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1.1) Introduction: Hobbes’s Changing Mind
This chapter concerns Thomas Hobbes’s philosophy of language, how it changed, why it
changed, what these changes tell us about Hobbes’s intellectual development, and why
those changes are important for how we understand his political philosophy.1 Hobbes
scholars have long acknowledged the importance of Hobbes’s philosophy of language in
regards to his epistemic theory, his theory of cognition, and his philosophical program
more generally.2 His contemporaries in the Mersenne Circle, for example, were certainly
aware of the importance of Hobbes’s linguistic system to his general critique of
scholastic and peripatetic philosophy, and to his critique of René Descartes, 3 while
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz characterized Hobbes as a “super-nominalist,” rightly noting
that this was the defining feature of Hobbes’s philosophical project.4 Then, as now,
Hobbes’s political program was read as essentially distinct from his linguisticphilosophical concerns. As interest in Hobbes shifted from his philosophy more generally
towards his political theory specifically, interest in Hobbes’s philosophy of language
waned to the point of being completely marginalized save for token mentions garnered by
the prominence of linguistic concerns in the text.
For much of the twentieth century this disciplinary subdivision between Hobbes’s
politics and his philosophy of language remained. Although as measured by scholarly
attention, Hobbes’s political science had surely eclipsed the study of his philosophy of
language.5 Recently though, there has been a resurgence of interest regarding languagerelated topics in Hobbes’s thought. Studies have been undertaken which focus on the
anthropological and political significance of language for Hobbes, 6 the historical
1

Although the development of Hobbes’s political thought has received scholarly attention, Hobbes’s theory
of language, cognition, and epistemology has received relatively little. The most thorough study is that of
Anat Biletzki, Talking Wolves. Otherwise the study itself has been left largely to the philosophers of
language, for example Hungerland and Vick, “Hobbes’s Theory of Signification”; Hungerland and Vick,
Hobbes’s Theory of Language; Hungerland and Vick, “Hobbes’s Theory of Language, Speech, and
Reasoning.”
2
Throughout this work I will speak of Hobbes’s philosophy of language in a general and somewhat openended manner which, as will be made evident, reflects his own broad and somewhat open-ended approach,
and which touches on what moderns have categorized as semiotics, semantics, pragmatics, cognitions, and
communication. Hobbes’s work is only artificially subdivided into these separate realms of understanding,
but compartmentalizing Hobbes as such nevertheless allows for a more expedient explication.
3
Aloysius P. Martinich, Hobbes: A Biography, 1st ed. (Cambridge University Press, 2007), chap. 6.
4
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Philosophical Papers and Letters, ed. Leroy E. Loemker (Springer, 1976),
128.
5
For studies regarding Hobbes’s philosophy of language see: Martin A. Bertman, “Hobbes and
Performatives,” Crítica: Revista Hispanoamericana De Filosofía 10, no. 30 (December 1, 1978): 41–53;
W. Von Leyden, “Parry on Performatives and Obligation in Hobbes,” The Philosophical Quarterly 23, no.
92 (1973): 258–259; Geraint Parry, “Performative Utterances and Obligation in Hobbes,” The
Philosophical Quarterly 17, no. 68 (July 1, 1967): 246–252; Biletzki, Talking Wolves; Hungerland and
Vick, “Hobbes’s Theory of Signification”; Hungerland and Vick, “Hobbes’s Theory of Language, Speech,
and Reasoning”; Hungerland and Vick, Hobbes’s Theory of Language; R. M. Martin, “On the Semantics of
Hobbes,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 14, no. 2 (1953): 205–211.
6
Philip Pettit, Made With Words: Hobbes on Language, Mind, and Politics (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2008).
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development of Hobbes’s thought,7 the linguistic and symbolic aspects Hobbes’s social
thought, 8 Hobbes’s style, and most strikingly Hobbes’s so-called rhetorical turn in
Leviathan.9
These recent studies have advanced our understanding of Hobbes greatly. Yet,
these studies have been relatively compartmentalized, each having little to say to the
other. Indeed, these studies often appear irreconcilable. It is unclear how, for example,
Hobbes’s changing relationship with Descartes (Tuck’s thesis), the changes in Hobbes’s
use of rhetoric (Skinner’s thesis), and the discovery of the rudimentary nature of words to
Hobbes’s conception of the subject (Pettit’s thesis) relate, even while language is at the
core of each study. Perhaps even more striking, none of these studies have gained
significant traction in the debates regarding Hobbes’s theory of sovereignty, wherein
classic interpretations (Strauss, Foucault, Macpherson) remain dominant. Nor is it clear—
and this goes to the heart of the problem—why these studies on Hobbes and language
have not gained traction. This is a conceptual problem, and the key to unlocking it has not
been uncovered.
The problem, I will argue, is that Hobbes’s theory of language—and all of its
many derivatives—has been assumed constant, unchanged throughout the span of his
post-humanist writings. 10 Holding Hobbes’s theory of language constant necessarily
excludes it from consideration when trying to explain changes to Hobbes’s political
thought for the obvious reason that it is appears to be constant. What is missing is a close
analysis of the consequence and significance of the shifts in his linguistic theory. This
chapter aims to clarify Hobbes’s changing philosophy of language, to situate those
changes within the context of Hobbes’s debate with Descartes, to show the political
theoretical significance of those changes, and finally to show the consequences of these
shifts for how we understand Hobbes’s rhetorical turn.
Part One of this chapter (Sections 1.1.1–1.1.4) is exegetical, tracking the
development of Hobbes’s theory of language as it undergoes a series of subtle—but
cumulatively significant—changes from its first appearance in The Elements of Law
7

Timothy Raylor, “Hobbes, Payne, and ‘A Short Tract on First Principles’,” The Historical Journal 44, no.
1 (March 1, 2001): 29–58; Perez Zagorin, “Hobbes’s Early Philosophical Development,” Journal of the
History of Ideas 54, no. 3 (July 1, 1993): 505–518; Richard Tuck, “Hobbes and Descartes,” in Perspectives
on Thomas Hobbes, ed. Alan Ryan G. A. J. Rogers (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1988).
8
See for example Christopher Pye, “The Sovereign, the Theater, and the Kingdome of Darknesse: Hobbes
and the Spectacle of Power,” Representations no. 8 (1984): 84–106; Kahn, Wayward Contracts; Carl
Schmitt, The Leviathan in the State Theory of Thomas Hobbes: Meaning and Failure of a Political Symbol,
ed. George Schwab and Erna Hilfstein, illustrated edition (Greenwood Press, 1996).
9
Skinner, Reason and Rhetoric in the Philosophy of Hobbes; Johnston, The Rhetoric of Leviathan; Kahn,
Wayward Contracts; Kahn, “Hobbes, Romance, and the Contract of Mimesis”; Timothy Stanton,
“Hobbes’s Redefinition of the Commonwealth,” in Causation and Modern Philosophy (Routledge, 2010);
Daniel Skinner, “Political Theory Beyond the Rhetoric–Reason Divide: Hobbes, Semantic Indeterminacy,
and Political Order,” The Review of Politics 73, no. 04 (2011): 561–580; Stanton, “Hobbes’s Redefinition
of the Commonwealth.”
10
Hobbes’s writings are usually, and quite correctly, divided into three periods: his humanist period which
ends in the mid-1630s (exactly when, as we will see, is disputed), a scientific period starting in the 1630s
and ending in the late 1640s, and the period from Leviathan onwards which is marked by a reconsideration
of Hobbes’s most staunch scientific claims and which, some have asserted, is marked by a reconsideration
of his humanist roots and a synthesis thereof with his scientific project.
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Natural and Politic (hereafter Elements11) distributed in 1640,12 and Leviathan or the
Matter, Forme, & Power of a Common-wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civill (hereafter
Leviathan) published in 1651. 13 I track four aspects of Hobbes’s philosophy of language:
the description of the anthropological significance of words and speech (Section 1.1.1);
shifts in the semantic theory (Section 1.1.2); shifts in the relationship between language
and the passions, and the relationship between passions and reason (Section 1.1.3); and,
finally, shifts to the epistemology (Section 1.1.4). I argue that, taken cumulatively, these
shifts constitute a linguistic turn in the philosophy of Hobbes which are of deep politicalphilosophical importance for how we understand his work.14
In order to demonstrate the significance of the shifts explicated in Part One, in
Part Two of this chapter (Sections 1.2.1–1.2.3), I parse, extend, and invert arguments by
Pettit, Tuck, and Skinner respectively, the purpose of which is to situate the arguments
from Part One within ongoing scholarly debates on Hobbes, while in doing so showing
that these heretofore disparate areas of concern are in fact linked.15 The chapter concludes
by summarizing a theory of the agent in Hobbes as understood through the prism of
language in Leviathan.
It is perhaps useful to presage these points of intervention in order for the reader
to have them in mind while considering the argument in Part One. In Made With Words,16
published in 2008, Philip Pettit argued quite forcefully that Hobbes’s philosophy of
language and cognition stands at the center of Hobbes’s whole political project. Far from
being a peripheral concern, Pettit argues that language constitutes what it is to be a
human for Hobbes.17 Pettit shows the centrality of language to Hobbes’s social and
11

In the following thesis I will cite passages from Elements as (CHAPTER.PARAGRAPH) following
Tönnies edition.
12
Thomas Hobbes, The Elements of Law, Natural and Politic, ed. Ferdinand Tönnies (Kessinger, 1969).
13
Hobbes, Leviathan. I focus on Elements (1640) and Leviathan (1651, revised Latin edition 1668) to the
partial exclusion of the intermediary text De Cive -The English Version, Entitled in the First Edition:
Philosophicall Rudiments Concerning Government and Society, ed. Howard Warrender, Oxford, Clarendon
Edition of the Philosophical Works of Thomas Hobbes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983)., (published first in
1642, revised and annotated 1647 and translated into English in 1651), and post-Leviathan texts such as De
Corpore (1655), De Homine (1668), and Behemoth (1682), amongst others, for many reasons. The first and
most important is that in these two texts we find Hobbes’s first and second major explications of his
philosophy of language, an explication of which is entirely absent from De Cive (although there are some
interesting allusions to linguistic concerns throughout the text). The second reason is that—as a few
scholars have shown, the most important being Tönnies in his introduction to Elements—Elements is not a
preparatory work, as is so often claimed, but a completely separate one. Hobbes’s famed tripartite study of
motion, man, and society was conceived of after Elements (see the introduction to the Tönnies edition of
Elements for more on this). Finally, the reason why I do not afford equal attention to post-Leviathan
developments to Hobbes’s theory of language is that my overwhelming concern in the rest of this
dissertation is with the political philosophy developed in Leviathan and not after Leviathan. However, I
will at times cite these works in order to situate Hobbes’s changing mind in certain trajectories.
14
The term linguistic turn has been used in, as far as I know, two other studies of Hobbes, that of Anat
Biletzki, Talking Wolves. And that of Terence Ball, “Hobbes’s Linguistic Turn,” Polity 17, no. 4 (1984):
739−760. Biletzki’s work was especially useful in guiding my approach to Hobbes’s philosophy of
language.
15
It should be flagged early on that in none of these cases do I seek to disprove any of their arguments, and
that in every case I only aim to add a measure of clarification.
16
Pettit, Made With Words.
17
Ibid., chap. 2–4.
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political thought including agency,18 political subjectivity, incorporation, covenanting
and contracting,19 the passions,20 and the purpose and practice of sovereignty21—that is,
to every aspect of Hobbes’s project. However, Pettit also treats Hobbes’s post-humanist
philosophical corpus as a unified and homogeneous theory of language, and therefore
neither looks for, nor brings to light, developments therein.22 As such, Pettit’s work
provides a great deal of insight into the topic of language in Hobbes, but provides no
point for gaining analytical leverage on aspects of Hobbes’s thought that clearly have
changed.23 This is my first minor argument: Pettit’s analysis is exactly correct insofar as
it relates to Leviathan, but this argument does not apply to Elements, nor do the political
consequences apply to earlier texts.
As with the presumption that Hobbes’s philosophy of language did not undergo
any significant shifts, scholars had similarly tended to assume that Hobbes had fully
developed his philosophical system in the early 1630s. Against this orthodoxy, in his
article Hobbes and Descartes,24 Tuck defended the then-controversial thesis that this
presumption is likely false, and that Hobbes can be shown to have had developed his
philosophy around 1637 in response to Descartes’s Discours de la Méthode.25 However,
there is also a shift in Hobbes’s epistemology and metaphysics, developed in 1640. Thus
the next question is: what is the reason for the change in Hobbes’s philosophy of
language after 1640? Here we arrive at the second minor argument: in the 1640s, in
response to Descartes’s critique, in light of the ongoing feud between them, and
moreover under the influence of Pierre Gassendi and the Mersenne Circle more
generally, Hobbes again revised his epistemology and its linguistic building blocks.26
Although there are many shifts between Hobbes’s earlier works and his later
works regarding many aspects of his thought, one shift is of obvious importance when
our concern is language: Hobbes’s rhetorical turn. 27 Paying close attention to the
18

Ibid., chap. 4.
Ibid., chap. 5.
20
Ibid., chap. 6.
21
Ibid., chap. 7–8.
22
Pettit is by no means alone in this regard and, save for Biletzki (1996), it has been generally assumed that
Hobbes undertook no significant rethinking of his philosophy of language. My focus is on Pettit because
his analysis is far and away the most learned and insightful work on Hobbes and language, and his
conclusion regarding the socio-political ramifications of Hobbes’s philosophy of language are crucial to
understanding Hobbes.
23
Two notable analytical problems derive from this. First, by assuming a single philosophy of language,
Pettit effectively bars taking Hobbes’s philosophy of language as a causal factor for his rhetorical turn.
Second, by assuming the homogeneity of Hobbes’s theory of language, Pettit’s analysis tempers the extent
to which language becomes essential to Hobbes’s later work by averaging out the account of both texts.
24
Tuck, “Hobbes and Descartes.”
25
René Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes: Volume II, trans. John Cottingham, Robert
Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch, vol. II, III vols., 1st ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).
26
Over the course of the following three chapters I will in fact develop a much stronger version of this
thesis, namely that this shift is even more important to Hobbes’s thought than the first, especially in regards
to moral, social, and political affairs.
27
Other important shifts, also relating to language, should be flagged at this point although they will be
addressed only in later chapters. For example, Pettit’s argument does not shed any light on Hobbes’s
rhetorical turn, the introduction of the concepts of representation and authorization, changes in his theory of
liberty, changes in his theory of regimes and regime change, nor on his shifting characterizations of the
social contract and of the sovereign.
19
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development of Hobbes’s philosophy of language allows for a new approach to
understanding Hobbes’s rhetorical turn. Here, the major argument and the first two minor
arguments allow for the third argument to be made regarding why Hobbes undertook his
rhetorical turn. Namely, whereas major interpretations of Hobbes’s rhetorical turn have
focused on the text itself as the foremost object of inquiry, the two arguments above point
to another possible explanation: endogenous changes to Hobbes’s epistemology. Here we
arrive at the final—and at this point the most speculative28—minor argument: Hobbes’s
rhetorical turn was undertaken in reaction to the shifts in his philosophy of language. Or
more specifically, where Skinner29 argues that Hobbes’s reevaluation of the relationship
between reason and the passions in his philosophy is a result of his return to the humanist
rhetorical tradition, I want to argue the inverse: that Hobbes’s reevaluation of his
epistemology led him to reconsider the value of rhetoric.
1.1.1) Language and Anthropology: From Words to Speech
In both Elements and Leviathan Hobbes makes repeated gestures towards the
anthropological importance of language. Teasing out the different approaches taken in
these two anthropologies allows us to frame in the most general parameters Hobbes’s
developing theory of language. In Elements the invention of language marks a historicalanthropological rupture, in two senses. First, regarding the species, it is this invention
which is at the root of all of the higher order practices which distinguish the human
species from every other species. Second, it marks an indelible socio-historical rupture.
The significance of the latter will be addressed in Chapter Two, our concern in this
chapter is the former.
Marks and words confer two advantages for Hobbes. First, the development of the
technology of marks and words enables the capacity for memory. Hobbes writes that:
The experience we have hereof, is in such brute beasts, which, having the providence to
hide the remains and superfluity of their meat, do nevertheless want the remembrance of
the place where they hid it, and thereby make no benefit thereof in their hunger. But man,
who in this point beginneth to advance himself above the nature of beasts, hath observed
and remembered the cause of this defect, and to amend the same, hath imagined and
devised, to set up a visible or other sensible mark, the which when he seeth again, may
bring to his mind the thought he had when he set it up.30

Marks are mental representations of external stimuli that, when stored in the brain and
recalled later, allow for memory. 31 Memory allows humans to develop beyond the
instinctual nature of animal life. Marks are the cognitive correlates of names, names
being marks that have been ascribed an arbitrary representative sound.32 Names enable

28

This argument is given a much more robust institutional overlay in Chapter Two, while in Chapter Three
I situate this argument in an exegesis of Hobbes’s rhetorical project.
29
Skinner puts forward the best exegesis on Hobbes’s rhetorical turn, which is why I have decided to focus
on his analysis.
30
Hobbes, Elements, 5.1.
31
Ibid., 5.2.
32
Ibid.
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the second distinctive advantage gained by the discovery of marks: the capacity for
scientific thought. Thus, Hobbes writes that
By the advantage of names it is that we are capable of science, which beasts, for want of
them, are not; nor man, without the use of them: for as a beast misseth not one or two out
of her many young ones, for want of those names of order, one, two, three, &c., which we
call number; so neither would a man, without repeating orally, or mentally, the words of
number, know how many pieces of money or other things lie before him.33

The capacity for scientific thought, in Elements, is the distinctive human characteristic.
A few early curiosities about Hobbes’s characterization of marks, words, and
science in Elements stand out. A mark in Elements is a “sensible object which a man
erecteth voluntarily to himself” 34 ; it is a mental construction representing a sense
impression the purpose of which is to recall it again later. Marks are constructed privately
without relation to either pragmatics or semantic convention more generally. Similarly,
Hobbes believes that an individual can, without interaction with another agent, construct
a wholly coherent science based on one’s own marks/words. Such a stark lack of
incorporation with intersubjective communication and socialization more generally
strikes the modern reader as blatantly false. Not only was this how Hobbes
conceptualized both words and science, but he was also aware of this aspect of his
linguistic theory. In light of this, he came to the exact opposite conclusion as the
moderns: doing science alone had many benefits accrued exactly by the exclusion of
others. Most obviously for Hobbes, the exclusion of others meant freedom from the
interference and uncertainty regarding the demonstrative foundations of one’s
imagination and, consequently, the perspicuity of definitions (and through definitions,
science). The theory of language that Hobbes puts forward is essentially private,
strikingly in line with Wittgenstein’s critique.35
The first and most striking indication of a shift towards a more intersubjective
theory of language and of meaning and cognition is seen in how intersubjective
communication becomes operative in Leviathan. In Elements intersubjective
communication is only addressed in chapter thirteen at the very conclusion of Hobbes’s
explication of his science of man. By contrast, in Leviathan, intersubjective
communication is incorporated directly into the theory of signs near the outset of
Hobbes’s explication of his philosophy of language in chapter four (Of Speech).
Indicatively, prior to chapter four, Hobbes makes no substantive revisions to his earlier
theory of language, indeed the chapters could very well have been merely recopied by
33

Ibid., 5.4.
Ibid., 5.1.
35
Both Anat Biletzki and A. P. Martinich correctly note that what Hobbes is describing in Elements
presages Wittgenstein’s concept of a private language; correspondingly, Hobbes’s philosophy of language
in Elements is open to a similar set of criticisms (Biletzki, Talking Wolves; Martinich, Thomas Hobbes,
129.) Hobbes’s whole approach to his theory of language and cognition—including his theory of semantics,
the passions, and his epistemology—is as a private system, without necessary reference to the influence of
intersubjective communications in any theoretically or practically significant sense. There is one passage in
Elements (Elements, 4.13.) that seems to indicate that Hobbes was concerned with pragmatics prior to
chapter thirteen. But on closer inspection of the paragraph we find that it is used more as an explanatory
aid, and in subsequent chapters we find no evidence that pragmatic concerns play a role.
34
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Hobbes, but after this point every aspect of his philosophy of language is reconfigured in
light of the problem of intersubjective communication. The first sign of a shift is found in
the length of Hobbes explication. In Elements Hobbes treats names and reasoning in the
same short chapter five (Of Names, Reasoning, and Discourse of the Tongue, wherein the
“discourse of the Tongue” is in fact never addressed), while in Leviathan the topic is
explicated in two chapters: chapter four (Of Speech) which does concern speech and
chapter five (Of Reason and Science).
The anthropological correlates to Hobbes’s incorporation of intersubjective
communication are immediately apparent. Thus, Hobbes writes that
The Invention of Printing, though ingenious, compared with the invention of Letters, is no
great matter […] But the most noble and profitable invention of all other, was that of
SPEECH, consisting of Names or Appelations, and their Connexion; whereby men register
their Thoughts; recall them when they are past; and also declare them one to another for
mutuall utility and conversation; withouth which, there had been amongst men, neither
Common-wealth, nor Society, nor Contract, nor Peace, no more than amongst Lyons,
Bears and Wolves. [Partly my italics]36

The invention that prompts the historical-anthropological rupture and allows, thereby,
humans to transcend mere animality, is not marks and words (as it was in Elements), but
words and speech. Moreover, the foremost anthropological utility of speech and words in
Leviathan is not in the enabling of memory and science, but in enabling intersubjective
communication that transcends animalistic signaling, which in turn allows for science
(specifically political science). Again, this is in contrast to Elements where Hobbes gives
speech no special anthropological significance, treating it simply as an appendage of his
philosophy of language and cognition. Hobbes immediately flags the political importance
of this new intersubjectivity by linking the advent of speech to the possibility of creating
a commonwealth and the attaining of peace (Hobbes’s most fundamental concern), of
which there is no equivalent passage in Elements. This shift does not indicate a
downgrading of the importance of science for Hobbes, but it does indicate that Hobbes
had come to an important realization regarding the theoretical problem of both private
language (and thereby private science), and conversely the deeply social nature of
scientific inquiry.
If the anthropological observations above are as important as they appear, one
should expect to find concomitant, and substantive, changes to Hobbes’s semantic theory
and epistemology—which, indeed, are present. Moreover there are also related shifts in
Hobbes’s theory of the passions. In what follows I track these changes regarding
36

Hobbes, Leviathan, II The English and Latin Texts (i):48. Indeed, there is even earlier evidence of this
shift in Leviathan. In the conclusion to chapter two, Hobbes, in direct opposition to his previous position in
Elements concerning the role of words in separating men from beasts writes of the “imagination” that it is
“raised in man (or any other creature endued with the faculty of imagining) by words, or other voluntary
signs, is that we generally call understanding, and is common to man and beast. For a dog by custom will
understand the call or the rating of his master; and so will many other beasts. That understanding which is
peculiar to man is the understanding not only his will, but his conceptions and thoughts, by the sequel and
contexture of the names of things into affirmations, negations, and other forms of speech.” Ibid., II The
English and Latin Texts (i):36. Hobbes’s concern with “contexture” and speech are largely absent from
Elements.
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semantics (Section 1.1.2), the relationship between the passions and semantics (Section
1.1.3), and the relationship between the passions and epistemology (Section 1.1.4).
1.1.2) Semantics: From Private Language to Public Semantics
In Elements, Hobbes posits a semantic theory predicated on the correlation or
correspondence between an imagination and a mark or word. The logic is as follows:
senses entail the registry of movement of phenomena.37 As such, different sensory organs
sense different forms of motion emanating from the object.38 In a stark reversal of the
Aristotelian (and Cartesian) theory of the senses, Hobbes posits that the senses convey no
objective truths regarding the thing being sensed, offering only subjectively interpreted
impressions.39 Imaginations are conceptions remaining in the brain following the removal
of the object being sensed40 and are recalled through the “sixth sense” of remembrance
(that Hobbes understands as the mind sensing its own motions). 41 Imaginations
correspond to the original sense perception, which accurately conveyed the quality being
sensed. Hobbes’s theory of meaning in Elements assumes a correspondence between the
meaning ascribed to a phenomenon and the appearance of the phenomena in the world.
While Hobbes is not positing a theory of objective knowledge, he is positing that
imagination-phenomena correspondence (i.e. meaning) is almost always correct. Two
rudimentary presuppositions anchor this theory. First, there is a clear subjective memory
of the sensed object, and second, Hobbes’s metaphysics of matter and motion. The
validity of the first is based on probability and what Hobbes understands to be an obvious
distinction between waking and sleeping; the second is a presupposed metaphysical
truism.42 Note as well that Hobbes simply does not take into account semiotics in his
semantic theory (which reflects the observation made earlier that Hobbes does not
address speech until the thirteenth chapter of Elements).
The same logics and the same presumptions also apply to the correspondence
between complex natural phenomena and compound ideas (“trains of thought”). Thus,
expanding on the question of the coherence of signs and their objects, Hobbes writes that
The cause of the coherence or consequence of one conception to another, is their first
coherence, or consequence at that time when they were produced by sense […] But as to
the sense the conception of cause and effect succeed one another so may they after sense in
the imagination. And for the most part they do so. [The cause whereof is the appetite of
them, who, having a conception of the end, have next unto it a conception of the next
means to that end].43 44

Two things stand out here. The first is an extension of his theory of clarity and
probability: Hobbes presupposes that there is no need to doubt the validity of the
37

Hobbes, Elements, 2.2.
Ibid., 2.3.
39
Ibid., 2.4.
40
Ibid., 3.1.
41
Ibid., 3.6.
42
This is directly related to Hobbes’s critique of Descartes, which I address in Section 1.2.1 of this chapter.
43
Hobbes, Elements, 4.2.
44
The final sentence of the paragraph is bracketed because although it is not immediately relevant to the
present discussion it does inform Sections 1.1.3 and 1.1.4 below and may be useful as a general reference.
38
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coherence of our complex conceptions insofar as they relate to the coherence of complex
phenomena. Second, the passions (which will be addressed in the following section) are
presupposed to neither interfere nor inform meaning because they are inconsequential in
regards to the sensory act itself at the moment of conception (and when accurately
recalled in the future).
Again, Hobbes is aware of the problem of distinguishing waking thoughts from
dreamlike thought. But for Hobbes the dreamlike character of incoherent thoughts are
prima facie fallacious in comparison to observed events and logical thought. This alone
dispels any necessary concern with radical doubt and therefore undermines Descartes.
The distinction is in the logical coherence of events (or the lack thereof), and,
importantly, the capacity to reflect on the absurdity of dreams while the agent is awake.
In Hobbes’s system then, the radical doubt of the Cartesian system is made moot by the
fact of the coherence of phenomena in the world.45 In other words, Hobbes’s metaphysics
preempts Descartes’s need for God.46
The phenomena-imagination pair is given a more permanent cognitive standing
when the agent constructs in their brain a mark (or later a word) that denotes it. In
Elements, Hobbes defines a mark as “a sensible object which a man erecteth voluntarily
to himself, to the end to remember thereby somewhat past, when the same is objected to
his sense again.”47 That is, marks are sensible objects, objects imprinted on the brain that
reflect the sensed impression of that object. As made evident in the example above,
marks serve the agent in relation to itself—a stone, to use Hobbes’s example, can denote
a certain danger (the sea), and this meaning is only theorized as an idiosyncratic
practice.48 Men construct marks in order to recall their own conceptions of previous time.
Marks are thus private in the private language sense of the word; there are no acts of
public or mistaken signification at this stage. Words are merely marks in a vocalized
form, and this vocalization is irrespective of intersubjectivity.49 Marks and words register
certain sensed characteristics of an object—either positively in regards to a trait
possessed, or negatively in regards to a trait not possessed.50 Most importantly, the
assumed correspondence unproblematically translates to this higher register of analysis.
Biletzki aptly characterizes Hobbes’s semantic theory in Elements when she writes that
“In these early writings […] the theory of names, stands quite apart from his theory of
signs and from his discussion of language in general. The theory of names is a
specifically epistemic, scientific enterprise.”51 Biletzki goes on to claim, correctly, that
Hobbes’s semantic theory in Elements appears to have “nothing to do with the
45

This is, in fact, the great epistemic advantage of Hobbes’s materialist monism.
There is some debate regarding the extent to which Hobbes engaged with the challenge of skepticism.
Victoria Kahn, for example, argues that Hobbes’s Leviathan is an appropriation of the skeptic tradition that
is in turn inverted back against that same tradition. It is of note, then, that at least at the level of
epistemology, Hobbes simply does not engage with the problem of skepticism at all. The closest
manifestation of it (dreams) is dismissed as an obvious fallacy. Hobbes’s metaphysical monism necessarily
separates his philosophy from the whole skeptic debate.
47
Hobbes, Elements, 5.1.
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Ibid.
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Ibid.
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Biletzki, Talking Wolves, 23.
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phenomenon of speech as communication between people.”52 The operative linguistic
relation here is between the sensed object and the mark that in turn is formalized in
words. Hobbes’s semantic theory in Elements is therefore sometimes referred to as being
thin 53 wherein marks and words simply (and accurately) denote a characteristic or
event.54
The thinness of this semantic theory is tellingly presaged in the introductory
chapter of Elements. There, after outlining his field of investigation for the subsequent
chapters, Hobbes concludes with a stark summary of “the power cognitive,” writing
For the understanding of what I mean by the power cognitive, we must remember and
acknowledge that there be in our minds continually certain images or conceptions of the
things without us, insomuch that if a man could be alive, and all the rest of the world
annihilated, he should nevertheless retain the image thereof, and of all those things which
he had before seen and perceived in it; every man by his own experience knowing that the
absence or destruction of things once imagined, doth not cause the absence or destruction
of the imagination itself. This imagery and representations of the qualities of things
without us is that we call our cognition, imagination, ideas, notice, conception, or
knowledge of them [my italics].55

Putting aside the implicit reference to Descartes’s first meditation—to which I will
return—of note is that the basic cognitive powers function effectively even when the
world has been “annihilated” without any detriment to the semantic veracity of the image
or conception itself. This is the most radical formulation of the private language thesis in
Hobbes: once populated with ideas, agents could think about the world, even construct a
complete science of politics, and those constructions would be true. In other words for
Hobbes, memory alone can bear the burden of truth. In Elements, an individual could
hypothetically construct a science fully detached from others and even from the world.
Formally and substantively, Hobbes’s semantic theory in Elements neither requires nor
presupposes intersubjective communication.
Turning to Leviathan, the comparative thickness of Hobbes’s semantic theory is
immediately striking. In Leviathan, the skeletal structure of the semantic theory of
Elements remains, but the embedded intersubjectivity of Hobbes’s revised linguistic
anthropology is overlaid with significant ramifications. Though not understood as a
shift,56 this aspect of Hobbes’s theory of language has been noted most importantly by

52

Ibid., 24.
Biletzki calls Hobbes’s early semantic theory denotational and later theory referential. However, this
language is somewhat confusing (denotational and referential mean the same thing); thus I will keep to the
more stark private/public distinction.
54
See Biletzki, Talking Wolves, chap. 1.
55
Elements, 1.8.
56
As noted, the development of Hobbes’s thought has received little to no attention in the scholarship.
Consequently, within the few studies of Hobbes’s theory of language a remarkable amount of infighting
has arisen with competing camps claiming competing interpretations. Simply positing the obvious, namely
that Hobbes’s thought had developed in the two decades that span the writing of Elements and the
publication of De Homine, puts aside these minor academic quibbles. Indeed, it is only when Hungerland
and Vick, for example, start to move beyond the texts of a certain period that their analysis becomes
problematic. For instance when they turn to Elements they find themselves having to posit a theory of
53

11

Hoye –Sample, Chapter One
Hungerland and Vick, who persuasively argued that far from the assertion that Hobbes
held a private language theory, he in fact held a theory wherein there was “no meaning
without communication” (their italics).57
Two major revisions to Hobbes’s semantic theory stand out. The first regards the
introduction of a deep complexity into the semantic theory in Leviathan, and the second
regards the introduction of a related concern with semiotics. Hobbes’s new concern with
properly attending to the inherent complexity of semantics in an intersubjective world are
evident. Consider by way of comparison imaginations, a rudimentary element of
cognition. Hobbes begins in Leviathan by writing that
Not every Thought to every Thought succeeds indifferently. But as wee have no
Imagination, whereof we have not formerly had Sense, in whole, or in parts; so we have no
Transition from one imagination to another, whereof we never had the like before in our
Senses. The reason whereof is this. All Fancies are Motions within us, reliques of those
made in the Sense: And those motions that immediately succeeded one another in the
sense, continue also together after Sense: In so much as the former coming again to take
place, and be praedominant, the latter followeth, by coherence of the matter moved, in such
manner, as water upon a plain Table is drawn which way any one part of it is guided by the
finger.58

Up to this point the theory Hobbes posits is largely familiar. But Hobbes then goes on to
complicate compound conceptions, writing that
But because in sense, to one and the same thing perceived, sometimes one thing,
sometimes another, succeedeth, it comes to pass in time that in the imagining of anything,
there is no certainty what we shall imagine next; only this is certain, it shall be something
that succeeded the same before, at one time or another.59

The simple coherence of “traynes of imaginations” and phenomena in Elements is, in
Leviathan, challenged by the sheer fact of the complexity of the world. The problem is no
longer a binary distinction of (dreamlike) incoherence/coherence, but the multiplication
of possibly cohering phenomena. A can entail B, but it can also entail B1, B2, B3, etc. This
disruption of the simple unproblematic correlation of the “traynes of imagination” is
reflected in a new concern for the regimentation of “traynes of thoughts.”
Presumably, it is for this reason that Hobbes introduces a second form of
“discursion” (or “mental discourse”). The first, Hobbes tells us, is “unguided.” As in
Elements, unguided thoughts are like “dreams” 60 and are “inconstant,” but unlike
Elements, Hobbes qualifies this notion writing that “Such are Commonly the thoughts of

assumed rationality that Hobbes indeed adopts in Elements but not in Leviathan. Unfortunately, such
analytical problems are very common among Hobbes scholars.
57
Hungerland and Vick, “Hobbes’s Theory of Signification,” 470. Hungerland and Vick characterize their
article as a correction of Watkins’s argument. John W. N. Watkins, Hobbes’s System of Ideas (Gower,
1989). But one must only claim that Hobbes’s theory developed in order to explain these two readings. This
is made evident by simply observing the tendency of both to concentrate on different texts from Hobbes.
58
Hobbes, Leviathan, II The English and Latin Texts (i):38.
59
Ibid.
60
Hobbes, Elements, 3.3.
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men, that are not onely without company, but also without care of anything”.61 That is,
dreamlike thoughts are not only incoherent thoughts but rather are the same as all
privately formulated thoughts, which are held irrespective of intersubjective verification,
and/or thoughts whose definitions are not subjected to ongoing demonstrative testing. Not
only is this an implicit rejection of the “annihilation” thought experiment found in
Elements, but it is a de facto rejection of one of the major premises of Hobbes’s original
explication of his philosophy of language, i.e. that science thrives only through the
exclusion of the world.62
The second form of discursion is “more constant; as being regulated by some
desire, and designe.”63 Continuing, Hobbes writes
For the impression made by such things as we desire, or fear, is strong and permanent, or
(if it cease for a time) of quick return: so strong it is sometimes as to hinder and break our
sleep. From desire ariseth the thought of some means we have seen produce the like of that
which we aim at; and from the thought of that, the thought of means to that mean; and so
continually, till we come to some beginning within our own power.64

Regarding desire, Hobbes gives more prominence to the constitutive function of the
passions (which are likewise rethought as discussed below in Section 1.1.3) in scientific
thought, and thought more generally. Hobbes reasserts that both the end, and the requisite
passion to achieve that end, cannot be assumed as constant or obvious, but that these
qualities must be supported. Design, i.e. the ordered syllogistic pattern of rational thought
and the skeletal structure of science, is not in and of itself an adequate condition for the
attainment of a goal; rather, one also needs a specific passion that is calibrated—neither
too dull, nor too driven—to achieve that end.65 Rational discourse requires a particular
passion, a particular magnitude and direction of passions, and a particular structure of
words. Ergo, the problem of complexity requires that meaning inculcate the passions
(which we will turn to in the next section).
Second, corresponding to Hobbes’s intersubjective turn and the attendant revision
of his semantic theory is an equivalent (and necessary) incorporation of a more robust
semiotic theory. Signs in Leviathan are newly characterized as public artifacts. Consider
the explanation of signs, which appears in the context of a discussion on the nature and
function of language. The use of names, Hobbes writes, is:
to serve for Markes, or Notes of remembrance. Another is, when many use the same words,
to signifie (by their connexion and order,) one to another, what they conceive, or think of
each matter; and also what they desire, fear, or have any other passion for. And for this use
61

Hobbes, Leviathan, II The English and Latin Texts (i):38.
Hobbes does return to a form of the annihilation thought experiment, but in a completely different sense,
writing that “Justice, and Injustice are none of the Faculties neither of the Body nor Mind. If they were,
they might be in a man that were alone in the world, as well as his Senses, and Passions. They are Qualities,
that relate to men in Society, not in Solitude.” Ibid., II The English and Latin Texts (i):196. That is, one
cannot even think of justice and injustice—the foremost of socio-political valuations—in solitude because
they are only experienced and practiced in society.
63
Ibid., II The English and Latin Texts (i):40.
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Ibid.
65
This line of reasoning requires a more complete explication of Hobbes’s theory of the passions. Because
this theory also undergoes a conceptual overhaul in Leviathan it will be treated in and of itself.
62
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they are called Signes. Special uses of Speech are these; First, to Register what, by
cogitation, wee find to be the cause of any thing, present or past; and what we find things
present or past may produce, or effect: which, in summe, is acquiring of Arts. Secondly, to
shew to others that knowledge which we have attained; which is, to Counsell, and Teach
one another. Thirdly, to make known to others our wills, and purposes, that we may have
the mutuall help of one another.66

Here marks (and thus words) undergo a general conceptual overhaul. As in Elements,
signs act as “marks or notes of remembrance,”67 but this function is now immediately
incorporated into the social world wherein they are theorized as intrinsically public in
nature. Signs inherently express meaning into the world, and their meaning is shaped,
warped, or occluded by the social world.68 This process is thereby reflected upon—that
is, we become aware of how words function by studying how people respond to them.
This is, of course, the manifestation of the newly social character of semantics:
denotation and connotation are now inseparable.69 The whole theory of the phenomenamark pair is incorporated into the word-world relationship.70
The semantic shifts from Elements are clear and give us our first substantive
indication that the organizational and anthropological shifts noted in Section 1.1.1 are
significant, signaling a thorough reconsideration of the foundations and functions of
language. It is speech above all—specifically the “mutuall utility and conversation”71
enabled by it—which mark the anthropological moment where humanity “profits” from
its transcendence of basic animality. As noted in the previous section, in Leviathan
Hobbes immediately ties the capacity for intersubjective communication to the capacity
for social contracting and for forming commonwealths, a benefit that is not mentioned in
either Elements or De Cive. Whether as a direct response to the theoretical problems
66

Hobbes, Leviathan, II The English and Latin Texts (i):50.
Ibid.
68
Though I am focusing on Leviathan it is worth noting that in De Corpore Hobbes pushes this idea even
further, writing that “though some one man, of how excellent a wit soever, should spend all his time partly
in reasoning, and partly in inventing marks for the help of his memory, and advancing himself in learning;
who sees not that the benefit he reaps to himself will not be much, and to others none at all? For unless he
communicate his notes with others, his science will perish with him. But if the same notes be made
common to many, and so one man's inventions be taught to others, sciences will thereby be increased to the
general good of mankind. It is therefore necessary, for the acquiring of philosophy, that there be certain
signs, by which what one man finds out may be manifested and made known to others” (Thomas Hobbes,
The English Works of Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury, Volume I: De Corpore, ed. William Molesworth,
vol. 1 (London: J. Bohn, 1839), 2.2.). The trajectory of Hobbes’s thought away from private thought
towards social and intersubjective thought is clear. (Found in Biletzki, Talking Wolves, 29.)
69
Ball also recognized this, but only through proxy. Thus he writes that “Although obscured by his earlier
nominalist pronouncements, this ‘performative’ perspective comes clearly to the fore in De Homine (1658).
The ostensibly ‘scientific’ Hobbes of 1658 rather resembles the ‘historical’ Hobbes of 1629. His discussion
of speech in the tenth chapter of De Homine marks a turn—or rather a return—to an earlier Thucydidean
theme. There Hobbes virtually abandons the crude label-and-object theory of meaning in favor of a richer
and more variegated view about the ways in which language actually functions. That view, roughly
speaking, focuses less upon language as a system of signs than upon speech, understood as the medium
through which we do things with words.” Terence Ball, “Hobbes’ Linguistic Turn,” Polity 17, no. 4 (July 1,
1985): 758. It is highly significant for the arguments in Chapters Three and Four of this thesis that Ball sees
Hobbes’s shift as a “marks a turn-or rather a return-to an earlier Thucydidean theme.” Ibid.
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noted above, or whether as a more general reassessment of the nature of language and
cognition itself, in Leviathan Hobbes radically reconfigures the place and consequence of
intersubjective communication in his linguistic and cognitive theory. 72 Meaning in
Leviathan, especially the meaning of words tied to questions of human values, is only
realized in context and action.
Two major consequences arise from Hobbes’s revised semantic theory. First, not
only is Hobbes’s theory of meaning opened up to simple errors of misperception or
misunderstanding—which can be procedurally rectified and which necessarily become
apparent (as in Elements)—but he now invites hugely fantastic errors that can in turn be
anchored to monolithic social orders. Once more the two texts can be compared and
contrasted. In Elements Hobbes writes that
The remembrance of the succession of one thing to another, that is, of what was
antecedent, and what consequent, and what concomitant, is called an EXPERIMENT,
whether the same be made by us voluntarily, as when a man putteth any thing into the fire,
to see what effect the fire will produce upon it; or not made by us, as when we remember a
fair morning after a red evening. To have had many experiments, is that we call
EXPERIENCE […]73

In Leviathan Hobbes takes a qualitatively different tack; he writes:
Much memory, or memory of many things, is called Experience. Againe, Imagination
being only of those things which have been formerly perceived by Sense, either all at once,
or by parts at severall times; The former, (which is the imagining the whole object, as it
was presented to the sense) is simple Imagination; as when one imagineth a man, or horse,
which he hath seen before. The other is Compounded; as when from the sight of a man at
one time, and of a horse at another, we conceive in our mind a Centaure. So when a man
compoundeth the image of his own person, with the image of the actions of another man;
as when a man imagines himself a Hercules, or an Alexander, (which happeneth often to
them that are much taken with reading of Romants), it is a compound imagination, and
properly but a Fiction of the mind.74

72

This new understanding of anthropological development in Hobbes is worth toiling over if only because
it dovetails with the rhetorical tropes of the state of nature that the following chapters will focus on (see
especially Sections 2.3.5 & 4.4.1). The implications for the reconfiguration of his theory in Leviathan are
significant. Philip Pettit has argued persuasively that we should understand Hobbes as not having a twostage anthropology, but a three-stage anthropology. First a state of animality wherein men and animals are
indistinct, a “second state of nature” wherein men have language but not a common language, and finally a
“state of ordered words” wherein man has a shared language secured by the sovereign. Pettit, as noted, also
holds the position that there are no significant changes in Hobbes’s theory of language and cognition from
Elements onwards. What all of the above implies (and much of what follows) is that in Hobbes’s earlier
writings the idea of the state of nature was developed as a dualistic conceptual antinomy to a rational
commonwealth, wherein man represents progress in an essentially linear fashion away from irrationality in
all things and towards rationality in all things. Consequently, it is only in Leviathan that we find Pettit’s
tripartite system. This implies that the state of nature in Leviathan is in fact two-fold (as Pettit correctly
notes). There is a state of pre-worded “languagelessness,” and a second state of “worded nature” with
radically heterogeneous language, or as Wolin characterizes it, “an anarchy of meaning.” I will circle back
to this question in Chapter Two.
73
Hobbes, Elements, 4.6.
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Hobbes, Leviathan, II The English and Latin Texts (i):29–30.
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The difference is, again, clear. Elements presupposes that valid inferences are derived
from sense perception, and these inferences carry through in the rest of Hobbes’s
philosophy. While in Leviathan there is a presumption of inaccuracy which cascades
through Hobbes’s political philosophy.75
To summarize, truth in Elements is a private affair that is subject to no external
examination or validation. Truth in Leviathan, however, takes on a stated public form.
True and false in Leviathan are “attributes of Speech, not of Things. And where Speech is
not, there is neither Truth nor Falsehood.”76 Truth is an attribute of speech, purposely
distinguished from words. 77 For the early scientific Hobbes of Elements, meaning
originates in the act of assigning a mark to conceptions; demonstration is followed by,
and cognitively fixed in, definitions. In Leviathan, true definitions, particularly in the
social sciences, require the continued calibration of the signifier and the signified.
Meaning is twofold insofar as it consists of an observation assigned a name, as well as a
name that refers to something in speech. Naming and signifying remain different
processes, but they are both part of Hobbes’s semantic theory. In Leviathan, information
is not merely transferred through speech from one agent to another; it is pragmatic.78
1.1.3) The Passions: From Physiological Mechanism to Cognitivism
Heretofore I have artificially separated Hobbes’s theory of the passions from his semantic
and semiotic considerations, but as the explication of Hobbes’s revised semantic theory
above indicates, there comes a point where this separation begins to occlude more than it
clarifies. This, in fact, is our first indication that something has changed. For in Elements,
Hobbes assumes that the passions and language were cognitive faculties that were
separate but aligned, whereas in Leviathan, Hobbes deemed the passions to play a
constitutive role in the process of thought as well.
In Elements, Hobbes distinguishes between the brain as a computational vessel of
marks, and the heart as the vessel of the passions and the vitalistic engine of action. In
Elements the vital drives of the heart initiate all human action either towards or away
75

There are very significant historical-epistemological ramifications to this shift that are discussed in detail
in Chapter Two.
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Hobbes, Leviathan, II The English and Latin Texts (i):54.
77
Indeed, this counts for both the social sciences as well as the hard sciences: “Seeing then that truth
consisteth in the right ordering of names in our affirmations, a man that seeketh precise truth, had need to
remember what every name he uses stands for; and to place it accordingly; or else he will find himselfe
entangled in words, as a bird in lime-twiggs; the more he struggles, the more belimed. And therefore in
Geometry, (which is the onely Science that it hath pleased God hitherto to bestow on mankind,) men begin
at settling the significations of their words; which settling of significations, they call Definitions; and place
them in the beginning of their reckoning.” Ibid., II The English and Latin Texts (i):56.
78
Biletzki, in her study of Hobbes, calls this a “referential semantic theory” by which she means a semantic
theory that circumscribes the denotational semantics of Elements in the referential character of pragmatic
language use. Meaning is both confirmed and revised in the use of the word itself. For the later Hobbes,
meaning oscillates between definitions and performativity; it is a pragmatic theory of meaning insofar as
the relationship between a sign and an object is informed by the signs used as opposed to simple
correlation; how a word (in speech) actually functions is necessarily intertwined with the “contexture” of
the social world. Dorothea Krook has argued that in Leviathan Hobbes has two theories of meaning, both
what I have been calling denotational as well as what she called a pragmatic theory of meaning. “Thomas
Hobbes’s Doctrine of Meaning and Truth,” Philosophy 31, no. 116 (1956): 3–22.
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from something.79 The passions are physiological systems separated from the higher
order cognitive functions of language and ratiocination. Hobbes writes that, having
shewed, how conceptions or apparitions are nothing really, but motion in some internal
substance of the head; which motion not stopping there, but proceeding to the heart, of
necessity must there either help or hinder that motion which is called vital; when it
helpeth, it is called DELIGHT, contentment, or pleasure, which is nothing really but
motion about the heart, as conception is nothing but motion within the head; and the
objects that cause it are called pleasant or delightful, or by some name equivalent […] but
when such motion weakeneth or hindereth the vital motion, then it is called PAIN […] This
motion, in which consisteth pleasure or pain, is also a solicitation or provocation either to
draw near to the thing that pleaseth, or to retire from the thing that displeaseth. And this
solicitation is the endeavour or internal beginning of animal motion, which when the object
delighteth, is called APPETITE; when it displeaseth, it is called AVERSION, in respect of
the displeasure present; but in respect of the displeasure expected, FEAR. So that pleasure,
love, and appetite, which is also called desire, are divers names for divers considerations of
the same thing.80

Conceptions in the brain are neutral “motions” until they “proceed to the heart” whereby
those motions are given value in relation to the “vital drives” of the body. These vital
drives dictate whether one is attracted or averse to those stimuli that in turn form the
basic categories of the passions. These motions can be directed towards different objects
in different people; for example, the healthy and the sickly, and the strong and the weak,
the surfeited and the famished, etc., will all have different reactions to similar stimuli, but
the basic physiological processes (“the heart”) are universal.81 These mechanistic actions
and reactions are the foundations Hobbes’s theory of human nature in Elements and De
Cive. Man here is a pre-programmed mechanistic automaton. 82 It is based on this
assumption that Hobbes, in De Cive, can assert that the avoidance of death is a postulate
of human nature “no lesse then that whereby a Stone moves downward.”83
This same logic applies to higher order ethics where what differences we find
amongst humans are derived from physiological differences. Thus, for example, Hobbes
writes that “joy and grief proceed not in all men from the same causes, and that men
differ much in constitution of body, whereby, that which helpeth and furthereth vital
constitution in one […] hindereth and crosseth it in another.” 84 For Hobbes, these
differing physiologies likewise inform “the wits” (mental capacity) that “hath its original
from the different passions, and from the ends to which their appetite leadeth them.”85
Similarly dullness is a function of “a grossness and difficulty of the motion of the spirits
about the heart.” 86 Again, heterogeneous responses to homogeneous stimuli among
multiple agents are generally ascribable to differences in physiological constitution.
79

Hobbes, Elements, 7.1.
Ibid., 7.1–2.
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Ibid., 7.2–4.
82
One can clearly see the physiological basis for the exclusion of the passions from the theory of cognition
in Elements addressed earlier.
83
Hobbes, De Cive, 47.
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Hobbes, Elements, 10.2.
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This is the Hobbes of mechanistic egoism, individualism, and “possessive
individualism,”87 which is far and away the dominant interpretation of Hobbes. Certain
aspects of the moral and political manifestations of this theory will be addressed later in
Section 2.3.2, but for now two aspects of Hobbes’s theory are particularly noteworthy.
First, in support of the private language thesis being argued here, Hobbes declares that
oratio, and all deeds more generally, are prompted and delineated by the agent in regard
to their particular desires. 88 Second, regarding thought more generally, Hobbes is
indicating here that not only does this formula apply to simple thoughts, but also to very
complex ideas. Indeed, Hobbes stresses the determinant nature of the passions (“the mind
suggesteth only the first word, the rest follow habitually”89) in the whole process of
ratiocination.
It was posited above that Hobbes’s semantic theory was best understood as a
private language theory in Elements, and that in cases of intersubjective communication
the exchange was an exchange amongst rational agents who would in every case submit
to the stronger argument where one was present. We can now lend some depth to this
argument by noting the concomitant assumption that the passions are largely unchanged
and largely universal. The benefit is accrued in the speaking agent’s twofold capacity to
connote exactly one’s vitalistic intentions, while simultaneously being able to presuppose
that the auditor will understand one’s intentions exactly. By presupposing universal
access to the basic knowledge of the passions, the grounds for productive rational
deliberation are naturally established insofar as any individual can discover how the
passions work through introspection.90
In Leviathan, Hobbes’s theory of the heart’s relationship to the brain undergoes a
full physiological reconceptualization that has major consequences for both his theory of
the passions and his epistemology (the epistemological shifts will be addressed in section
1.1.4). Consider the key passage from the sixth chapter of Leviathan:
There be in Animals, two sorts of Motions peculiar to them: One called Vitall; begun in
generation, and continued without interruption through their whole life; such as are the
course of the Blood, the Pulse, the Breathing, the Concoction, Nutrition, Excretion, &c; to
which Motions there needs no help of Imagination: the other is Animal motion, otherwise
called Voluntary motion; as to go, to speak, to move any of our limbes, in such manner as is
first fancied in our minds. That Sense, is Motion in the organs and interior parts of mans
body, caused by the action of the things we See, Heare, &c; And that Fancy is but the
Reliques of the same Motion, remaining after Sense […] And because going, speaking, and
the like Voluntary motions depend alwayes upon a precedent thought of whither, which
way, and what; it is evident, that the Imagination is the first internall beginning of all
Voluntary Motion.91
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C. B Macpherson, “Hobbes Today,” The Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science/Revue
Canadienne d’Economique Et De Science Politique 11, no. 4 (1945): 524–534.
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“Ratio is […] but oratio” Hobbes, Elements, 5.14.
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Ibid.
90
This is the cognitive basis of Hobbes’s exhortation to “know thyself.” Ibid. See Section 1.1.3 below.
91
Hobbes, Leviathan, II The English and Latin Texts (i):78.I will discuss the epistemic significance of this
part of the quotation in the next section. It is included here in order to stress the proximity, indeed the deep
interdependence, of the passions and epistemology in Hobbes’s thought.
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Here Hobbes bifurcates vital and animal motions while concomitantly dropping the strict
physiological distinction between the heart and the brain (which are now relational and
fused in language). Moreover, whereas in Elements, animal motions and vital motions
were linked in the heart, in Leviathan animal motions are relocated to the brain, and vital
drives remain in the heart but do not carry the deterministic force attributed in Elements.
The vital motions in Leviathan remain active, but at a rudimentary, pre-cognitive level:
the heart will keep pumping and individuals will search for food and mates even while
higher order concerns are computed and acted upon at the cognitive level. This difference
is manifest in the relative importance Hobbes assigns in each text to the animalistic drives
of the agent; this difference is a direct derivative of the first. Subsequently, the
mechanistic link between vital and animalist motions is broken in Leviathan. Thus
Hobbes writes in Leviathan, following the long quotation above, that: “Of Appetites, and
Aversions, some are born with men; as Appetite of food, Appetite of excretion […] The
rest […] proceed from Experience, and triall of their effects upon themselves, or other
men.92 What Hobbes presents here is a reformulation of the physiology of the passions.
The heart and brain no longer operate separately, but in tandem—they are mutually
embedded through the shared element of language. In Leviathan the passions are moored
in the heart and the brain, the latter of which is no longer a neutral arbiter of sensory
inputs, but a lens constituted in language and imbedded in the socio-linguistic
“contexture” of the world.93
The consequences of Hobbes’s new regard for intersubjectivity now become
apparent. The shifting position of the intersubjective moment and the newly pragmatic
nature of Hobbes’s philosophy of language means that whereas in Elements the passions
were theorized as prior to and irrespective of intersubjective communication, in
Leviathan the passions are dynamically linked to the brain as well as from the brain to
language, and, in turn, to the world.94 Together, these shifts constitute a fundamental
unmooring of Hobbes’s theory of the passions. Hobbes shifts from a theory of the
passions that posited a mechanical basis to one that moves to take into account language
as an intervening principle. The core remains the “vital drives,” but these core data are
now translated through a linguistic lens, a lens constituted as much by the social world as
by the agent.95 Hence, whereas in Elements reason can be corrupted by the passions, in
92

Ibid., II The English and Latin Texts (i):80.
We find an even more explicit discussion of the reciprocal relationship between the heart and the brain in
De Corpore which, notably, Hobbes was working on prior to turning his attention to Leviathan in the late
1640s. There, Hobbes is very clear. He argues that not only is the heart and the brain in a reciprocal
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Leviathan the passions can themselves be corrupted by language. Hobbes may have been
the theorist of unbridled egoism and possessive individualism in Elements, but in
Leviathan his theory is certainly far more robust than these reductive descriptions
allow.96 Strauss’s insistence on the overarching importance of the fear of violent death in
Leviathan (to which I will turn in Chapter Four), Hobbes in fact discards all such claims
to scientific certainty97 and instead replaces this language with rhetorically hyperbolic
tropes.
1.1.4) Epistemology: From Reason Exclusive of the Passions, to Reason Inclusive of
the Passions
The private language theory, the thin semantic theory, as well as the bifurcated
(heart/brain) and mechanistic theory of the passions in Elements are the basis of the
epistemology found therein. In Elements, Hobbes defines knowledge as a conjunction of
truth—“for what is not true, can never be known”98—and evidence—“if the truth be not
evident, though a man holdeth it, yet is his knowledge of it no more than theirs that hold
the contrary.”99 Truth is a function of whether the predicate in a proposition is contained
within the subject and presupposes that the language throughout has been stripped of
semantic equivocation (i.e. perspicuously defined, as Hobbes would say). 100
Ratiocination, for Hobbes, is the mental process of making syllogisms.101 Propositions
combined syllogistically express either affirmative or negative characteristics of the
subject of the proposition. 102 “Right reason” is achieved when syllogistic reasoning
corresponds with experience, i.e. founded in true propositions. 103 Evidence, Hobbes
“Political Psychology in Hobbes’s Behemoth,” in Thomas Hobbes and Political Theory, ed. Mary G. Dietz
(University Press of Kansas, 1990), 120–152.
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Aubrey notes, “During his stay at Paris [Hobbes] went through a course of chemistry with Dr Davison; and
he there also studied Vesalius’ Anatomy. This I am sure was before 1648; for that Sir William Petty (then
Dr. Petty, physician) studied and dissected with him.” Aubrey, Brief Lives, 153. This citation is so
intriguing because in Vesalius’s De Humani Corporis Fabrica Libri Septem he refutes the Aristotelian
assertion that the nerves start at the heart and go outwards, instead positing that the nerves start at the brain.
(See Appendix 6.1.3) The influence of Vesalius on Hobbes’s thought appears not to have received any
scholarly attention (at least in the English language) despite Aubrey note. Second, as Strauss notes, Hobbes
appears to have read Descartes’s The Passions of the Soul (1649). Putting to the side Strauss’s focus on this
text as an explanation for Hobbes’s peculiar references to magnanimity (which I discuss in more detail in
Chapter Four), this text is notable because it marks a further refinement of Descartes’s arguments regarding
the relationship between mind and body, which, as discussed below, could be posited as the continuation of
their long running and highly contentious debate. For an outstanding work on Descartes’s changing thought
during the same period, see Peter K. Machamer and J. E. McGuire, Descartes’s Changing Mind (Princeton
University Press, 2009). The meaning of Hobbes’s use of magnanimity in Leviathan is discussed in detail
in Chapter Four, Section 4.2.4.
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writes, “is the concomitance of a man’s conception with the words that signify such
conception in the act of ratiocination.”104
True propositions are the building blocks of true syllogism, and reasoning is the
making of syllogisms.105 Hobbes distinguishes between two sorts of knowledge: “original
knowledge” (or the “knowledge of sense”) and science (or “the knowledge of the truth of
proposition, and how things are called”).106 Both are derived from experience, “the
former being the experience of the effects of things that work upon us from without; and
the latter the experience men have of the proper use of names in language.”107 Prudence
is a result of having had many experiences of “original knowledge” and is available to
both humans and animals, while “sapience” or wisdom is a result of exposure to science,
which is a distinctly human act made available by our capacity for speech. The register of
the former is history; the registers of the latter are the sciences.108 Though generally
overlooked, this definition of science is paramount for Hobbes—science is a derivative of
experience.109
Definitions are clearly integral to Hobbes’s epistemology, and because of
Hobbes’s early presumption that the passions would not interfere with reason, the private
language theorem of meaning does not appear to him as problematic, but rather as
something productive. It is productive because the agent can withdraw from the world to
focus only on their own lexicon based on their own experiences and can do so profitably.
Thus we find one of the few references to speech before the thirteenth chapter of
Elements in Hobbes’s discussion of truth. There, immediately preceding the definition of
truth, Hobbes notes the problem of equivocation and understanding. The thrust of his
argument is that the very act of public discursion inevitably opens the door to
equivocation,110 which invariably clouds the semantic foundation of the word. “This
equivocation of names,” Hobbes writes,
maketh it difficult to recover those conceptions for which the name was ordained; and that
not only in the language of other men, wherein we are to consider the drift, and occasion,
and contexture of the speech, as well as the words themselves; but also in our own
discourse, which being derived from the custom and common use of speech, representeth
not unto us our own conceptions.111

Consequently, Hobbes turned towards experience and the affirmation of definitions. Thus
Hobbes writes
For when a man reasoneth with his lips only, to which the mind suggesteth only the
beginning, and followeth not the words of his mouth with the conceptions of his mind, out
104
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of a custom of so speaking; though he begin his ratiocination with true propositions, and
proceed with perfect syllogisms, and thereby make always true conclusions; yet are not his
conclusions evident to him, for want of the concomitance of conception with his words.
For if the words alone were sufficient, a parrot might be taught as well to know a truth, as
to speak it. Evidence is to truth, as the sap is to the tree, which so far as it creepeth along
with the body and branches, keepeth them alive; when it forsaketh them, they die. For this
evidence, which is meaning with our words, is the life of truth; without it truth is nothing
worth.112

This paragraph is pregnant with corroborating evidence for the reading of Elements
presented above. The most important is that the basis for truth is a concomitant
“conception” of a past experience registered as memory, not an active concept where
truth is continually confirmed, problematized, or disproven in practice. Evidence (or
experience) gives meaning to words. Only as such can Hobbes posit the annihilation
thought experiment, for the annihilation thought experiment functions on the assumption
that our experiences of the world are overwhelmingly valid.
Hobbes concludes by noting the difference between opinion—accepting an entire
argument without having evidence for every proposition contained within it—and
belief—accepting an argument based on the status of the agent propounding it—while
adding one curious exception regarding belief:
Belief, which is the admitting of propositions upon trust, in many cases is no less free from
doubt, than perfect and manifest knowledge. For as there is nothing whereof there is not
some cause; so, when there is doubt, there must be some cause thereof conceived. Now
there be many things which we receive from report of others, of which it is impossible to
imagine any cause of doubt: for what can be opposed against the consent of all men, in
things they can know, and have no cause to report otherwise than they are (such as is a
great part of our histories), unless a man would say that all the world had conspired to
deceive him.113

Thus received opinion, especially the opinion registered by eminent men in history books
where there are no disputes, can be accepted as correct.114 Yet opinion promulgated
without any foundations in truth or experience—for Hobbes this would be moral and
political philosophy—is always wholly unproductive.
Hobbes’s epistemic determinism is reflected in a pedagogical incrementalism.
The pedagogical power of science is evinced, for Hobbes, by European “authors of those
excellences” who, in comparison to the “savages”,115 have seen the flourishing of the arts
112
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(e.g. navigation and architecture) and the hard sciences (e.g. geometry).116 Underlining
the basic formulae of the Hobbesian discursive reason and its overwhelming facticity,
Hobbes writes that
Yet to this day was it never heard of, that there was any controversy concerning any
conclusion in this subject; the science whereof hath nevertheless been continually
amplified and enriched with conclusions of most difficult and profound speculation. The
reason whereof is apparent to every man that looketh into their writings; for they proceed
from most low and humble principles, evident even to the meanest capacity; going on
slowly, and with most scrupulous ratiocination (viz.) from the imposition of names they
infer the truth of their first propositions; and from two of the first, a third; and from any
two of the three a fourth; and so on, according to the steps of science.117

These advances are both demonstrable and measurable in the historical advancement of
human society. It is these advances alone that distinguish the European from the
“savages” of America.118 Hobbes provides an explicitly political corollary to this idea
later on in Elements where, against the promulgation of the teachings of the dogmatics
(Aristotle, Cicero, etc.), he writes that there
is no doubt, if the true doctrine concerning the law of nature, and the properties of a body
politic, and the nature of law in general, were perspicuously set down, and taught in the
Universities, but that young men, who come thither void of prejudice, and whose minds are
yet as white paper, capable of any instruction, would more easily receive the same, and
afterward teach it to the people, both in books and otherwise, than now they do the
contrary.119

Hobbes’s point is that scientific pedagogy will triumph over dogmatic ideas simply
because the scientific truths can be shown to be evidently true. The inverse of this is that
dogmatic ideas only flourish in the exclusion of truth.
The basis on which Hobbes’s epistemology, having changed so radically in
Leviathan, compels a reconfiguration thereto. In order to take into account ineluctable
intersubjectivity, increased semantic complexity, and the new prominence of language in
regards to the passions, and the subsequent downgrading of the determinacy of the vital
drives, Hobbes’s epistemology in Leviathan necessary undergoes its own reconfiguration.
Moreover, all of these reconfigurations are compounding problems: Hobbes is forced to
take into account the lexical conjunction of passion with unstable words, those
passions/words with reason/words, and all within the framework of intersubjective
communication.
Hobbes begins by stressing, for the first time, the arithmetic and geometric
analogy to the logic of words, an analogy that is not present in Elements and which at
116
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first blush makes Hobbes appear to be more deeply committed to the idea of ratiocination
as sheer computation.120 In the following paragraph, though, we begin to see the reason
why:
Out of all which we may define, (that is to say determine,) what that is, which is meant by
this word Reason, when we reckon it amongst the Faculties of the mind. For REASON, in
this sense, is nothing but Reckoning (that is, Adding and Subtracting) of the Consequences
of general names agreed upon, for the marking and signifying of our thoughts; I say
marking them, when we reckon by our selves; and signifying, when we demonstrate, or
approve our reckonings to other men.121

Hobbes’s first definition then seems to reflect his recognition of the problem of
ratiocination in an intersubjective world, for all the reasons discussed thus far.
Consequently, for a publicly deployed science—which in Leviathan are the moral and
political sciences—a strict coherence to semantic clarity and uniformity is demanded.
However, whereas the demand for uniformity was realized in Elements through a
mechanical discursive distillation of the truth which, once establish, is accepted by each
interlocutor, in Leviathan Hobbes writes that the fraught nature of all debates over
scientific truths, especially those pertaining to the moral or political sciences, need to be
resolved and decided upon by an empowered arbitrator or “their controversie must either
come to blowes, or be undecided, for want of a right Reason constituted by Nature.”122
There are no equivalent passages to this in Elements.
The reason for this change has everything to do with the new problem of men’s
passions in regard to the moral and political sciences insofar as these disputes are now
incorporated within the mental conception of relative power that are stoked by the vital
drives, then warped, inverted, tamed or radicalized by the imagination.123 This alone
makes all sciences taking humans as their subject different from those that do not, for
man as an agent is not a stable mechanistic entity (Elements) but a discursively
constructed one (Leviathan). For this reason, in Leviathan Hobbes explicitly rejects
mechanistic ratiocination on established principles that we find in Elements, going so far
as to equate this practice to the accountant who gives too much trust to the author of the
receipts he computes “and does not know anything; but only beleeveth.”124
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1.2) Some Implications for How We Understand Hobbes
Having delineated the developments in Hobbes’s theory of language, it remains to be
shown how this analysis can help clarify our understanding of Hobbes. In the next
chapter I focus specifically on the development of Hobbes’s theory of regimes and
regime change. In this section, however, I focus on academic literature that revolves
around the topic of language in order to show how such a close analysis of Hobbes’s
linguistic theory can help extend, clarify, and qualify certain assumptions regarding
Hobbes’s thought more generally.
1.2.1) The Philosophical Context of Hobbes’s Philosophy of the Mind: Extending
Tuck
Until recently it was believed that the basic parameters of Hobbes’s theory of cognition
were established in the 1630s and that they remained essentially unchanged from that
point onwards. There has been though some debate over exactly when Hobbes
established this epistemology, its context, and over who influenced it. Until the late
twentieth century, Hobbes’s epistemology was thought to have been established in the
early 1630s, prior to Hobbes’s trip to France and his introduction to the Mersenne
circle.125 The major reason for this understanding of Hobbes’s intellectual development
was the ascription of Hobbes to the authorship of what is now called the Short Tract. The
Short Tract was discovered and named by Ferdinand Tönnies in 1879, published one
decade later, and declared by him to be an early work of Hobbes. The Short Tract is, as
Raylor notes, “widely regarded as the prime statement of his natural philosophy, as the
source of the mechanical world view in England and even, by some, as the origin of
modernity.” 126 Tönnies’s argument anchored the belief that Hobbes had largely
formulated his mechanistic and materialist metaphysics in the early 1630s. In 1988
though, Richard Tuck, in his essay Hobbes and Descartes, 127 argues against the
orthodoxy, claiming that Hobbes only came to develop his philosophical system in direct
response to Descartes in 1637, and that Tönnies had misattributed the Short Tract to
Hobbes. 128 When first published, Tuck’s argument was controversial, 129 but recent
research has bolstered Tuck’s claims, which now appear irrefutable.130
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What does accepting the new consensus regarding the development of Hobbes’s
thought in the 1630s imply for how we understand the further development of Hobbes’s
thought? I argue here that the further development of Hobbes’s epistemology in the
1640s can again be tracked to Descartes’s influence. The obvious starting point is
Hobbes’s critique of Descartes’s Meditations as well as Descartes’s rejoinders (both
published alongside the text itself), where both Hobbes and Descartes published their
epistemologies and where their philosophies were placed in direct and public opposition
to one another for the first time.
I will begin with a quick survey of Hobbes’s critique of Descartes and Descartes’s
replies. Hobbes’s first objection is a pithy but indicative attack on Descartes’s parroting
of “ancient material” and of his repackaging of Platonic philosophical realism rather than
addressing their core critiques or proffering a new system.131 The second and third
objections are more substantial and revolve around memory. Hobbes’s argument is that
the deduction of existence from the fact of thinking is correct, but that the deduction from
this premise of a non-material “thinking substance” does not follow. For, as Hobbes
quips, “It does not seem to be a valid argument to say ‘I am thinking, therefore I am
thought’ or ‘I am using my intellect, hence I am intellect.’ I might as well say ‘I am
walking, therefore I am a walk.’”132 The proposition that “I am because I am thinking”
does not take into account that the process of thinking is the “I” itself that takes as its
background condition corporeal memory of the agent who thinks:
The knowledge of the proposition “I exist” thus depends on the knowledge of the
proposition “I am thinking”; and knowledge of the latter proposition depends on our
inability to separate thought from the matter that is thinking. So it seems that the correct
inference is that the thinking thing is material rather than immaterial.133

Hobbes’s unspoken assertion is that memory is itself material in nature and therefore the
whole process of thinking can be understood as subsidiary to this material memory.
Descartes’s reply is largely unsatisfactory. He begins by claiming that the passages
Hobbes is critiquing are speculative and purposefully excluded from any question of a
mind-body dualism,134 only to conclude that his argument makes perfect sense in light of
mind-body dualism.135 This is but a small example of the circular reasoning that marks
Descartes’s whole project, and of which Hobbes was distinctly critical.
Hobbes’s fourth objection regards epistemology, specifically in regards to the
importance of words to the process of computation and the material foundation of all
words in imaginations. “What shall we say,” Hobbes asks rhetorically, “if it turns out that
reasoning is simply the joining together and linking of names or labels by means of the
verb ‘is’?”136 Should this be true, Hobbes tells us that
of 1637, following which, “Hobbes became immersed in the problems Descartes discussed.” Martinich,
Thomas Hobbes, 163.
131
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It would follow that the inferences in our reasoning tell us nothing at all about the nature of
things, but merely tell us about the labels applied to them […] If this is so […] reasoning
will depend on names, names will depend on the imagination, and imagination will depend
[…] merely on the motions of our bodily organs; and so the mind will be nothing more
than motion occurring in various parts of an organic body.137

Following this, Descartes replies that
As for the linking together that occurs when we reason, this is not a linking of names but of
the things that are signified by the names, and I am surprised that the opposite view should
occur to anyone. Who doubts that a Frenchman and a German can reason about the same
things, despite the fact that the words that they think of are completely different? And
surely the philosopher refutes his own position when he talks of the arbitrary conventions
that we have laid down concerning the meaning of words. For if he admits that the words
signify something, why will he not allow that our reasoning deals with this something
which is signified, rather than merely with the words?138

That is, if all thought was derivative and contingent on words, and moreover if apparent
universals in language do not denote real universals but are merely figments of the
imagination given shape in definition (nominalism), how then can people of different
languages coherently confer? Which, demonstrably, they do. And, if they do, does that
not prove the existence of universals, and in turn Descartes dualistic theory?
The sixth objection concerns the nature of the relationship between thought and
the passions. Hobbes’s argument is that one cannot understand the nature of how we
relate to the images we have of the world unless we take into account how the passions
inform our response to such images. Hobbes writes that
even if we grant that fear is a thought, it can only, as far as I can see, be the thought of the
thing we are afraid of. For what is fear of a charging lion if not the idea of a charging lion
plus the effect which this idea produces in the heart, which in turn induces in the frightened
man that animal motion which we call “flight”? Now this motion of flight is not a thought;
so the upshot is that fear does not involve any thought, apart from the thought that consists
in the likeness of the thing feared.139

Hobbes’s point speaks to a rudimentary problem of mind-body dualism: the
correspondence between matter and form, and the concomitant dependency on the pineal
gland as a conceptual fix for this problem.
The seventh through sixteenth objections, all integral to both philosophers’
projects, provide a series of deep critiques by both Hobbes and Descartes of each others
work, both of who simply dismiss as preposterous. The fourteenth objection perhaps
exemplifies best Hobbes’s critique (here in the context of a discussion on the truth of
geometrical figures). Regarding the “determinate nature” and “essence” of the “form of
the triangle which is immutable and eternal,”140 Hobbes responds that
137
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If the triangle does not exist anywhere, I do not understand how it has a nature. A triangle
in the mind arises from a triangle we have seen, or else it is constructed out of things we
have seen. But once we use the name ‘triangle’ to apply to the thing which we think gave
rise to the idea of a triangle, then the name remains even if the triangle itself is destroyed.
Similarly, once we have conceived in our thought that all the angles of a triangle add up to
two right angles, and we bestow on the triangle this second label ‘having its angles equal to
two right angles’, then the label would remain even if no angles existed in the world. And
thus eternal truth will belong to the proposition ‘a triangle is that which has its three angles
equal to two right angles’. But the nature of a triangle will not be eternal, for it might be
that every single triangle ceased to exist.141

Descartes’s reply bluntly summarizes this point, but he simply rejects Hobbes’s
nominalism and thereby rejects the foundation of Hobbes’s epistemological rebuttal.
Martinich correctly called these objections and replies “one of the great episodes
of talking-past-one-another in philosophical history.”142 However, even while marked by
characteristic bullheadedness, the episode does have the virtue of bringing into clear
focus the stakes at hand. The first point of note is that it is clear that at this point, in the
early 1640s, Hobbes’s epistemology appears to be entirely in line with Elements:
remnants of the private language aspects of his semantics and his theory of the passions
remain the same, and his epistemology still explicitly rejects rhetorical adornment in
favor of clearly defined syllogistic arguments. We can also deduce from the tone of his
reply that, although curt, Hobbes still retained his confidence in the power of rational
argumentation over obscure and obtuse arguments—although he does appear genuinely
flummoxed that Descartes could persist in developing an epistemology wherein the
metaphysical and conceptual foundations were, in Hobbes’s view, so patently outdated.
We see this most clearly in Hobbes’s flat dismissal of Descartes’s scholasticism, refusing
to engage in a more robust critique.
Second, Hobbes appears to be wholly indifferent to Descartes’s concern with
early modern skepticism in any of its variants. If anything Hobbes is apparently, and
strangely, unaware of the skeptic challenge. 143 So, for example, in response to
Descartes’s elemental assumption that God does not deceive, Hobbes posits a legalistic
retort that oftentimes deception is beneficial, thereby evading the metaphysical and
philosophical debate completely. Descartes’s reply marks an important point against
which Hobbes is forced to redouble his own efforts to support his theory. Whereas
Hobbes had argued that scientific knowledge was always a subset of prudential
knowledge in Elements, Descartes makes it very clear that one can indeed extrapolate
from scientific principles beyond the limitations of empirical evidence, based on the
presumption of the truth of abstract scientific thought. The quintessential example of this
is the extrapolation from the definition of a triangle as a three-sided geometric form to a
141
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thousand sided chiliagon. 144 Hobbes’s response, which barely entertains Descartes’s
cognitivist assertion, is that the concept of the chiliagon can be understood by deducing
from experience, not from appealing to transcendent truths.145
One derivative note, though speculative, is that Hobbes’s epistemological
presumptions in 1640 held that reason was inherently persuasive. Hobbes, then, would
have been confounded by the massive influence that Descartes’s thought garnered in the
1640s. While surely not a sufficient explanation, this does provide some illumination into
at least one probable factor that may have encouraged Hobbes to rethink his
epistemology. 146 Moreover, around 1641, after writing his objections to Descartes,
Hobbes was made aware that Descartes had accused him of plagiarizing much of his
Dioptrics,147 which dealt with the transmission of light and the physiology of the senses,
which could have further compelled Hobbes to identify the differences between his and
Descartes philosophies and to further refine and reassert that which was novel in his own
thought.148 Moreover, sometime around 1641, after writing his objections to Descartes,
Hobbes was made aware that Descartes had accused him of plagiarizing much of his
Dioptrics, 149 which dealt with the transmission of light and the physiology of the
senses.150
Two specific aspects of Descartes’s philosophical program are of immediate
concern. First is Descartes’s mind-body dualism and his privileging of the cogito and
concomitant exclusion of the body and the world from his core epistemology.151 Despite
the weakness of Descartes’s retorts, he does draw attention to a comparable relationship
between the passions and the mind in Hobbes’s early thought. While this comparable
relationship is surely on a different register—a physiological register (brain-heart) as
opposed to a metaphysical one (mind-body)—it nevertheless shares some similarities to
the critique regarding the mode through which the mind and the passions relate. The
development of Hobbes’s physiological theory marks a more robust attempt at showing
144

Descartes, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, II:50.
Hobbes would further refine this argument in De Corpore where he writes that: “In the method of
invention, the use of words consists in this, that htye may serve for marks, by which, whatsoever we have
found out may be recalled to memory; for without this all our inventions perish, nor will it be possible for
us to go on from principles beyond a syllogism or two, by reason of the weakness of memory. For example,
if any man, by considering a triangle set before him, should find that all its angles together taken are equal
to two right angles, and that by thinking of the same tacitly, without any use of words either understood or
expressed; and it should happen afterwards that another triangle, unlike the former, or the same in different
situations, should be offered to his consideration, he would not know readily whether the same property
wer in this last or no, but would be forced, as often as a different triangle were brought before him (and the
different of triangles is infinite) to begin his contemplation anew; which he would have no need to do if he
had the use of names, for every universal name denotes the conceptions we have of infinite singular things.
[my Italics] (Hobbes, De Corpore, 1:79–80.) This is a striking rebuttal to the philosophical realism of Plato
and Descartes: there are no universals, there is only an infinity of variation.
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the dynamic interconnection between the mind and the heart. Second is the necessary turn
away from language insofar as language stands not as a reflection of thought but as a
proxy to worldly disorder. It is plausible that Hobbes would have refocused his efforts on
those aspects of his thought that were uniquely non-Cartesian in this regard: nominalism,
his metaphysics of matter and motion, the singular position of words (and later speech),
and the mechanics of the passions in that system, while also reconsidering those that
approximated Descartes’s thought.
Indeed there is already evidence to this effect in De Cive. Hobbes’s response to
Cartesian radical doubt in Elements was that well-defined words representing ideas that
one had sensed oneself carried truth, and this was enough for Hobbes to ignore the
skeptic critique and in turn the Cartesian reduction to the cogito. In De Cive, though,
Hobbes shifts from the idiosyncratic individual to something like popular consensus,
writing that
In like manner when it is demanded in Philosophy whether the same thing may entirely be
in divers places at once; the determination of the question depends on the knowledge of the
common consent of men about the signification of the word entire: for if men when they
say a thing is entirely somewhere doe signifie by common consent that they understand
nothing of the same to be elsewhere, it is false that the same thing is in divers places at
once: that truth therefore depends on the consents of men, and by the same reason in all
other questions concerning Right, and Philosophy. [My italics.]152

Thus the general parameters of Hobbes’s response to Cartesian linguistics can be framed
as a reevaluation of his nominalism.
When Hobbes first posited his nominalism, it was already, as Leibniz noted, an
extreme formulation insofar as it not only posited that universals existed only in
language, 153 but furthermore that truth itself was subordinated to the limitations of
nominalism and ergo to the definition of words. Under these conditions the transhistorical political-philosophical battle that Hobbes was fighting was in every case a
question of definitions and of an understanding that definitions were the extent to which
truth could be staked. Presupposing a metaphysics of matter and motion and a physiology
of mechanistic attraction and aversion, Hobbes could focus on the debate between
nominalism and philosophical realism (Platonism) without worrying about the underlying
applicability of those definitions. However, due to the unfixing of the passions, the
confusion wrought by imbedded intersubjectivity, and the concomitant unlinking of the
sense/name/signification process into a bifurcated one of sensing-naming and namingsignifying, Hobbes’s nominalism—especially insofar as it relates to matters of politics—
was faced with a new problem regarding the clash between motions of the heart and
motions of the brain.154 Here, Hobbes can now address Descartes’s mocking claim that
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Hobbes, De Cive, 248. Lending support to this argument is that Hobbes distinguishes this form of
reasoned thought on the definition of words from the biblically registered word of God. The bifurcation of
theological and worldly semantics is also notable insofar as it avoids the problem of the Cartesian
circularity wherein an idea that a benevolent God exists allows us to trust our clear ideas, while clear ideas
justify the belief in God.
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This is the physiological explanation of the rhetorical concept of in utramque partem, or the fact that all
questions regarding human values can be both positively and negatively redescribed. Note as well that this
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Hobbes’s system presupposes that a German speaker will not be able to understand a
French speaker when they discuss. Hobbes’s response is that in the hard sciences there
are no necessary impediments to communication, but that the German and the French will
not understand each other’s politics, at least in a politically meaningful way. The problem
lies in the fact that the attributes constituting the political subject are artificially
constructed in language, not naturally given.155
Though somewhat speculative, there are ample textual indications that Hobbes
had Descartes in mind while developing his theory of language and cognition. The
foremost bellwethers are Hobbes’s increased concern with the problem of differentiating
dreams from “right reason,” and his exclusion of the annihilation thought experiment
from Leviathan. These two concerns are inverse manifestations of the same conceptual
development: the exclusion of the annihilation thought experiment from Leviathan
corresponds with the inclusion of the problem of differentiating waking life from dreams.
In Elements, Hobbes’s solution to Descartes’s challenge was to posit that experience was
registered in language, and that the thinking being could be understood as a materialist
derivative even speculatively, with the world removed. In Leviathan, Hobbes realizes that
this position is not an adequate rebuttal and so he discards it, asserting instead that
experience is a continuous requirement because definitions need perpetual calibration and
the world, especially the political world, keeps changing. This in turn would force
Hobbes to rethink his version of the annihilation thought experiment, while reintroducing
the problem of dreams.
Descartes’s problem was that the senses could not be trusted, and therefore one
had to recede into thought in order to reconstruct an idea of the world free from skeptical
doubt. Hobbes, in Elements, presupposes a metaphysics of matter and motion, which
negates the thrust of Descartes’s radical doubt insofar as it relates to transcendent
categories; the major problem arises for Hobbes when one does not define one’s own
terms. This problem is solved, in Elements, by a reversion to private definitions and to
one’s own experience. In the debate between philosophical realism and nominalism, both
see the other as actually espousing a fictionalist theory, and neither party is therefore
willing to publicly entertain the philosophical foundations of the other. Nevertheless the
accusation does carry significant philosophical sting and despite Descartes’s own
dismissiveness and defensiveness, the accusation of fictionalism was nevertheless a valid
critique of Hobbes’s position. According to Descartes, Hobbes’s nominalism functionally
mimicked transcendentalism, which it in fact does.156 Descartes is therefore correct in
is both a subjective problem (regarding the person doing science) as well as an objective problem
(regarding the person as the object of science).
155
In the next section I will address the political-theoretical addendum that the argument forces upon
Pettit’s reading of Hobbes. Though of note here is another addendum regarding Pettit’s assertion of a
tripartite theory of human nature in Hobbes (pre-language; post-language discursive anarchic; postlanguage discursive order). Notably this tripartite system is seen through a philosophical (nominalist) lens
in the early works, while it is seen through a political lens in the later works.
156
I have focused exclusively here on Hobbes’s relationship to Descartes on a largely conceptual register.
However these were, of course, heady years for Hobbes, full of political turmoil but also great
philosophical output. I refer the reader to Martinich’s biography of Hobbes for more historical context
(Martinich, Hobbes, chap. 6&7.) It should surely be noted though, that Martinich’s biographical work
appears to bolster the claims being made here, at least insofar as they report on Hobbes’s philosophical
development.
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challenging Hobbes’s claim of the non-universal nature of geometry and mathematics
and as a consequence Hobbes was presumably prompted to reassert the extent to which
Hobbes’s nominalism was founded on his materialist theory of the mind, not his
metaphysics.157
1.2.2) The Political Significance: Amending Pettit
In Made With Words Pettit argues that language is constitutive of Hobbes’s whole
political philosophical system.158 Indeed, the surprise of Pettit’s work is that his thesis, so
far removed from most Hobbes scholarship, is not merely forcefully asserted—it is
extremely persuasively argued. Language, Pettit shows, is not merely an abstract question
of Hobbes’s nominalism, it is a rudimentary and ineluctable political concern.159 I am, in
almost all regards, in agreement with Pettit’s conclusions insofar as they relate to
Leviathan. What I want to argue here is that Pettit’s claims do not apply to the philosophy
of language in Elements.160 This claim is important because by tracking these changes in
Hobbes’s conception of language we can unearth the political and rhetorical salience of
the points made in Sections 1.1.1–1.1.4 above.161
The evolving socio-political significance of language in Hobbes can be seen in
Hobbes’s changing conception of power.162 In Elements, power, from the perspective of
the individual, is based first on the estimation of one’s own power, and second, in the
comparison of one’s own power to others as made apparent by objective observations of
the other agents power. Hobbes presupposes that the empirical assessment of relative
power is an unproblematic act of computation. In Elements, each step in the process is
determined by objective rational evaluation, first introspectively and then socially.
Hobbes begins by defining the powers of the individual:
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Tuck’s argument was sharply criticized by Perez Zagorin (Zagorin, “Hobbes’s Early Philosophical
Development.”) largely on the grounds that Tuck’s claim that Hobbes was writing against skepticism was
probably false. Accepting the argument thus far, we are now in a position to reconcile Zagorin’s critique
with Tuck’s analysis. Zagorin was right in noting the insufficiency of Hobbes’s rebuttal, but it was
insufficient because Hobbes had not yet developed an adequate conceptual retort. Over the course of the
1640s, however, Hobbes was able to develop his theory and securely rebut Descartes’s major philosophical
assertions. Furthermore, whether or not Zagorin is correct in asserting the independence of Hobbes’s
Elements from Descartes’s influence in the 1630s, or whether Tuck is correct or not, we can nevertheless
put forward the further argument that Hobbes’s redoubling of his efforts in developing his epistemology
and those elements of his thought regarding language were carried out in response to Descartes’s position.
See also: Machamer and McGuire, Descartes’s Changing Mind.
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This exact same critique can be applied to Terrence Bell’s great article. Ball, “Hobbes’ Linguistic Turn.”
Although here, I will focus only on Pettit’s work.
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Noteworthy as well is Timothy Stanton’s short commentary regarding the centrality of definitions in the
generation and regeneration of sovereignty. Stanton, “Hobbes’s Redefinition of the Commonwealth.”
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Though Pettit’s position that there are no significant changes to Hobbes’s theory of language in Made
With Words is presupposed, he takes a clear stand on Hobbes’s unchanging political “ontology” (his
language) in Philip Pettit, “Freedom in Hobbes’s Ontology and Semantics: A Comment on Quentin
Skinner,” Journal of the History of Ideas 73, no. 1 (2012): 111–126.
161
My critique of Pettit’s work belies the huge influence Pettit’s work has had on my reading of Hobbes, to
which I am deeply indebted.
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I am grateful to Dimitri D'Andrea of Università degli Studi di Firenze for prompting me to consider
more closely Hobbes’s changing conception of power.
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By this power I mean the same with the faculties of body and mind, mentioned in the first
chapter, that is to say, of the body, nutritive, generative, motive; and of the mind,
knowledge. And besides those, such farther powers, as by them are acquired (viz.) riches,
place of authority, friendship or favour, and good fortune[.]163

Power is both relative and empirically determined. One’s self-understanding of one’s
relative power is confirmed by the use of that power in practice. This practice signifies to
other actors the presence of that power in the agent. Hobbes defines “honour” as “to
conceive or acknowledge, that that man hath the odds or excess of power above him that
contendeth or compareth himself.” 164 Honor is “those signs for which one man
acknowledgeth power or excess above his concurrent in another.”165 The calculation of
all that honors and all that dishonors “make[s] the value or WORTH of a man.”166
Notable here is that every step in the process of valuation and comparison is
characterized as a simple process of ratiocination using empirical and demonstrable facts.
In the next chapter of Elements, Hobbes brings to the fore the imaginary life of power.
Glory is the imagination of one’s power as greater than the power of others. False glory
is the presumption of glory founded on the opinions of others. One can have glory based
on the fictional assessment of one’s relative power, but Hobbes characterizes this as
merely vain and unprofitable “as when a man imagineth himself to do the actions
whereof he readeth in some romant.”167 Hobbes illustrates this vainglory, writing that it is
“exemplified in the fable by the fly sitting on the axletree, and saying to himself, what a
dust do I raise!”168
Hobbes’s theory of power in Elements is, as expected, aligned with the theory of
language and epistemology explicated above. What is notable is that in Elements, power
is a fundamentally rational calculation and for the most part not subject to significant
miscalculation. Moreover, any error in calculation results only in private absurdity that
does not unfold into political corruption exactly because it is groundless and therefore
impotent. In Leviathan the formal definition of power is largely unchanged, but the
social, political, and epistemic manifestations are significantly altered. The first general
addendum is a shift towards an understanding of power as a relative social measure. “The
greatest of human powers,” Hobbes writes, “is that which is compounded of the Powers
163

Hobbes, Elements, 8.4.
Ibid., 8.5.
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Ibid.
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Ibid.
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Ibid., 9.1.
168
Ibid. Notably, especially in regards to subsequent chapters of this dissertation, Hobbes follows this
critique of vainglory with an attack on Roman and theatric actio (see sections 4.4 & 4.6 respectively),
writing that “The expression of vain glory is that we call a wish, which some of the Schoolmen, mistaking
for some appetite distinct from all the rest, have called velleity, making a new word, as they made a new
passion which was not before. Signs of vain glory in the gesture, are imitation of others, counterfeiting
attention to things they understand not, affectation of fashions, captation of honour from their dreams, and
other little stories of themselves, from their country, from their names, and the like.” Ibid. There are other
reasons as well which I will address in Chapter Three, for example the concepts of representation and
authorization. Pettit repeatedly deploys these ideas in his explication of the thought of Hobbes as a whole,
but, as we will see and as has been argued by others, these concepts are barely discernable in early Hobbes.
These are technologies only introduced in Leviathan. It is perhaps of note that these technologies are only
conceivable if we presuppose a more robust concept of language as well.
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of most men, united by consent, in one person, Natural or Civill, that has the use of all
their Powers depending on his will; such as is the Power of a Common-wealth [.]”169
Power is subject to all the vagaries of intersubjective communication but is also made
malleable to those adept in the rhetorical arts. Similarly, Hobbes writes of the “reputation
of power” as itself being power, “because it draweth with it the adhaerence of those that
need protection.”170 Hobbes, in a distinctly Machiavellian turn, expands these same logics
to include love of country (which begets popularity) as well as general fear and love, both
of which evince popularity. Most strikingly, Hobbes goes on to note that “Eloquence is
power; because it is seeming Prudence.” 171 As though to force the point, Hobbes
proceeds to write that
The sciences are small powers; because not eminent, and therefore, not acknowledged in
any man; nor are at all, but in a few, and in them, but of a few things. For science is of that
nature, as none can understand it to be, but such as in a good measure have attained it.172

Neither reputation nor eloquence are mentioned as powers in Elements; indeed, both are
explicitly characterized as powerless.
Consider likewise the concept of vainglory in both texts.173 The definition of
vainglory found in Elements reads:
the fiction (which also is imagination) of actions done by ourselves, which never were
done, is glorying; but because it begetteth no appetite nor endeavour to any further attempt,
it is merely vain and unprofitable; as when a man imagineth himself to do the actions
whereof he readeth in some romance, or to be like unto some other man whose acts he
admireth. And this is called VAIN GLORY: and is exemplified in the fable by the fly
sitting on the axletree, and saying to himself, What a dust do I raise!174

In Elements vainglory is constitutively unproblematic because its underlying motivations
are fictitious and, as such, are negated immediately when brought into contact with actual
experience (which in turn makes it a politically impotent passion). So, for example, the
weaker man may believe himself to be the stronger up until the moment in which the
consequences of those beliefs are made visceral. In comparison, in Leviathan Hobbes
writes of vainglory that:
Of the Passions that most frequently are the causes of Crime, one, is Vain-glory, or a
foolish over-rating of their own worth; as if difference of worth were an effect of their wit,
or riches, or bloud, or some other natural quality, not depending on the Will of those that
have the Sovereign Authority. From whence proceedeth a Presumption that the
punishments ordained by the Lawes, and extended generally to all Subjects, ought not to be
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inflicted on them, with the same rigor they are inflicted on poore, obscure, and simple men,
comprehended under the name of the Vulgar.175

The change is again clear. In Leviathan, the fly can actually raise dust, so to speak, and
do so against the obvious sovereign authority in full awareness of the power of that
authority. It is for this reason that the vainglorious man becomes a central problem in
Hobbes’s later political writings.
Characterizing the extent of the shifts that have taken place, we must only
compare the story of the fly deployed in Elements to that of the cuckold in Behemoth, a
story sometimes referred to as the “problem of Essex.”176 The Duke of Essex was doubly
and very publicly unlucky in love. King James annulled his first marriage after it was
medically proven that their marriage was never consummated, while the Duke’s second
wife was given to adultery. In 1642 the Duke of Essex was appointed as general of the
parliamentary armies and, as Kahn notes, roundly acclaimed as a man of chivalry and
virtue. His royalist opponents preferred to promote the Duke’s personal failings and were
said to carry banners into war exclaiming: “Cuckold, we come[!]”177 The taunt was said
to have infuriated the Duke, and, more importantly, Hobbes in Behemoth ascribes part of
the blame for the civil war itself on the Duke’s hurt pride and vainglory—a far cry from
the fly’s real incapacity to act in Elements. 178 The point is that this fairly radical
reconsideration of the power of opinion to inflame the passions—irrespective of all
objective or realist conditions—is largely novel in Leviathan. The foregoing
considerations allow us to put in historical parentheses Pettit’s thesis regarding the
centrality of language in Hobbes insofar as it can be shown that Pettit’s strongest claims
apply only to Leviathan and not to either De Cive or Elements.
Finally, comparative examples can be given of Hobbes’s changing thoughts on
the matter in his characterization of the ancient exhortation nosce teipsum, which he cites
in each text. In Elements he deploys it as the introspective tool for axiomatic thinking on
the diverse passions of men:
Now, if we consider the power of those deceptions of sense […] and also how unconstantly
names have been settled, and how subject they are to equivocation, and how diversified by
passions […] and how subject men are to paralogism or fallacy of reasoning, I may in a
manner conclude, that it is impossible to rectify so many errors of any one man, as must
needs proceed from those causes, without beginning anew from the very first grounds of all
our knowledge, sense; and instead of books, reading over orderly one’s own conceptions:
in which meaning I take nosce teipsum.179

Here we find an echo of the annihilation thought experiment, embodied in the exhortation
to know thyself. Here, to know oneself is to know one’s own physiological processes of
attraction and aversion in exclusion from the world, a reflection which is then used and
175
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extrapolated in order to form a conception of human nature. It is, Hobbes concludes, “a
precept worthy the reputation it hath gotten” (my italics).180 Contrastingly, Hobbes writes
in Leviathan
Concerning the first, there is a saying much usurped of late, That Wisdome is acquired, not
by reading of Books, but of Men. Consequently whereunto, those persons, that for the most
part can give no other proof of being wise, take great delight to show what they think they
have read in men, by uncharitable censures of one another behind their backs.181

“But,” Hobbes continues,
there is another saying not of late understood [my italics], by which they might learn truly
to read one another, if they would take the pains; and that is, Nosce teipsum, Read thy self:
which was not meant, as it is now used, to countenance, either the barbarous state of men
in power, towards their inferiors; or to encourage men of low degree, to a sawcie behaviour
towards their betters; But to teach us, that for the similitude of the thoughts, and Passions
of one man, to the thoughts, and Passions of another, whosoever looketh into himself, and
considereth what he doth when he does think, opine, reason, hope, feare, &c, and upon
what grounds; he shall thereby read and know, what are the thoughts and Passions of all
other men upon the like occasions.182

He concludes that
the similitude of Passions, which are the same in all men, desire, feare, hope, &c; not the
similitude of the objects of the Passions, which are the things desired, feared, hoped, &c:
for these the constitution individuall, and particular education do so vary, and they are so
easie to be kept from our knowledge, that the characters of mans heart, blotted and
confounded as they are, with dissembling, lying, counterfeiting, and erroneous doctrines,
are legible onely to him that searcheth hearts. And though by mens actions wee do discover
their design sometimes; yet to do it without comparing them with our own, and
distinguishing all circumstances, by which the case may come to be altered, is to decypher
without a key, and be for the most part deceived, by too much trust, or by too much
diffidence, as he that reads is himself a good or evil man.183

Thus in Leviathan, nosce teipsum is both “not of late understood” and redefined as read
thyself. Note as well that it is reframed as a comparative and social process. The problem
is no longer only one of misnomers and fallacious ratiocination; it is a problem of
piercing the semantic tumult, and bringing it under order. This takes us to the final
subject of this chapter: Hobbes and rhetoric.
1.2.3) The Rhetorical Significance: Qualifying Skinner (et al.)
In Reason and Rhetoric in the Philosophy of Hobbes, Quentin Skinner argues that
Hobbes’s shift as explained here is due to his reconsideration of the humanist rhetorical
180
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tradition. Specifically, Skinner argues that Hobbes’s scientific period writings are explicit
rejections of the humanist tradition’s core assertion regarding the rudimentary importance
of rhetoric to all aspects of life, and concomitantly an assertion that scientific proofs
founded upon perspicuous definitions are themselves inherently persuasive.184 Whereas
the humanist rhetoricians presupposed that all topics could be understood in utramque
partem (on both sides), Hobbes staked a claim for truth in the singular monolithic sense.
Perspicuously defined scientific proofs negated the possibility of paradiastolic speech,
and inversely, paradiastolic speech flagged the speaker’s ignorance. Skinner argues that
Hobbes’s position changed at some point between the first publication of De Cive in 1642
and the publication of Leviathan in 1651, perhaps because of the lack of political traction
gained by his earlier works, or perhaps because, as one commentator wrote, “the project
of a purely demonstrative political science has shipwrecked on the cliffs of political
reality,”185 or more specifically because the English Civil War culminated in the regicide
of Charles I. Regardless of the exact reason, Skinner argues that the result was Hobbes
abandoning his belief in the persuasive power of science, reconsidering the persuasive
potential of rhetoric, and consequently proposing a productive synthesis of the two where
rhetoric would be put to the service of science, especially the human sciences.
This shift is easy to track. In contrast to Elements and De Cive where in every
case rhetoric is characterized negatively, in Leviathan Hobbes is, in places, much more
sympathetic. This is not immediately apparent however. Thus, for example, Hobbes
writes in the conclusion to fifth chapter of Leviathan that
The light of humane minds is Perspicuous Words, but by exact definitions first snuffed,
and purged from ambiguity; Reason is the pace [method]; Encrease of Science, the way;
and the Benefit of man-kind, the end. And, on the contrary, Metaphors, and senselesse and
ambiguous words, are like ignes fatui; and reasoning upon them, is wandering amongst
innumerable absurdities; and their end, contention, and sedition, or contempt.186

At first Hobbes appears to be parroting Elements, even augmenting the general
mechanistic rationality of Elements. And yet, against this, Hobbes writes in the
conclusion to Leviathan that
Again, in all Deliberations, and in all Pleadings, the faculty of solid Reasoning, is
necessary: for without it, the Resolutions of men are rash, and their Sentences unjust: and
yet if there be not powerfull Eloquence, which procureth attention and Consent, the effect
of Reason will be little.187

That is, the rhetorical arts, though in large part problematic, are nonetheless in certain
circumstances necessary tools for the institution and promulgation of a political science.
Hobbes’s argument is based on a twofold shift regarding the intrinsic power of reason
and the intrinsic power of rhetoric.
184
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Regarding the intrinsic power of reason, in Leviathan Hobbes wholly abandons
the inevitability of human epistemic progress. By the time Hobbes had started to write
Leviathan he had reached a point where the political salience of Elements and De Cive
were demonstrably nil. But he had also come to this conclusion at a theoretical level, for
there had been a diminishing of perspicuity of definitions if anything. Davenant, who
worked under the constant guidance of Hobbes during the years that Hobbes was working
on Leviathan, notes precisely this in his Preface to Gondibert:
Language, which is the onely Creature of Man’s creation, hath like a Plant seasons of
flourishing and decay, like Plants is remov’d from one soile to another, and by being so
transplanted doth often gather vigour and increase. But as it is false husbandry to graft old
branches upon young stocks, so we may wonder that our Language (not long before his
time created out of a confusion of others, and then beginning to flourish like a new Plant)
should as helps to its increase receive from his hand new grafts of old wither’d words.188

This idea that language can “flourish and decay,” that it is entropic as opposed to
rationally aggregating, is not present in Elements. It is, however, exactly in line with, and
indeed a predictable consequence of, Hobbes’s new linguistic and cognitive theory in
Leviathan.
Regarding rhetoric, in Leviathan Hobbes’s appears to have realized that
persuasion is not wholly negative or disparate from scientific truth, but can, in the moral
and political sciences, serve an integral function in their propagation because both the
passions and the social world are integral to the process of ratiocination. Thus, in direct
contradiction to Elements, Hobbes writes in Leviathan that
So also Reason, and Eloquence, (thought not perhaps in the Naturall Sciences, yet in the
Morall) may stand very well together. For wheresoever there is place for adorning and
preferring Errour, there is much more place for adorning and preferring of Truth, if they
have it to adorn.189

Eloquence, what Hobbes had dismissed in Elements as the pointless “concur[ring] to
dispose other men to sedition,”190 is now a constitutive element of the pedagogical mode
of his epistemology.
Accepting the general outline of Hobbes’s shift and Skinner’s interpretation
thereof, what then are the implications for the understanding of Hobbes’s rhetorical turn
when the analysis of the changes to Hobbes’s philosophy of language is taken into
account? I believe they are profound, for when we approach Hobbes’s thought and
Hobbes’s style, as Hobbes would propose we do—from the disparate constitutive
elements (here language) and then proceeding towards a more complex constituted
system (here style and politics)—we find an alternative explanation for Hobbes’s
rhetorical turn, and far more fundamental one. Put most bluntly, it appears possible that
we can explain both Hobbes’s turn away from rhetoric, as well as his turn back to
188

Davenant, Gondibert, 6. For a longer discussion on Hobbes’s relationship with Davenant see Richard
Hillyer, Hobbes and His Poetic Contemporaries: Cultural Transmission in Early Modern England, First
Edition (Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), chap. 2.
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rhetoric, on the basis of Hobbes’s philosophy of language. Hobbes’s theory of language
in Elements logically entailed a critique of the rhetorical arts, not because the rhetorical
arts are ineffective, but because scientific truths are held to be inherently persuasive.191
And the inverse holds for Leviathan where the anthropological, semantic, semiotic, and
epistemic theories—as well as theories of the passions and agents—necessitated a
reconsideration of the rhetorical arts and the powers of persuasion more generally.
This does not negate Skinner’s thesis, but rather qualifies it and situates it within a
different set of logics. Whereas Skinner has argued that these passages are indicative of
Hobbes’s reconsideration of the humanist rhetorical tradition, what this chapter has
shown is that Hobbes’s turn to the humanist tradition was not the cause of his
reconsideration of the place of rhetoric in his political philosophy, but rather the effect.
This applies as much to his understanding of rhetoric as a newly powerful tactic, and to
his theory of the now-subjectively unstable agent. Sometime in the 1640s, perhaps as a
reaction to Descartes, and perhaps catalyzed by his discovery of Vesalius, Hobbes
became aware of a set of serious problems relating to language, “right reason,” and the
passions as calling for something more than the rational intervention he had asserted in
Elements and De Cive. It is in light of this requirement that I argue Hobbes turned back to
the rhetorical arts.
The point about Hobbes’s turning back to rhetoric is that the development of his
philosophy of language, newly unmoored by the newfound frailty of definitions, is coeval
with the development of his rhetoric. We can posit an illuminating speculative
counterfactual: in order for Skinner (et al.) to sustain their theses regarding Hobbes’s
rhetorical turn, they would have to also implicitly defend the further argument that
Hobbes reconfigured his theory of language and all its elements either: (a) in response to
his new appreciation for rhetoric, or (b) completely independently (but in perfect
correspondence) thereof. While (a) is surely a possibility, it is implausible; (b) is
similarly unlikely. More plausible, as I have argued, is that Hobbes’s rhetorical shift
followed the changes tracked in Sections 1.1.1–1.1.4.192
There are three major implications of this qualification of Skinner. First, it implies
that Hobbes’s turn to rhetoric was primarily due to endogenous concerns regarding the
political subject as linked to language and cognition, not exogenous political concerns—
which from this point of view are a product of the linguistic problem. Second, and
consequent to the first, Hobbes’s use of rhetoric cannot only be a text-centered program
used to persuade the reader qua author but must pertain to the relationship of the political
subject qua sovereign—the subject, notably, being an agent constituted in and through
language. The Leviathan, as I will argue in Chapter Four, from this point of view may be
best understood as an idiosyncratic addition to the mirrors for princes literary tradition.
Finally, understanding Hobbes’s rhetorical turn as subordinate to the linguistic shifts
tracked throughout this chapter allows for the connections that link Tuck, Pettit, and
Skinner’s respective analyses to become apparent.
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Hobbes here is making the argument that Aristotle made in Rhetoric where he says that other teachers
know only how to stir the passions of the audience, not how to inform the jury. Aristotle, On Rhetoric,
1.1.4–8. This is, in turn, a version of Socrates’s critique of rhetoric in Gorgias.
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1.3) Conclusion
A widespread presumption that Hobbes’s philosophy of language does not undergo any
fundamental changes from its first manifestation in Elements to its later iteration in
Leviathan has long prevailed among Hobbes scholars. The first part of this chapter has
shown this presumption to be false on four counts: (1) An intersubjective-linguistic
moment comes much earlier in Leviathan, where there is a new focus on language use
and definition; (2) there is a shift from a denotational to a connotational philosophy of
language; (3) there is a shift from a physiological to a cognitive/physiological theory of
the passions; and finally (4) a new epistemology is wrought which takes into account the
dynamism between the passions in ratiocination. Together these four points constitute a
significant reconsideration of Hobbes’s philosophy of language.
Hobbes’s philosophy is holistic, with each aspect being related to the next in a
logically, physically, and practically continuous chain. Adjustments or refinements of one
aspect, no matter how rudimentary (indeed, especially if rudimentary) must be accounted
for in the rest of his philosophic system. This is an especially important consideration
since Hobbes’s moral and political philosophy are constructed atop the foundations of his
linguistic and cognitive philosophy. In Elements language functions as a largely neutral
arbiter between vital drives and the world. Within this system, there are no major
conceptual problems in linking Hobbes’s metaphysics of materialism and motion to his
mechanics, to his theory of the passions, to his moral theory, and finally to his political
theory. In Leviathan, however, this is not the case. There Hobbes’s metaphysics came
into conflict with Hobbes’s nominalism the moment he came to understand that the
passions are intertwined with cognition. This fundamental shift represents a break from
largely compartmentalized systems in Elements to a essential interaction of these systems
in Leviathan. Man’s natural passions in Leviathan are newly problematic because they
are overwhelmed by the artificial passions derived from language—both public creations
and private phantasms. Though still nominally materialistic and mechanistic, change
constitutes a substantive change from physiological-mechanistic anthropology to a
psychological-linguistic anthropology. From a socio-political perspective, language
becomes the site upon which subsequent moral and political systems will be constructed:
it is a shift from a foundational to an anti-foundational philosophy.193 It is for this reason
that the invention of speech represents such a schismatic historical point in Leviathan: it
creates a break between the natural animalism of the human being and the artificial life of
the mind of the human.
In 1640 Hobbes believed that knowledge invariably prevailed over opinion, and
that perspicuous definitions and syllogistic reasoning based on those definitions were the
vessels of this slow intellectual progress. By 1651 Hobbes had inverted this equation. In
contrast to Elements, in Leviathan we find a linguistically entropic system in which
words and subjects are fundamentally and always tending to disorder. In Leviathan, it is
opinion that rules because opinion rules the passions. For knowledge to rule, it must find
solidarity with opinion. Knowledge in itself is powerless in Leviathan, requiring alliance
193
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with opinion in order to rule the minds of men. The resolutive object of the compositive
science of politics, namely the political subject, is newly problematic in Leviathan.
This chapter focused very closely on the development of Hobbes’s philosophy of
language and its significance for how we understand those aspects of Hobbes’s thought
most immediately related to language more broadly. In some sense these concerns may
appear as somewhat parochial, especially insofar as they relate to Hobbes’s politicaltheoretical project. Indeed, most of the scholarship on Hobbes’s political theory simply
bypasses these concerns. In the following chapter, I set out to show how Hobbes’s theory
of regimes and regimes change is derivative of Hobbes’s epistemology, and, in doing so,
to show the essential theoretical importance of Hobbes’s philosophy of language to
Hobbes’s political project.
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