, in my opinion, a deficiency which he recognized,
but one he did not investigate sufficiently and the full importance of
which he failed to grasp. It is the structural impossibility of constructing
an objective, final and exhaustive meaning for reality and with it a settled
meaning for personal existence. The inability of the mind to grasp reality
in any global sense is shown most obviously when it is faced with specific
contradictory aspects of human experience; pain in its different shapes
and death, which summarizes, according to Hobbes, the whole negativity
of life.

In contrast to the traditional views of Christian anthropology, Hobbes’s
man is lacking a religious sense, an attitude opposed to both natural
and super-natural revelation. Thus is denied the idea of man as capax Dei,
man open to the transcendent, able to know God, even if only ana-
logically, and finding in God his ultimate interlocutor. As Hobbes has it,
it is doubtful if one can discover God’s existence through natural reason.!
And, of course, for Hobbes there is no way to come to know him.2
Consequently, His existence does not affect man’s life and is unable to
provide any basis for or meaning to it. We do not merely have to suppose
that for Hobbes, man is unable to grasp a global and final sense of reality
and life. Rather, we can see that it has no place in his anthropology since
it is not an object of normal experience and in no way affects the behavior
of man, who, in any case, doesn’t really need it.

Hobbes emphasizes how inadequate philosophy is to recognize
God’s attributes by asserting that it is possible for man to know only
what he himself produces, the generation of which can be conceived.

1. Cf. O. L., 336: Praeterea etsi ex eo, quod nihil potest movere seipsum, satis recte
infertur primum aliquod esse movens quod fuerit aeternum, non tamen inferetur id, quod
inferre solent, nempe aeternum immobile, sed contra aeternum motum; siquidem, ut
verum est nihil moveri a seipso, ita etiam verum est, nihil moveri nisi a moto. Quaestiones
ergo de magnitudine et de origine mundi, non a philosophis, sed ab iis, qui ordinando Dei
cultu legitime praesunt, determinandae sunt.

2. Cf. O. L., 335: Est autem infiniti scientia finito quaesitori inaccessibilis. Quicquid
homines scimus a phantasmatis nostri didicimus; phantasma autem infiniti, sive magni-
tudine sive tempore, nullum est; neque enim homo, neque ulla alia res, praeterquam quae
ipsa infinita sit, infiniti conceptionem ullam habere potest....
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