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The Difficulties of Hobbes
Interpretation
Deborah Baumgold
University of Oregon

Idiosyncrasies of Hobbes’s composition process, together with a paucity of
reliable autobiographical materials and the norms of seventeenth-century
manuscript production, render interpretation of his political theory particu-
larly difficult and contentious. These difficulties are surveyed here under
three headings: (1) the process of “serial” composition (meaning the production
of multiple, often expanded, versions of a work), which was common in the
period; (2) the relationship between Hobbes’s three political-theory texts—
the Elements of Law, De Cive, and Leviathan, which is basic to defining the
textual embodiment of his theory, and controversial; and (3) his method of
writing. I argue that Hobbes’s composition process undercut his intention to
produce a deductive, logical theory of politics and opened the door to incon-
sistency and muddle in his arguments.

Keywords: Leviathan; history of the book

There is a developing interest among Hobbes scholars in the idiosyn-
crasies of his texts. A generation ago, we became preoccupied with

approaches to interpretation when Hobbes studies became the site for
sophisticated applications of approaches as diverse as contextualist history
and game theory. Now, attention is turning to the nature of the texts them-
selves. The concern links Hobbes studies into the field of the “history of the
book,” which treats the historical sociology of book and manuscript pro-
duction.1 Markers of the renewed interest in Hobbes’s texts include a 2003
critical edition of Leviathan, edited by Karl Schuhmann and G. A. J.
Rogers, who devote a volume to comparing seventeenth- through twenty-
first-century editions;2 François Tricaud’s introduction and French transla-
tion of the Latin Leviathan;3 as well as the ongoing project of Clarendon
Press, under Noel Malcolm’s direction, to produce a definitive collected
edition that will supersede the nineteenth-century Molesworth.
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828 Political Theory

It is illustrative that a recently published volume of essays on Leviathan
After 350 Years opens with a section on “Leviathan among Hobbes’s
Political Writings,” in which the essays take on the question of whether
Leviathan is continuous with, or distinct from, the earlier Elements of Law
and De Cive.4 Are they three independent texts or a single, reworked one?
In the case of most classics in the tradition of political theory, the question
of what constitutes the text would never arise. But in the case of Leviathan,
it is basic. In this essay, I propose to lay out why the question arises and
what it entails, as well as to explore related problems of continuity and con-
sistency among Hobbes’s political-theory texts.

Hobbes studies have an amorphous subject because of his practice of
serially composing multiple works with overlapping content and argu-
ments. Common as a practice among early-modern authors, serial compo-
sition invites interpretive disputes over the definition of the relevant set of
texts and the relationship between them, their continuity or lack thereof. In
Hobbes’s case, these problems are compounded by the particular way in
which he went about serial composition. John Aubrey, a friend and his first
biographer, described the method as it played out in the composition of
Leviathan: Hobbes

walked much and contemplated, and he had in the head of his Staffe a pen
and inke-horne, carried always a Note-book in his pocket, and as soon as a
notion darted, he presently entred it into his Booke . . . . He had drawn the
Designe of the Booke into Chapters, etc. so he knew whereabout it would
come in.5

When he slotted new material into pre-existing frameworks, Hobbes did not
always rework the text in the interest of consistency.

Hence the upshot of serially composing works in this fashion was to
make consistency problematic both between and within works. The
Elements of Law (1640), De Cive (1642, with a second edition in 1647),
and Leviathan (1651) were produced in several languages over the course
of the long Civil War decade, and publication of related works continued
through 1668. For any author, such a publication history could be expected
to breed problems of inconsistency between works as the author’s thinking
changes and develops over time. In Hobbes’s case, the tumultuous context,
to which many changes in his arguments responded, only increased the
occasions for inconsistency.6 But it was his habit of slotting new material
into old that made changes between works into a source of internal as well
as external inconsistency. When he left old formulations standing next to
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new ones, the upshot was at least complication and, sometimes, contradic-
tion. A well-known example is the dual accounts of the political covenant
in Leviathan—nonresistance (an account which is developed in the
Elements and De Cive) and authorization (new to Leviathan).7 Leviathan,
because of its place in the queue as well as the political shifts in place by
the end of the Civil War decade, is the most complicated and multilayered
of the texts. It is illuminating to compare it with, say, Capital. In both cases,
interpreters trace the development of ideas through and from earlier texts;
however, in Hobbes’s case this development is inscribed within the master-
piece as well. It is as though interpreters had to confront not only an “early”
versus a “late” Marx, but also a Capital that carried over layers of argu-
mentation from the 1844 Manuscripts and the German Ideology.8

Hobbes studies are further complicated by the fact that Hobbes burned
much of his correspondence late in life, so we have little direct autobio-
graphical evidence of his intentions, political or authorial. This is particu-
larly the case for his political ideas. In the magisterial edition of the
surviving correspondence, edited by Noel Malcolm, there are few letters on
political ideas and political theory, and these do not offer major insights.
Hobbes left two autobiographies, one in verse and one prose, but these were
completed in the last decade of his life, long after he’d written his political
theory.9 Other, scattered autobiographical statements are suspiciously
opportunist: during the Interregnum, he would profess support for the
Republic but afterward protest loyalty to the Stuarts. The paucity and
uncertain reliability of this autobiographical evidence give the texts pecu-
liar importance for understanding Hobbes’s intentions, and yet the texts
themselves are problematic. It seems perverse, or at least ill-luck for inter-
preters, that Hobbes studies have both a complicated object and limited
autobiographical information.

The composition process behind Hobbes’s political treatises generated
three, related problems, which are my present focus: an amorphous text;
continuity and discontinuity among his political-theory texts; and the issue
of consistency between and within works. Consider, to start with, the most
basic of questions: what would a student assigned to read Hobbes’s politi-
cal theory check out of the library? His ideas were first circulated in a man-
uscript titled The Elements of Law in the spring of 1640, just following the
close of the Short Parliament. In short order, Hobbes translated, reworked,
and expanded the treatise into a new volume, in Latin, titled De Cive, which
circulated in a small, private edition in 1642. To this, he added a new pref-
ace and additional notes to produce a second, larger, and public edition in
1647. Leviathan appeared four years later, in England and in English. Nor
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is this all. A Latin version of Leviathan came out in 1668. There are also De
Corpore (1655) and De Homine (1658), which cover some of the same ter-
ritory as Leviathan. In a discussion of “Hobbesian Sources of Leviathan,”
Rogers and Schuhmann list five works as possible sources, adding to the
above De Motu (1643, published in 1973 as Critique du De Mundo de
Thomas White).10 Behemoth, Hobbes’s post-Restoration history of the Civil
War, is sometimes added to the list for its retrospective evidence of the evo-
lution of his political thinking.11 It is thus literally the case that Hobbes’s
political theory is not embodied in a determinate text or texts: at this sim-
plest of levels, the object of interpretation is ambiguous and contestable.

Interpreters do not even agree, secondly, about the relationship between
the three core political-theory texts. The editors of major new editions hold
different views. On the one hand, Noel Malcolm sees them as basically con-
tinuous: he describes The Elements of Law as presenting “an almost fully
fledged statement of Hobbes’s entire political philosophy. His two later
published versions of his theory, De cive and Leviathan, would develop fur-
ther some of the points of detail, but the essential lineaments would remain
the same.”12 Rogers and Schuhmann’s introduction to Leviathan maintains,
to the contrary, “The Elements of Law does not play any direct role in the
elaboration of Leviathan . . . There is no ascertainable direct link between
the two works.” Only De Cive and Leviathan, in their view, are organically
related.13

From debates about continuity, it is a short step to the bedrock issue of
consistency among Hobbes’s arguments, which in one form or another is
central in much of the secondary literature. Two major illustrations are
Hobbes’s treatment of the relationship between church and state, and the
addition in Leviathan’s “Review and Conclusion” of the seemingly non-
contractarian principle of a “mutuall Relation between Protection and
Obedience.”14 In the first case, controversy stems from a passage in De Cive
that seems to assign the clergy independent interpretive authority, which
contradicts the Erastian antipathy to clerical independence that Hobbes
asserts elsewhere. In the second, the question is how the new argument
squares with the contract theory that Hobbes had developed over the long
Civil War decade and that remains, of course, a centerpiece of Leviathan.
Such inconsistencies merit (re)examination in light of Hobbes’s writing
process.

Recently, several commentators have conceptualized Hobbesian incon-
sistency as the root problem, in and of itself, that underlies many specific
disputes. Lodi Nauta takes on the thesis of radical change and inconsistency
writ large:
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It has become something of an orthodoxy among Hobbes scholars to see a
dramatic change in Hobbes’s intellectual development in the 1640s, that is,
between the earlier works The Elements of Law Natural and Politic (1640)
and De Cive (1642) on the one hand and Leviathan (1651) on the other.
Various accounts have been given to explain these differences . . . but what
they have in common is their stress on the radical character of Hobbes’s turn
of mind in that crucial decade of his exile.15

Nauta argues, to the contrary: “there is much more continuity between the
three works than this picture suggests” and therefore the “developmental”
thesis concerning his radical change of mind is fundamentally mistaken.16

A second, more complicated view is laid out by Kinch Hoekstra, who
identifies the developmental thesis as one of two characteristic approaches
to the problem of inconsistency: “Faced with a brilliant philosopher who
subscribes to such evidently contradictory doctrines, philosophers and his-
torians tend to react differently.” On the one hand, “Historians are inclined
. . . to offer a developmental account, according to which Hobbes changed
his mind over time as his circumstances changed.” “Philosophers,” on the
other hand, “ascribe to Hobbes the view they take to be strongest, and
regard the others as more or less unfortunate utterances.” Hoekstra points
out flaws in both approaches. The historical, developmental one makes the
error of assuming consistency within works: when in fact, e.g., “Hobbes
upholds a de facto theory, a kind of royalism, and consent theory in the
same works.” And “the problem with the philosophical approach is that it
dismisses much of what Hobbes says.”17 Instead, Hoekstra plumps for a
third approach to interpretation, one in which the goal is to uncover an
underlying conceptual consistency that ties together apparently divergent
arguments—a “doctrine of doctrines.”18 At root, Hoekstra shares with
Nauta the assumption that Hobbesian inconsistency must have a substan-
tive, intellectual explanation. In common with the vast run of literature on
specific disputes, their aim is to construct substantive explanations that tie
together his arguments, whether at the level of particular topics or in the
form of a grand, unifying theme.

The other possibility, to be examined here, is that inconsistency was sim-
ply the product of Hobbes’s composition process. There may be less to the
problem than interpreters commonly assume in the sense that, in some to
many instances, it may have no deeper rationale than his way of writing. It
is an unsettling thesis, which some may criticize for dissolving the philo-
sophical interest of Hobbes’s arguments. Surely, it may be objected, it is
more productive to engage with their substance than it is to trace their
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accretion through the several texts, regardless of what we may learn from the
composition process. Even more unsettling may be the implied dissolution
of the textual referent itself. In a paradoxical way, might study of the com-
position process not render interpretation more rather than less fluid?
Through attending to the complexities of the composition process, do we not
unmoor the theory and magnify the interpretive process into one of con-
structing text as well as meaning? Other critics, though less sceptical, may
still wonder how knowledge of the composition process should affect inter-
pretive practice and evaluation. If this study is more than a case in the history
of the book, what guidance does it offer for Hobbes studies and for inter-
pretation generally? These are questions to which to return in conclusion.

Serial Composition

Our interpretive landscape pits positivists, who hold that texts are dis-
crete, “authorially sanctioned, contained, and historically definable”
objects against constructivists, who see them “as always incomplete, and
therefore open, unstable, subject to a perpetual re-making by readers, per-
formers, or audience.”19 However, in medieval and early-modern manu-
script production, another possibility obtained: texts were unstable because
of continual revision by their authors. Harold Love’s study of Scribal
Publication describes the process of continual authorial revision that man-
uscript production encouraged. When authors controlled the process of
manuscript publication, texts could remain “obstinately in process.” He
proposes the label “serial composition” for the phenomenon of texts
“subject to incessant revision.” Whereas our “print culture” focuses on, and
distinguishes among, the products of writing, serial composition could
make process more important than outcome. Rather than assume that
revised editions reflect an impulse to perfect a text, Love argues that the
process of scribal production could be “one of change for change’s sake or
of an ongoing adaptation to the expectations of readers. Versions produced
in this way do not so much replace as augment each other.” Hence we might
do better to regard serial compositions as akin to “a musician playing vari-
ations on a favorite theme” rather than as efforts to produce a perfect text.20

The concept of a text did not, of course, change overnight with the intro-
duction of print publication. Scribal culture influenced authorial practice in
print publications throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The
practice of producing new works by expanding and reworking existing
material was ubiquitous in the period. Francis Bacon, for whom Hobbes
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worked as a secretary as a young man, produced thirteen editions of his
Essayes between 1597 and 1625; the work expanded from ten essays in the
original to fifty-eight in a volume three times longer.21 Other examples of
serial composition include Foxe’s widely read Book of Martyrs, which went
through “four substantially different editions of ever-increasing size and
complexity” between 1570 and 1583.22 In the next century, there were six
editions between 1621 and 1651 of Robert Burton’s Anatomy of
Melancholy, which grew in length from a third to a half million words.23

Against this background, let us turn to consider the serial production of
The Elements of Law, De Cive, and Leviathan, looking at what we know
about these texts (and also what we do not know). Hobbes’s report of his
development as a thinker is a familiar story and feeds his reputation for
being one of the most logical of thinkers. In 1630, he fell in love with
geometry.24 For his work, this meant proceeding (as a correspondent put it
later in the decade) on the basis of “definitions collected out of a deep
insight into the things themselues” as opposed to common “notions and
apprehensions.”25 Then came his plan for a unified science, progressing
from physics to psychology to politics, which Hobbes claimed to have
framed sometime after returning to England from the Continent in the mid-
1630s. “These were my Studies then,” he later wrote, “and in these three
Consists the whole Course of Philosophy: Man, Body, Citizen, for these I
do Heap Matter up, designing three Books too.”26

The Elements of Law

Despite Hobbes’s narrative, there is some reason to be skeptical as to
whether, in fact, his first political-theory treatise, The Elements of Law, was
actually a product of the plan.27 The work opens with a different outline,
progressing not from physics to psychology to politics but from psychology
to politics to law: “The true and perspicuous explication of the Elements of
Laws, Natural and Politic, which is my present scope, dependeth upon the
knowledge of what is human nature, what is a body politic, and what it is
we call a law.”28

It is clear, at least, that the geometrical model was in play. “The first
principle of knowledge,” Hobbes explains in the work:

is, that we have such and such conceptions; the second, that we have thus and
thus named the things whereof they are conceptions; the third is, that we have
joined those names in such manner, as to make true propositions; the fourth
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and last is, that we have joined those propositions in such manner as they be
concluding. And by these four steps the conclusion is known and evident, and
the truth of the conclusion said to be known.29

Following through on this idea of science, most of the text is constructed
around a scaffolding of defined terms, which are highlighted in black gothic
script and linked with transitions signposting the progress of the argu-
ment.30 However, the method breaks down in the last chapters of the work,
where the scaffolding of highlighted terms is absent from chapters twenty-
one, twenty-four, and twenty-six through twenty-nine (on forms of govern-
ment, religion, causes of rebellion, the sovereign’s duties, and law).

What happened? The Elements was written at the direction of the Earl of
Newcastle31 during, Hobbes said in a much later autobiography, the Short
Parliament that met for less than a month in the spring of 1640.32 Yet it seems
doubtful that he actually could have composed so lengthy and systematic a
treatise in so short a period of time; and more likely that during that time he
simply finished a manuscript that had largely been prepared over some
longer stretch of time.33 Perhaps the breakdown of the highlighted outline
indicates that, after the calling of the Short Parliament, Newcastle pressured
him to finish the work quickly. Curiously, too, those later chapters include
aberrant, seemingly pro-democracy points: here, Hobbes identifies the con-
stitution as the foundation of all governments and endorses the Aristotelian
view that it realizes the principle of liberty.34 Since absolutism is, overall, a
major subject in the later chapters, it may be that Hobbes’s foremost politi-
cal argument started out as a hasty construction.

It may be further evidence of haste that the Elements circulated in man-
uscript rather than print. Hobbes signed the dedicatory epistle on May 9,
1640, although he continued to work on the manuscript in following
months, making changes to whatever circulating copy was in his posses-
sion.35 Yet he may have had other reasons, too, for employing scribal pub-
lication. The choice could be motivated, Love observes, by a desire to limit
circulation: “scribal publication [w]as a means by which ideologically
charged texts could be distributed through the governing class . . . without
their coming to the knowledge of the governed.”36 In just this vein, Hobbes
indicates in the dedication to Newcastle that the work was intended for a
limited audience: “The ambition therefore of this book, in seeking by your
Lordship’s countenance, [is] to insinuate itself with those whom the matter
it containeth most nearly concerneth,”37 such as, possibly, the King and his
closest advisers, Laud and Strafford.38 In addition, the traditional “stigma of
print” in court circles might have made manuscript publication a better
choice than print for Newcastle and Hobbes.39
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De Cive

In late 1640, Hobbes fled into exile in Paris, where he took up connec-
tions with a circle of scientists and philosophers associated with Marin
Mersenne, a French monk whom he had met on a mid-1630s trip to the
Continent. By November of the following year, only a year and a half after
the appearance of the Elements, he had completed the next in his trio of
political-theory texts, the first edition of De Cive. Although it came out in
print, in Latin, it was hardly more public a work than the Elements: the edi-
tion was small and semi-anonymous, signed only with Hobbes’s initials.
Patronage played a role in this publication, as it had in the case of the
Elements. Where Newcastle had directed the production of that first work,
now Mersenne took on the role. It was he who arranged for the publication
of De Cive, and he subsequently circulated the work for comments.40

By early 1646, Hobbes had completed a second edition of De Cive.
Published in Amsterdam early the following year, it gave the first fully
public—large and signed—presentation of Hobbes’s political theory. It was
an enlargement of the first edition with the addition of a new preface and
annotations in the text answering criticisms of the work.41 Hobbes prepared
it by recording the additions and notes on a copy of the first edition, from
which the second was then printed.42 Once again, patronage mattered.
Samuel Sorbière, a member of Mersenne’s circle, oversaw its publication in
Amsterdam; letters to Sorbière indicate the work appeared only because of
his and Mersenne’s intervention.43

Hobbes offered a retrospective account of his enterprise up to that time
in the preface to the second edition, which readers commonly take at face
value. He claims to have been working from the very beginning—”some
few yeares before the civill Warres did rage”—on the unified-science pro-
ject and says De Cive was published out of sequence as a contribution to
pre-War debates:

Whilest I contrive, order, pensively and slowly compose these matters … it
so happen’d in the interim, that my Country some few yeares before the civill
Warres did rage, was boyling hot with questions concerning the rights of
Dominion, and the obedience due from Subjects, the true forerunners of an
approaching War; And was the cause which (all those other matters deferr’d)
ripen’d, and pluckt from me this third part.44

However, there is evidence that this misrepresents the actual evolution of
the project. While Hobbes clearly had adopted the familiar unified-science
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scheme by this time,45 the statement of political intent directly contradicts
the first edition. In November, 1641, he had written that he meant to avoid
politics: “I have also been very wary in the whole tenour of my discourse,
not to meddle with the civill Lawes of any particular nation whatsoever,
That is to say, I have avoyded coming a shore, which those Times have so
infested both with shelves, and Tempests.”46

At each step in the process leading to the second edition, Hobbes’s per-
sonal situation and pressures associated with patronage played important
roles. Would there have been an Elements had Newcastle not “commanded”
its production? Would he have produced De Cive as quickly as he did,
and/or in Latin, if he had not gone into exile, where he needed to establish
himself with a new patron and intellectual coterie? Probably not, in both
cases. Indeed, it may have been exile that induced him to use the genre of
serial composition in the first place.47 For the production of a work in a lan-
guage accessible to his new audience, it was surely faster to start with an
existing manuscript than to begin entirely afresh. Subsequently, the process
of serial composition itself became a complicating factor for his plan of a
unified, deductive science, since the process of continual authorial revision
and expansion of the texts only invited disorder.

Leviathan

Hobbes seems to have viewed the second edition of De Cive as the defin-
itive statement of his moral theory, explaining in a 1646 letter that he aimed
“to achieve in metaphysics and physics” (on which he was then working)
“what I hope I have achieved in moral theory.”48 Indeed, the edition made
his reputation on the Continent and in the eighteenth century would be
more influential than Leviathan.49 Why, then, did he go on to produce
Leviathan? It unfortunately is a question lacking a clear answer; we know
remarkably little about why—or even when—Leviathan was composed.
This is an area in which the paucity and uncertain reliability of the autobi-
ographical materials particularly matter.

Today, most scholars follow Schuhmann in dating the composition to a
single year—the winter 1649/50 through the winter of 1650/51—or an
approximation thereof.50 This is less than certain, however, because
Hobbes’s autobiographies indicate that he started the work in 1646, during
the period in which he was mathematics tutor to the Prince of Wales and
prior to a major illness in 1647.51 After the illness, we know that he was
absorbed for several years in the scientific section of the tripartite project.52
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But in 1649, he seems to have taken up politics again, in response, it may
be supposed, to the seismic political changes of the time.53 But his inten-
tions must remain opaque to us because he made various statements about
them, suited to the changing political times. In the immediate moment, he
told Edward Hyde that he wrote Leviathan because he had “a mind to go
home”54 and in 1656 proclaimed that the work “framed the minds of a thou-
sand gentlemen to a conscientious obedience to present government.”55 Yet,
after the Restoration he would protest that “Leviathan was written in
defence of the King’s power, temporal and spiritual.”56

Whatever his intentions really were, in something like a year he managed
to rework De Cive; add seven chapters on political topics along with one on
authorization that supports a new version of the political covenant; and trans-
form several chapters on religious topics into two entire Parts, which consti-
tute exactly half the work in the manuscript copy that was presented to
Charles II.57 The new political chapters largely concern the conduct of
government, as well as the relationship between ruler and ruled: they are
chapters 21, “Of the Liberty of Subjects”; 22, “Of Systemes Subject,
Politicall, and Private”; 23, “Of the Publique Ministers of Soveraign Power”; 24,
“Of the Nutrition, and Procreation of a Common-wealth”; 25, “Of Counsell”;
27, “Of Crimes, Excuses, and Extenuations”; and 28, “Of Punishments, and
Rewards.” Since these additions surround what had been the concluding
chapter and last entry in the introductory outline of the Elements of Law on
the “Nature and Kinds of Law” (see Appendix II), this development can be
said to have transformed a natural-law project into a more fully political one.
Accomplishing these additions, as well as revising existing arguments, was a
massive undertaking that recalls Hobbes’s rapid completion of both the
Elements and De Cive. He cannot have had time to render all the pieces that
went into the work consistent with one another.

There was to be one more political-theory text: a Latin translation, by
Hobbes, of Leviathan, which was published in 1668. Once again, there is
disagreement over when it was actually composed and the disagreement
bears on understanding the composition of his political theory. François
Tricaud, in the introduction to his 1971 French translation, argues that there
was a Latin “proto-Leviathan” which pre-dated the English version and was
therefore intermediary between De Cive and that work.58 Tricaud draws on
earlier work by Zbigniew Lubienski and F. C. Hood, but his thesis is dis-
puted by Schuhmann and Rogers, who stress the inferiority of the transla-
tion’s Latin to that in Hobbes’s earlier Latin works.59

George Croom Robertson observed in his classic 1886 commentary that
“in truth, the whole of [Hobbes’s] political doctrine . . . has little appearance
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of having been thought out from the fundamental principles of his philoso-
phy.”60 It is clear that political crisis, Civil War, exile, as well as patrons’
demands and directions, all pulled against Hobbes’s philosophic aspira-
tions. If we knew the complete story, filled in with lost information about
Leviathan, the narrative would no doubt be even more complicated.

Three Texts or One (or Two)?

The conventional view, which is implicitly assumed in the preceding dis-
cussion, is that the three political treatises are related in the way that Aubrey
said they were: “This little MS. treatise [the Elements] grew to be his Booke
De Cive, and at last grew there to be the so formidable LEVIATHAN.”61

However, as I noted in the introduction, this is not without controversy:
Schuhmann and Rogers argue against a direct link between the Elements
and Leviathan. I will turn next to examine the texts themselves, which we
will see largely support the conventional view. However, let us first con-
sider the autobiographical evidence, which is more ambiguous.

At least in the materials that have come down to us, Hobbes makes
remarkably little mention of the Elements. A single reference, in a later
autobiography, recalls that “When the Parliament sat, that began in April
1640, and was dissolved in May following . . . Mr. Hobbes wrote a little
treatise in English.”62 In addition, he clearly thought of De Cive and
Leviathan as a twosome, and sometimes dated the project in a way that
excluded the Elements. Writing during the Interregnum, for instance, he
reported starting the project, “a little before the last parliament of the late
king”—referring, in other words, to the Long rather than the previous Short
Parliament: “When every man spake freely against the then present gov-
ernment, I thought it worth my study to consider the grounds and conse-
quences of such behavior . . . . And after some time I did put in order and
publish my thoughts thereof, first in Latin, and then again the same in
English.”63 John Aubrey, although describing the three works as continuous,
also grouped De Cive and Leviathan together as a decade-long project:
“After he began to reflect on the interest of the King of England as touch-
ing his affairs between him and the Parliament, for ten years together his
thoughts were . . . chiefly intent on his De Cive, and after that on his
Leviathan.”64

However, Hobbes’s silence about the Elements and his pairing of De
Cive and Leviathan need not imply that the first was an independent pro-
duction. His references to the later works carefully specify that they were
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“books.” For instance, after describing the “little treatise,” he goes on to
report that, later: “Being at Paris, he wrote and published his book De Cive,
in Latin”; and subsequently, “he wrote and published his Leviathan.”65 In
similar vein, his “Verse Life” notes, “I published . . . My Book de Cive.”66

Thus he seems to have drawn a modern distinction between manuscript and
print production, and counted only the later as publication. This implies that
the Elements was a different sort of work, not that it was an unconnected
one. Perhaps Hobbes regarded it as a draft of De Cive, which his patron had
wanted to have circulated, precipitously, in the spring of 1640.

Hobbes further contributed to confusion about the relationship between
the texts by a tendency to characterize Leviathan in terms of its new mate-
rial, in particular the expanded treatment of ecclesiology and theology. His
“Prose Life” (in which he refers to himself in the third person) explains:

In that work he described the right of kings in both spiritual and temporal
terms, using both reason and the authority of sacred scripture. . . He hoped
that this work might convince his countrymen, especially those who had
rejected the episcopacy, of its truth. He also wished at the same time to deal
with theological matters in the text.67

Accurate as the statement is to the addition of the third and fourth parts of
the work, it nevertheless ignores the first two parts, not only material car-
ried over from the earlier texts but also the addition of the authorization
conception of the political covenant and seven chapters on political
subjects. We may surmise that the statement reflects what was at the fore-
front of Hobbes’s mind as he completed Leviathan (or as he looked back on
it). But the selective stress on (only some of) the work’s novelty makes such
characterization misleading as a statement about the content and intent of
the work overall.

Let us turn, now, to the texts themselves. How did the process of serial
composition play out? Changes need to be tracked at two levels—the
“macro” sweep of major changes in structure and subject-matter, and the
“micro” evolution of specific arguments. Below, I present illustrative com-
parisons of both sorts. For macro-comparisons, Appendices I and II provide
annotated outlines of the chapter organizations of the Elements, De Cive,
and Leviathan. Appendix I shows the relationship between the first twelve
chapters of Leviathan and chapters 2 through 13 of The Elements of Law;
these are chapters on human nature and knowledge that do not appear in De
Cive. Overall, it shows substantial, but hardly complete, continuity in orga-
nization. A major change is the transformation of a section in the Elements
(“Of the Faculties Motive”), covering three chapters (7–9), into a single
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omnibus chapter in Leviathan on the passions, which included moving
some material elsewhere. There are also changes in chapter contents, which
do not show up at this level of abstraction. For instance, the consolidation
of the treatment of the passions in chapter six of Leviathan is accompanied
by extensive reorganization and revision in the list of specific passions.
Also, curiously, the title of chapter 8 of that work, “Of the Vertues, com-
monly called Intellectuall, and their contrary Defects,” is accurate to the
organization of the parallel chapter in the Elements (ten), which counter-
poses virtues and their opposing defects; however this format is not actu-
ally used in the Leviathan chapter. Chapters 11 of Leviathan and 13 in the
Elements have the same topic—namely, social relationships—but different
titles and different material.

Appendix II outlines comparison of all three works, starting where De
Cive picks up with the “state of nature” chapter. This appendix emphasizes
illustrative parallels so as to show the substantial continuity between the
works, while also noting some instances of reorganization. Like Appendix I,
changes in chapter contents do not appear at this level of abstraction. The
most obvious change overall is of course the great expansion in the treat-
ment of religious topics in Leviathan, which begins on a modest scale in De
Cive. There is also Leviathan’s added chapter on authorization (16) and the
“Review and Conclusion,” with its much-debated endorsement of de facto
authority. Less often remarked, but clearly important to the subject matter,
is the addition of the seven chapters in Part II that treat the art of ruling,
subjects’ liberty, and criminal justice.

Next, by way of illustrating how the process of serial composition
played out at the level of specific arguments, Table 1 presents a “micro”
comparison of the parallel chapters on the state of nature; it charts signifi-
cant changes and developments through the three versions. The most
notable change is the transfer of discussion of natural right from this to the
following chapter in Leviathan, which has the effect of deleting natural
right from the logical deduction that a state of nature would be a state of
war. The table also shows how the arguments progressively evolved
through the several versions, with several additions in Leviathan originat-
ing in annotations to the second edition of De Cive.

Hobbes’s Way of Writing

We know that the texts evolved in this sort of way because of Hobbes’s
way of writing, which consisted, as Aubrey recorded about Leviathan, in
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Table 1
Developments in the “State of Nature” Chapters

Elements of Law De Cive De Cive, 2nd Edition Leviathan

Chapter 14. Of the
Estate and Right
of Nature

§6-10: natural right

§11: state of war
deduced: in the
state of nature “to
the offensiveness
of man’s nature . .
. there is added a
right of every man
to every thing”

Chapter 1. Of the
State of Men
without Civill
Society

§2: Origin of lasting
societies: not
good will but
mutual fear

§7-11: natural right

§12: deduction of
the natural state
of war: “If now
to this naturalll
proclivity of men,
to hurt each other
. . . You adde, the
right of all to all”

Annotation
regarding mutual
fear, with
examples of
fearful behavior
within organized
society (which
parallel “The
Authors Preface
to the Reader”)

Annotation
regarding the state
of nature; absence
of injury and
injustice there

Chapter 13. Of the
Naturall
Condition of
Mankind . . .

¶10: Examples
repeated

[natural right: moved
to chapter 14]

¶13: nothing unjust
in war of all; no
property

¶6-8: war of all
deduced from
“three principall
causes of quar-
rel” in human
nature; no men-
tion of natural
right

¶10: confirmation
from experience
of “this Inference,
made from the
Passions,” with
examples that
echo the 1647 De
Cive, “Authors
Preface to the
Reader” and
annotation to
ch. 1 §2
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jotting down notes as he walked and subsequently fitting them into an exist-
ing outline. Although Aubrey’s report specifically refers to Leviathan, the
method is also evident in De Cive, most obviously in the insertion of anno-
tations in the second edition. It further complicated matters that Hobbes’s
framework was unstable: while inserting points and arguments, he also very
often engaged in moving existing ones around. Altogether, the technique
produced a distinctive kind of work, which has been described as “a juxta-
position, in a certain order, of pages written at different times” rather than
a coherent, continuously composed treatise.68

The unit is frequently a topical block of several paragraphs, which
expand and/or otherwise change shape and content between the several
works. The treatment of madness in the Elements and Leviathan is illustra-
tive. Chapter 10 in the first work, concerning differences between men “in
their discerning faculty,” has three paragraphs on the subject, first defining
it (§9: “some imagination of such predominance above all the rest, that we
have no passion but from it”69) and then offering examples (§10–11).
Leviathan, chapter 8 (on intellectual virtues and defects), opens discussion
of madness with a parallel definition (¶16: “stronger, and more vehement
Passions for any thing”) and attributes it to “great vaine-Glory … or great
Dejection of mind,” as had the Elements.70 But, while chapter 10 of the
Elements concludes after the third paragraph on madness, in Leviathan
Hobbes expands the discussion by adding paragraphs on rage, melancholy,
madness in multitudes (“the Seditious roaring of a trouble Nation”), etc.71

Making the evolution even more convoluted, one of these paragraphs, on
spirits and phantasms, relates to discussions in subsequent chapters of both
works on the idea of incorporeal bodies.72

The process could have benign effect, as it does in the discussion of
madness. It could even be helpful when, occasionally, Hobbes used revision
to fix problems. A well-known example of this concerns the argument for
absolutism. In the Elements, defending the proposition that sovereignty is
necessarily unconditional, he asserted that all forms of government origi-
nate as democracies: since sovereignty is necessarily unconditional in
democracies, it must be so in all successive forms of government.73

However, he must have been uncomfortable with so prioritizing democracy:
the discussion is dropped from Leviathan and the entire chapter dismantled,
with its material distributed among several others (see Appendix II regard-
ing the Elements, chapter 21).

Yet, as one would expect, his writing method also produced discrepan-
cies and inconsistencies. Consider, in the most notable of instances, his
several accounts of the political covenant (Table 2). The first account is vague
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with respect to the identity of the parties to the contract, while De Cive’s
version adds the specifications that the parties are the incipient subjects and
what they promise is nonresistance.74 In Leviathan, famously, Hobbes adds
the further idea that subjects authorize the sovereign’s actions. The evolu-
tion creates dual rationales for unconditional sovereignty in that work.
Either sovereignty is unconditional because the sovereign is not party to the
covenant or this is so because of the authorization relationship that ties
subjects to the sovereign.75 On the one hand, Leviathan’s account fills in a
lacuna in the earlier version—namely the possibility that subjects might
jointly decide to depose a ruler.76 Yet, on the other hand, the two accounts
also give inconsistent pictures of the relationship between ruler and ruled:
in De Cive’s version subjects have merely not to interfere with government,
whereas Leviathan actively implicates them in its actions. Thus the addition
complicates Hobbes’s defense of absolutism, since side-by-side in
Leviathan now stand the early “no contract”/nonresistance formulation and
the later authorization logic. It is a major example of the way in which his
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Table 2
Comparison of the Three Covenant Passages

The Elements of Law De Cive Leviathan

Chapter 19. Of the
Necessity and
Definition of a Body
Politic

§7: “The making of union
consisteth in this, that
every man by covenant
oblige himself to some
one and the same man,
or so some one and the
same council, by them
all named and
determined, to do those
actions, which the said
man or council shall
command them to do;
and to do no action
which he or they shall
forbid, or command
them not to do.”

Chapter 5. Of the causes,
and first Originall, of
Civill Government

§7: “This submission of
the wils of all those
men to the will of one
man, or one Counsell,
is then made, when
each one of them
obligeth himself by
contract to every one
of the rest, not to resist
the will of that one
man, or counsell, to
which he hath
submitted himselfe.”

Chapter 17. Of the
Causes, Generation,
and Definition of a
Common-wealth

¶13: “The only way to
erect such a Common
Power . . . is . . . to
appoint one man, or
Assembly of men, to
beare their Person; and
every one to owne, and
acknowledge himselfe
to be Author of
whatsoever he that so
beareth their Person,
shall Act, or cause to
be Acted.”
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writing process could turn developmental inconsistencies between works
into internal inconsistencies within, in particular, Leviathan.

Such layers of argumentation have created interpretive disputes about
even the most essential aspects of Hobbism. Recall the debates concerning
religion and de facto authority that I briefly noted at the start, and consider
the extent to which they turn on textual issues. Parts III and IV of Leviathan
have received sustained attention over the past several decades—attention
that extends, in fact, even into questioning the usual emphasis on Hobbes’s
secular political topics. Religion, Jeffrey Collins claims in The Allegiance
of Thomas Hobbes, was more than a discrete subject in Leviathan: “con-
ventional scholarship on Hobbes has failed . . . to grasp the fundamentally
religious nature of the Hobbesian project.”77 The claim has an obvious tex-
tual dimension since the Elements devotes only two of twenty-nine chapters
to theology and ecclesiology (see Appendix II). As he must, Collins sepa-
rates Leviathan from that work, which he accomplishes by distinguishing
“dynamic” from “static” elements of the theory and emphasizing the for-
mer. Furthermore, he orphans the Elements and groups De Cive with
Leviathan:

It is certainly true that De Cive, the Elements, and indeed Leviathan contain
broadly similar discussions of familiar Hobbesian docrines: the state of
nature, natural rights, contracted sovereignty, the dangers of mixed constitu-
tions, and so forth. These are generally static features of Hobbes’s political
thought, and only their small details evolved during the course of the English
Revolution. However, De Cive contained entirely new and extensive theoretical
discussion on the proper relationship between temporal and spiritual author-
ities . . . [T]he expansion of religious theorizing in the . . . work is so con-
siderable as to constitute a difference in kind, not just degree.78

Much hinges on his definition of the relevant corpus. The substantive the-
sis crumbles if one rejects Collins’s view of the relationship between the
core political-theory texts: if the three are related as a single project, in
which religion is originally treated as a minor topic, then it cannot be accu-
rate to characterize Leviathan as a “fundamentally religious” work.

Collins’s thesis addresses an interpretive thicket initiated by a series of
articles by Richard Tuck on Hobbesian ecclesiology. Tuck portrayed
De Cive, not the Elements, as aberrant. He contrasted chapter seventeen of
De Cive—in which Hobbes states that the sovereign “is oblig’d as a
Christian . . . to interpret the Holy Scriptures by Clergy-men lawfully
ordain’d”79—with Leviathan’s assertion that the sovereign possesses complete
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ecclesiastical authority. From this, he concluded that Hobbes “must himself
have believed that to a great extent [Leviathan] had superceded” De Cive.80

But, in turn, Glenn Burgess and Johann Sommerville challenged Tuck’s
account of Hobbesian ecclesiology and, along with it, his account of the
relationship between the texts. They argued that any differences on the
subject between the De Cive and Leviathan are superficial; and
Sommerville downplayed that passage in chapter 17 of De Cive as an aber-
ration within the work.81 These interpreters basically hold different views
on the relationship between the several texts and differ in emphasizing one
or another argument within them. Their disagreement reflects more than the
horizons they bring to interpretation: it is rooted in the complexity of the
texts themselves.

Hobbes’s defense of de facto authority in Leviathan’s “Review and
Conclusion” has been much debated since Quentin Skinner’s classic 1972
article on the subject, “Conquest and Consent: Thomas Hobbes and the
Engagement Controversy.”82 Here, seemingly, the issue is the relationship
of new material to the contract theory developed in the earlier works and
central in the body of Leviathan. Tuck opts for the view that the de facto
argument represented a simple about-face.83 Hoekstra (as quoted in the
introduction) thinks the argument was simply one among several inconsis-
tent positions that Hobbes endorsed throughout the several versions.84 In
essence, one side sees the defense of de facto authority as a novelty of
Leviathan, whereas the other frames it as simply an extension of his famil-
iar account of “sovereignty by acquisition.” Here again, a substantive dis-
pute involves a root disagreement over continuity and innovation, which in
turn hinges on relating and weighting passages within the evolving series
of texts.

Let us return to the general problem, as framed by Nauta and Hoekstra:
how should the relationship between Hobbes’s political-theory texts be
understood, given their evident discrepancies and inconsistencies? The evi-
dence in Appendices I and II, as well as the several tables above, supports
the general view that the three political-theory texts are related and contin-
uous, which as I have said is widely held. Yet the evidence suggests we need
to think about continuity in a new way. Nauta and Hoekstra, much as they
otherwise differ, accept the common equation of continuity with consis-
tency and discontinuity with inconsistency. (Nauta writes, “There is no
‘fundamental reversal’ or ‘new direction’ in Hobbes’s position, but rather a
development and an extension of a line of thinking which is already clearly
visible in the earlier works.”85 For his part, Hoekstra’s purpose in identifying
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a thematic “doctrine of doctrines” is to reveal an underlying consistency
beneath the twists and turns over time in Hobbes’s argumentation.)
However, Hobbes’s method of writing actually pulled in a different direc-
tion. His habit of inserting new material into existing discussions made
inconsistency as much or more likely a concomitant of continuity as con-
sistency. Think, for instance, of the evolution of the covenant passages.
They are clearly continuous insofar as Hobbes kept adding new material to
old but the process resulted in rival—inconsistent—versions of the
covenant logic in Leviathan. In his case, continuity bred inconsistency and
contradiction as much as the opposite.

Conclusion

Attention to compositional process cannot, on its own, resolve
Hobbism’s puzzles, but it can clarify interpretive disputes and make us
wary about the selective use of textual evidence. To frame its import more
specifically, recall the critical queries set out at the end of the introduction.
How, to start with the least critical, should understanding Hobbes’s compo-
sitional process affect evaluation of interpretations? Can it help us distin-
guish a better from a worse interpretation? The process of serial
composition makes textual plausibility an important criterion of interpreta-
tion. Interpreters need to be careful, in the first instance, that claims about
and characterizations of Hobbes’s political theory are plausible in terms of
the facts of composition and chronology. For example, a strong claim that
Hobbes’s “political theory” is fundamentally religious is implausible, given
the sparing treatment of religion in the Elements. Although a necessary con-
dition of good interpretation, textual plausibility cannot be a sufficient con-
dition since it is possible for a textually plausible interpretive thesis to be
ill-considered or erroneous in other dimensions.

Textual specificity is an antidote to the radical sceptic’s worry about the
instability—the “openness”—of the textual embodiment of Hobbes’s poli-
tical theory. On the one hand, as we have seen, the theory’s textual embod-
iment cannot be defined or circumscribed in the abstract and, in this sense,
the sceptic is correct that it is a matter of interpretive construction just as
much as is the construction of meaning. On the other hand, the textual
embodiment can be settled, at least to a reasonable degree, with respect to
specific arguments. While it may seem implausible to describe Hobbes’s
“political theory” as fundamentally religious, it is credible to describe religion
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as a key “dynamic” theme in De Cive and Leviathan. Specificity pertains to
claims about Hobbes’s intentions as well as descriptions of his theory.
McKenzie cautions us that the practice of serial composition, especially
when it results in layered, complex works, makes general statements about
intentionality inherently suspect.86

However, could we not ignore the compositional process and get on with
studying the arguments themselves? The mistake in this third critical query is
to oppose process to substance. In the numerous cases in which Hobbes’s
arguments evolved over time, no such thing as an argument on a subject
exists.87 Furthermore, given his habit of layering new formulations on top of
old, we have seen how multiple accounts can subsist within a single text. For
such complex works, Hoekstra’s criticism of “philosophical” interpretation is
apt: it is an error to identify one or another strand as Hobbes’s definitive view.
Rather, these are better regarded, as Love advised for serial compositions
generally, as arguments that augment one another in the fashion of “variations
on a theme.” For these reasons, textual archaeology—meaning study of the
process of composition—is a necessary aspect of interpretive work.

As matters now stand in Hobbes studies, however, textual archaeology
is hampered by the lack of a multiple-text edition. Most desirable would be
one that reproduces—side by side, section by section—The Elements of
Law, De Cive, Leviathan, and even salient portions of the Latin Leviathan,
De Corpore, and De Homine. The closest approximations are marginal
references in some editions, narrative comparisons, and charts showing
chapter comparisons.88 But these are difficult to follow or offer inadequate
information, which leaves scholars needing to work out comparisons again
and again in ad hoc fashion. A multiple-text edition would facilitate our
analysis of the evolution of particular arguments as well as systematic
overviews of the larger sweep of changes through the multiple texts.

On a continuum of textual difficulty, Hobbes’s political theory stands at
the farther extreme away from the simpler texts produced by present-day
compositional practices. He complicated the early-modern process of serial
composition by the way in which he went about inserting new material and
moving old around. Still, the standards that can help us make sense of the
impact of process on his political theory—textual plausibility, specificity,
and the need for textual archaeology—are more generally applicable.
Interpretations ought always to be textually plausible, specific, and to take
into account developments in an author’s thinking. Otherwise, as Gadamer
taught us, we risk eliminating the “horizon” of the text from the interpre-
tive enterprise.89
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Appendix I

Chapter Parallels, Leviathan 1-12 and The Elements of Law, 2-13*

Leviathan, Part I: Of Man The Elements of Law, Part I: Human Nature

1. Sense 2. Cause of Sense
2. Imagination 3. Imagination . . .
3. [T]he Train of Imaginations 4. Discursion of the Mind
4. Speech 5. Discourse of the Tongue
5. Reason and Science 6. Knowledge . . .

§1 & 4. definition of science
6. Passions §: “Faculties Motive”

7. Delight and Pain; Good and Evil
[10. Of Power, Worth, Dignity, Honour] 8. Pleasures of the Sense; Honour

9. Passions of the Mind
7. [T]he Ends . . . of Discourse [6.6–8]
8. [Intellectual] Vertues . . . [and] Defects 10. Difference[s] . . . in Discerning faculty
9. Knowledge [6. Knowledge . . .]
10. Power . . . Honour . . . [8.5. Honour]
¶49-54: deliberation; will; voluntary action 12. . . . by Deliberation proceed Actions
11. Difference of Manners 13. How . . . Men Work [on] other’s Minds
12. Of Religion [11. Imagination . . . [at] things Supernatural]

* Chapter titles are abbreviated.90 Bracketed italicized references indicate changes in
organization.
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Appendix II

Outline of The Elements of Law, Chapters 14-29, De Cive,
Chapters 1-18, and Leviathan, Chapters 13-31, 39-43,

Including Illustrative Parallels*

The Elements of Law De Cive Leviathan

Part I (cont.)
14. Estate and Right of 

Nature
15. Divesting Natural 

Right
16. Some Laws of Nature
§1: perform covenants
17. Other Laws of Nature
§1: acknowledge equality
18. Confirmation . . . out 

of the Word of God

Liberty
1. State of men without 

civill Society
2. Law of Nature

concerning contracts
3. Other Lawes of nature
§1-2: perform covenants

§13: acknowledge equality
4. Law of nature is a

divine Law

Part I (cont.)
13. Naturall Condition of 

Mankind
14. Naturall Lawes, and 

of Contract
15. Other Lawes of Nature
¶1: perform covenants

¶21: acknowledge equality

(continued)
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Appendix II (continued)
The Elements of Law De Cive Leviathan

19. Definition of a Body 
Politic

Part II: De Corpore
Politico

20. Constitution of a 
Commonwealth

specific rights of 
sovereignty

21. Three Sorts of 
Commonwealth

22. Power of Masters

23. Power of Fathers, and
of Patrimonial 
Kingdom

§3: preservation basis of 
rightful dominion

[Chapter 21.12-16:
discharge of 
subjection]

24. Incommodities of 
Several 
Government[s]

25-26. Decision[s] [on] 
Religion Depend on 
the Sovereign Power

Empire
5. First Originall, of civill

government

6. Right of him. . . who
[has] supreme authority

specific rights of
sovereignty

7. Three kindes of
Government

8. Right [of] Lords and
Masters

9. Rights [of] Parents . . .
and Kingdome
Paternall

§4: preservation

[Chapter 7.18: release
from subjection]

10. Comparison of the 
three kinds of 
government

11. Scripture concerning 
the right of 
government

16. Persons, Authors . . .
Part II: Common-wealth
17. Definition of a 

Common-wealth

18. Rights of Soveraignes 
by Institution

¶3-5: political covenant
precludes accountability
¶6-15: specific rights of 

sovereignty
Subjects moved to 

chapters 16, 18, and 21.
[Chapter 19 appears 

below.]
20. Of Dominion Paternall,

and Despoticall

¶5: Preservation implies 
promise of obedience

21. Liberty of Subjects
¶21-25: releases from 

subjection
[19. Severall Kinds of 

Common-wealth]

[20. ¶16-17]

22-25, 27-28: Subject 
Systems; Public 
Ministers; Nutrition 
and Procreation of a
Commonwealth; 
Counsell; Crimes; 
Punishments and 
Rewards

[Chapter 26 appears 
below.]
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Appendix II (continued)
The Elements of Law De Cive Leviathan

27. Causes of Rebellion

28. Duty of them [with] 
Sovereign Power

29. Nature/Kinds of Laws

12. Causes which 
dissolve all civill 
government

13. Duties of those 
men . . . at the Helm
of State

14. Lawes, and Sinnes

Religion

15-17. Gods government 
by nature; old 
Covenant; new 
Covenant

17.19-21: nature of a 
Church

18. Things necessary for 
entrance into Heaven

29. Things [tending] to 
Dissolution of a 
Common-wealth

30. Office of the 
Soveraign 
Representative

[26. Civill Lawes]
[Chapter 31 appears 

below.]
Part III: Christian 

Common-wealth
Chapters 32-38
31, 40-42. Kingdome of 

God by Nature; in 
Abraham [etc.]; 
Blessed Savior; 
Power Ecclesiastical

[39. Signification of the 
word Church]

43. What is Necessary for
Reception into 
Heaven

Part IV. Kingdome of 
Darkness

Review and Conclusion

Chapter and section titles are abbreviated. Bracketed italicized references indicate reorganization
of material; new material is denoted in bold.
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