
CHAPTER TWO

DRAMATIC REPRESENTATION

Person, is the same that an Actor is, both on the 
Stage and in common conversation.

Th omas Hobbes, Leviathan

Introduction: Hobbes and the Th eatre

In his Brief Lives, Aubrey tells us that, before turning to his translation 
of Th ucydides, published in 1629, Hobbes ‘spent two years in reading 
romances and playes, which he has oft en repented and sayd that these 
two yeares were lost of him’.1 Typical of someone who outspokenly 
praised the reading ‘of Men’ over that ‘of Books’, and who system-
atically obliterated the traces of his own sources, Hobbes’s derogatory 
remark should, as Aubrey himself notes, be treated with caution and 
as an invitation to further inspection. It would, however, be a mis-
take to conclude with Aubrey that all such literary pursuits might have 
done is to ‘furnish [Hobbes] with copy of words’.2 For even a super-
fi cial examination of Hobbes’s authorship would suffi  ce to show that 
theatre and literary fi ction play a more important role in his thought 
than Aubrey’s account would suggest.

Hobbes’s use of Medea is a case in point. In his verse Vita Hobbes 
recollects that in the course of the 1620s he immersed himself in the 
greatest ancient poets and dramatists, explicitly listing Horace, Virgil, 
Homer, Sophocles, Plautus, Aristophanes and Euripides.3 Hobbes’s 
acquaintance with Euripides was longstanding. In his adolescence 
he had produced a Latin translation of Euripides’ Medea, which he 
presented to his schoolmaster, Robert Latimer, on his departure 

1 Aubrey 1898, I, p. 361.
2 Ibid.
3 Vita (OL I, p. lxxxviii, lines 77–8). To this list could be added Aeschylus, whose 

Agamemnon found its way into Hobbes’s De Homine, and whose interest in the legend 
of Prometheus was entirely shared by Hobbes.
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76 chapter two

for the University of Oxford.4 But there could be no better proof of 
Hobbes’s lasting attachment to that play than the recurring appear-
ance of Medea in his three main political works.5 In all of them Medea 
fi gures prominently as a tale of dismemberment and delusions of 
re- incorporation, which serves as the literary counterpart of the disso-
lution of civil commonwealths at the hands of dissenting factions. Self-
proclaimed reformers are, for Hobbes, fi ttingly to be compared to the 
foolish daughters of Pelias, who, desirous of restoring their decrepit 
father to youth, did not hesitate to cut him in pieces and boil him in a 
 cauldron. As to the revengeful Medea, upon whose advice they acted, 
she emerges in Hobbes’s recounting of the tale as the personifi cation 
of the subversive powers of eloquence, whereby commonwealths too 
are torn into pieces, ‘upon pretence or hope of reformation’.6

More than just a tale of murder and personal revenge, Medea epito-
mises for Hobbes a stark political lesson. And it is precisely for this 
reason that it is of value to him. Th e lesson is easily summarised. 
Rebellious subjects, as Hobbes’s fi erce critic, Bishop John Bramhall, 
mordantly predicted, may well succumb to the temptation of ‘tear[ing] 
their Mortal God to pieces with their teeth and entomb[ing] his Sover-
eignty in their bowels’.7 But in so doing they will soon realise that they 
have jeopardised the very end that their incorporation in the person of 
the commonwealth was designed to serve.

Apart from his interest in classical plays as illustrations of his politi-
cal arguments, Hobbes had more direct ties to the world of theatre. 
One was through his friendship with Ben Jonson, one of the greatest 
playwrights of his time, and William Davenant, successor to Jonson as 
poet laureate, and himself a prolifi c writer of masques and plays.8 Th e 
other came through the borrowing of Hobbesian ideas, particularly 

4 Aubrey 1898, I, pp. 328–9. 
5 Hobbes 1969b, p. 178, 1998, pp. 140–1 and 1996, p. 234.
6 Hobbes 1969b, p. 178.
7 Bramhall 1844b, p. 597. Bramhall parodies Hobbes’s account of Medea in the 

opening of the Th e Catching of Leviathan: ‘Greenland fi shers [. . .] draw this formida-
ble creature to the shore, or to their ship, and slice him in pieces, and boil him in a 
cauldron, and turn him up in oil.’ Ibid., p. 518.

8 To these two major names can be added that of Margaret Cavendish, Mar-
chioness of Newcastle, whose volume of comedies and tragedies, Playes written by 
the thrice Noble, Illustrious and Excellent Prince, the Lady Marchioness of Newcastle 
(1662), received Hobbes’s diligent praise. Hobbes 1994, p. 524. On Margaret Caven-
dish’s tendency to expand the category of theatre so that all human action becomes 
representation, see Wiseman 1998, pp. 91–110.
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 dramatic representation 77

his insights into human nature, by contemporary playwrights, among 
them John Dryden, who admitted to Aubrey that he made regular 
use of Hobbes’s doctrines in his plays.9 Th is intellectual exchange with 
contemporary theatre seems, none the less, to have been one-sided, 
given its notorious absence from the published evidence of Hobbes’s 
life and work.10 Although Hobbes lived long enough to have attended 
theatrical productions of Shakespeare’s plays, both during the play-
wright’s own lifetime and during the theatrical renaissance of the Res-
toration, there is no record that he did so, and, more importantly, not 
a single line of the works of the brilliant generation of Elizabethan and 
Jacobean playwrights passed into Hobbes’s texts.

Th is eclipse of contemporary theatre from Hobbes’s works stands, 
however, in marked contrast with the strong presence of the theatre 
metaphor. It is as if he were less interested in theatre tout court than in 
the ways that theatre leaves the safety of the playhouse to trespass on 
life. Th is interest plays itself out in the context of Hobbes’s discussion 
of persons, both natural and artifi cial; in his analysis of Don Quixote’s 
‘Learned madnesse’ and vainglory as its real-life counterpart; in his for-
mulation of the mechanisms of the construction of power, sovereign 
and other; in his examination of diff erent forms of crowd behaviour, 
including those prompted by religious worship, theatrical possession 
and madness. All of these discussions, as I seek to show, hinge upon 
a common critical idea: the idea of theatricality as an essential mode 
of almost all forms of human behaviour: social and political, as well 
as aesthetic.

Th is is worth stressing, if only because commentators have usually 
rushed to follow Hobbes in pursuing the concept of representation 
from theatre to law-court, and from law-court to state. In so doing, 
they have come to concentrate on the Roman legal use of persona 
as a fundamental fact of law: that is, as the ability to be the reposi-
tory of rights and responsibilities, and enter legal standard relations, 
which Hobbes certainly takes up, with a view to conceptualising the 

 9 Aubrey 1898, I, p. 372. Hobbesian themes can be found, for instance, in Dryden’s 
Th e Conquest of Granada (1672), Tyrannic Love (1670) and Absalom and Achitopel 
(1681). Th e comedies of William Wycherley, especially Th e Country Wife (1675), 
George Etherege’s Th e Man of Mode (1676) and William Congreve’s Th e Way of the 
World (1700) also echo Hobbes’s ideas.

10 Hobbes’s biographer, A. L. Martinich, has put forward the suggestion that a bur-
lesque Hobbes might have been played by Hobbes himself on the occasion of the 
performance of Ben Jonson’s masque Love’s Welcome at Welbeck before Charles I, at 
Welbeck Abbey, in 1633. See Martinich 1998. 
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78 chapter two

 personality of the state (as we shall see in Chapter 3). In this chapter, 
however, I want to pause to examine another, more overlooked, aspect 
of Hobbes’s account of human personhood, namely his use of the con-
cept of persona in its more basic sense, to mean an actor, or a player of 
social roles, who must engage in a kind of theatrical self-presentation, 
both simulative and dissimulative, to navigate the gap between private 
subjectivity and public performance. If persons are, as Hobbes claims 
in Leviathan, outward appearances placed in the theatrical sight of 
others, this is the place to determine to what extent his emphasis on 
the visibility and the theatricality of human personality connects to the 
idea that the successful conduct of ordinary social life may depend on 
the off stage equivalent of the theatrical practice of wearing masks to 
fi t roles, and the type of sustained sociability that is likely to well up 
in the protective distance those masks create.11

Th e Man and the Person

In his introduction to Leviathan, Hobbes tells us that man plays a dual 
role in the commonwealth. To use Hobbes’s own words, man is both 
‘the Matter thereof, and the Artifi cer’.12 More concretely, man as artifi -
cer is responsible for unifying man as matter. For if men can compose 
with their natural bodies the body of the Leviathan, only men in their 
capacity as persons can give themselves in representation, and create 
yet another person, the person of the state. Although Hobbes does 
not explicitly work out the underlying distinction between man and 
person, his theory of personhood undoubtedly requires that the terms 
should not be taken as interchangeable. To begin with, if almost with-
out exception a natural person is a man, not every man is, in Hobbes’s 
classifi cation, a natural person.13 Even where the designations ‘man’ 

11 My reading of Hobbes therefore diff ers radically from the one off ered recently 
by Paul Kottman, for whom ‘what defi nes personhood for Hobbes is precisely the 
opposite of the early modern commonplace that equates selfh ood with “self-fashion-
ing”, with dissimulation or with wearing a mask’, and according to whom ‘being a 
political subject has nothing to do with theatrically “fashioning” one’s identity, much 
less with displaying oneself publicly through dramatic or stylized performances’. Kott-
man 2008, p. 72.

12 Hobbes 1996, p. 10.
13 Th e only exception is, of course, God, who, in Hobbes’s taxonomy, is also a 

natural person.
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 dramatic representation 79

and ‘person’ are rightly to be applied to one and the same individual, 
they necessarily refer to diff erent aspects of him.

Let us consider fi rst the range of reference of ‘man’. ‘Figure, quan-
tity, motion, sense, reason, [passion] and the like’ are, according to 
Hobbes, the defi ning parts of the nature of man.14 Yet it seems that 
for a being to qualify as ‘man’ he need not have the full use of reason, 
only some potential for it. Children, for instance, ‘are not endued with 
Reason at all, till they have attained the use of Speech: but are called 
Reasonable Creatures, for the possibility apparent of having the use 
of Reason in time to come’.15 As for ‘Mad-men’, as the term by itself 
implies, they are equally men, not least because they may ‘recover the 
use of Reason’, aft er its temporary curtailment by the unbridled work-
ings of an overwhelming passion.16 Normally sober and right-minded 
men can be suddenly crazed by some unusually strong impression or 
hurt upon their organs; just as they can be cured of their madness by 
the withdrawal of those exceptional circumstances.

Hence madmen appear, in Hobbes’s texts, not as men deprived of 
intellectual faculties, but rather as those who, by the violence of their 
passions, or any other such disturbance, take their fancies for truths, 
and make what are oft en the right inferences from distorted fi rst 
premises. In so doing, they give proof of lacking the soundness and 
reliability of behaviour that would be needed for them to govern their 
aff airs, but not of being entirely destitute of the faculty of rational cal-
culation. Such is, for instance, the case even of those eccentric lunatics 
who, ‘imagin[ing] themselves brittle as glass’, make the right deduc-
tion, and respond to their (causeless) fear by using the caution that 
would be necessary to preserve their (supposedly) fragile bodies;17 or 
that of the man in Bedlam (London’s asylum) who, fancying himself 
‘God the Father’, adopts the kind of behaviour fi tting to his persona, 
and entertains his interlocutor with nothing other than a captivating 
‘sober discourse’.18 Th at madmen can transform their ideas into rea-
sonable speech and understand ideas that were put together in speech 
by others is even more strikingly shown by Hobbes’s reference to the 
category of learned madness, which typically befalls avid  readers of 

14 De C. (OL I, p. 60).
15 Hobbes 1996, p. 36.
16 Ibid., p. 113.
17 Hobbes 1969b, p. 53. See also Locke 1975, p. 161. 
18 Hobbes 1996, p. 55. 
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80 chapter two

romances.19 In sum, Hobbes’s madmen are not entirely devoid of rea-
soning, but this is of little value when they are led astray by the force of 
an overwhelming passion or the sway of an unrestrained imagination.

Th e situation is diff erent with idiots or ‘naturall fooles’, whose 
faculty of rational calculation can be so severely impaired that they 
may be rightly said to be destitute of reason. At the extreme negative 
edge of the vast spectrum of madmen, halfwits and fools lie cases like 
that of the fool who, being incapable of using words to register his 
thoughts, ‘could never learn by heart the order of numerall words, 
as one, two, and three, may observe every stroak of the Clock, and 
nod to it, or say one, one, one; but can never know what houre it 
strikes’.20 In his incapacity for abstract reasoning this natural fool is 
not unlike the brute beast that loses her off spring for ‘want of those 
names of order, one, two, three, &c., which we call number’.21 Were 
he able to reproduce, by heart, the order of numbers, he would not 
yet diff er from a parrot, which names unknowingly, by mechanically 
repeating the sound of words to which no conception corresponds 
in its mind.22 Th ere is thence a marked contrast between, on the one 
hand, the capacity to reason inscribed in the sound child and the dis-
turbed but partially operative reason of madmen and, on the other, the 
want of reasoning exhibited, from birth, by natural fools. Th ese fools, 
if extremely handicapped, may have no more reason than brute beasts. 
From this it follows that if they are still to be called men it must be 
simply because we recognise something of our own fi gure and motion 
in them.23 When, however, ‘upon the occasion of some strange and 
deformed birth’, not even a human shape is recognisable in any such 
creature, the question of ‘whether the same be a man or no’ is to be 
settled by the state.24 Th e outermost limits of human kind are subject 
to sovereign determination.

19 Hobbes 1969b, p. 52.
20 Hobbes 1996, p. 27. 
21 Hobbes 1969b, p. 19.
22 Hobbes 1969b, p. 25.
23 Despite insistently singling out the use of speech and, more specifi cally, the use 

of universal names as signs of general conceptions in contexture as the distinctive trait 
of man, he does at times refer to our conception of man ‘as [simply] shape or motion’. 
Hobbes 1969b, p. 18. 

24 Ibid., p. 189.
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 dramatic representation 81

But if there may be reasons to question the placement of fools 
amongst what Hobbes calls ‘reasonable living bodies’,25 there is no 
doubt that fools are, for Hobbes, to be placed alongside madmen and 
children when considering their position with respect to moral and 
legal matters. Th is is because none of them is, by his defi nition, a nat-
ural person. Rationality, understood as an ability to understand the 
consequences of one’s own and another’s actions, together with the 
resultant capacity for assuming legal and moral responsibility for one-
self, is, according to Hobbes, an irreducible condition of personhood.26 
None of these normative criteria of personhood is met by the beings of 
our triad, whose use of reason is, as we have seen, not actual but at best 
potential or intermittent. Th ey are therefore non-persons, lacking the 
ability to enter into any covenant, including that instituting the com-
monwealth. Th eir access to the world of legal interaction is conditional 
on their being represented. As Hobbes himself explains,

Over naturall fooles, children, or mad-men there is no Law, no more 
than over brute beasts; nor are they capable of the title of just, or unjust; 
because they had never power to make any covenant, or to understand 
the consequences thereof; and consequently never took upon them to 
authorise the actions of any Soveraign, as they must do that make them-
selves a Common-wealth.27

In other words, natural fools, children and madmen add to the mat-
ter of a commonwealth, but can neither author it nor be subject to its 
laws. Th is is because they cannot be considered as capable of under-
standing and taking upon themselves the responsibilities ensuing from 
the creation of their identity, both individual and collective, in the 
world. As Hobbes explains, ‘A PERSON, is he, whose words or actions 
are considered, either as his own [and then he is a natural person] or as 
representing the words or actions of an other [and then he is an artifi cial 
person or someone’s representative].’28 Such a capacity to play roles 
validly for oneself or others is premised on suffi  cient use of reason, 
and cannot be ascribed to men who are permanently or temporarily 
incompetent to manage their personal aff airs.

25 Th e distinction Hobbes makes here between reasonable and rational is analogous 
to that between potential and actual.

26 For a discussion of the conditions of personhood in modern thinking see Den-
nett 1976.

27 Hobbes 1996, p. 187.
28 Ibid., p. 111.
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82 chapter two

It should be clear by now how, in Hobbes, men diff er from persons. 
But here I am less interested in Hobbes’s legal concept of natural per-
sonality as the capacity to take personal responsibility for things said 
and done (which will occupy me in Chapter 3) than in his underlying 
concept of personhood as a social play of roles. As he makes clear in 
chapter 16 of Leviathan—a pivotal chapter, which marks the transi-
tion from his discussion of man to his discussion of persons—persons 
are primarily defi ned by their ability to act, or play roles, which will 
on occasion, but not always, take a legal nature. In other words, in 
Hobbes’s characterisation, persons are theatrical fi ctions before they 
are legal ones.

Th is leads Hobbes straight to the defi nition of yet another area of 
potential mismatch between the man and the person. For if not all 
men are persons, Hobbes is also adamant that one and the same man 
can be many diff erent persons, according to the various social roles 
he plays for himself or indeed according to the various roles he has 
others play on his behalf.29 To illustrate his point, Hobbes turns to the 
Ciceronian example of a forensic orator, Antonius, preparing himself 
for a court trial by playing his own person against the persons of his 
adversary and the judge.30 Antonius, Hobbes explains, is here one man 
but three persons, and his private performance symptomatic of man’s 
protean ability to change and move between diff erent personages. Th is 
ability can serve the illusory representation of others in a private set-
ting protected from the public gaze. But it can equally manifest itself in 
the public impersonation of multiple facets of oneself as one performs 
diff erent social roles in response to changing social expectations. Th e 
resulting image of one man unfolding himself in multiple, albeit ide-
ally related, personages foreshadows the self-conscious theatrical terms 
in which Hobbes conceives of the self in its relationship to society. To 
cite Shakespeare’s line in As You Like It: ‘All the world’s a stage’, and 
this is true for Hobbes even of those less aware of living under the 
theatrical gaze of others.31

29 Th is second possibility derives from Hobbes’s defi nition of ‘person’ as ‘he that is 
Represented, as oft en as he is Represented’, in chapter 42 of Leviathan. Hobbes 1996, 
p. 339. 

30 Ibid., p. 112.
31 Th e familiarity, if not triviality, of the theatrum mundi image at the time Hob-

bes is writing can be inferred from its jocose appearance in the works of Shakespeare 
and Cervantes, amongst others. Abundant expression of this topos can be also found 
in Cicero, from whom Hobbes explicitly quotes at this juncture. See, for instance, 
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 dramatic representation 83

Th e World as Stage

Th is is not to say that the centrality of theatricality to the construc-
tion of successful social and political agency in Hobbes is generally 
accepted. Th e tendency amongst his commentators has been rather to 
de-theatricalise role-playing and recast it as naked instrumental ratio-
nal conduct, as though theatricality and rationality were, for Hobbes, 
necessarily in opposition to one another. Some have gone as far as to 
maintain that his work is characterised by ‘a radical disavowal of the 
dramatic character of human life and interaction’, while others have 
placed him amongst the anti-theatricalists of his time.32 Th is is the case 
with Jonas Barish. In his infl uential work Th e Antitheatrical Prejudice 
(1981), Barish aligns Hobbes with the Puritan attack on the stage and 
all forms of theatrical social behaviour, to which, Barish claims, the 
Puritans allowed no role in the ordered life of society at large.33 He 
believes that much to be evidenced by the language Hobbes employs. 
Hobbes’s distinction between the ‘natural’ and the ‘artifi cial’ person, 
Barish claims, marks the boundary between ‘two modes of theatrical-
ity: the sustaining of a feigned person—or mimicry—and the emphatic 
maintaining of one’s own person, or self-manifestation’, the natural 
person being clearly Hobbes’s morally privileged term.34

To put this argument at its simplest, Hobbes’s theory of person-
hood would have posed a stark choice between two extremes: on the 
one hand, the natural self, given to us by nature; on the other hand, 
the artifi cial self, of purely human construct. Th e reason why he would 
have preferred the natural as opposed to the artifi cial person is that the 
natural person pertains to the realm of the sincere, the authentic and 
the unmediated, whereas the artifi cial person belongs to the realm of 
the devious, the fake and the counterfeit. Hence Barish’s conclusion: 
that Hobbes shared with the Puritans an understanding of the person 
in which the transparency of the self is favoured over any type of self-
concealing activity, whether simulative or dissimulative.35

Cicero 1913, I. 114. On the fl ourishing of the theatrum mundi image, especially in 
playwrights, in the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries see Yates 1969, 
Righter 1967, Bernheimer 1956, Warnke 1972, pp. 66–89 and Christian 1987. 

32 Kottman 2008, p. 55.
33 For a useful debunking of the reductive notion that all Puritans opposed theatre-

going see Heinemann 1980, pp. 18–58. 
34 Barish 1981, p. 155.
35 For the opposite view, which is also mine, see Agnew 1986, pp. 102.
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84 chapter two

Th is is a striking yet puzzling conclusion, for a number of reasons. 
To start with, it wrongly reverses the position of nature and artifi ce in 
Hobbes’s system of thought. For him, artifi ce does not have any of its 
later connotations of narrow or cramped pretence. On the contrary, 
it belongs to man as the maker of art. It means creativity, the ability 
of human beings to fashion a world that works for them and enables 
them to escape nature, not least their own nature.

Barish’s interpretation also falls down on at least two other, more 
specifi c accounts. First, it misses the point of Hobbes’s distinction 
between natural and artifi cial persons. Th is distinction is not con-
structed in moralistic terms, but is rather essentially juristic in nature. 
What is at stake is the question of ability to take responsibility, or the 
distinction between the roles individuals play in their own person, for 
which they are expected to be personally accountable, and the roles 
they play in the person of another, on whom the responsibility for 
their actions falls. Second, it misreads the meaning of the ‘natural’ in 
Hobbes’s conception of natural personhood, just as it misreads the 
meaning of the ‘artifi cial’ in his conception of artifi cial personhood. 
Th e latter did not necessarily carry all the pejorative associations of the 
word ‘artifi ce’ in our day—e.g. deceptive mimicry, imposture, duplic-
ity, etc. Artifi cial personality was rather an ingenious expedient in a 
world where the direct engagement of persons was rapidly giving way 
to mediated contractual relationships. Th is is not to say that acting 
by proxy did not involve, for Hobbes, a kind of contrivance, a form 
of pretence, or that people could not try falsely to pass for others (or 
their representatives). But most transactions carried out by proxy rest, 
in his view, on a mutually acknowledged legal fi ction, governed by 
its own rules of credibility, which can be checked and enforced by 
the state. Similarly, by putting the ‘natural’ into the ‘natural person’ 
Hobbes does not want to present the natural person as necessarily 
transparent, spontaneous or unmediated, but rather as a natural locus 
of responsibility, given the person’s full possession of his faculties. 
For although Hobbes’s natural person need not be wholly artifi cial, 
he cannot be artless either. Natural personhood is still personhood, 
and ‘a Person [. . .] the same that an Actor is, both on the Stage and in 
common Conversation’.36 Th at is, the natural is already an artifi ce: a 
re-presentation.

36 Hobbes 1996, p. 112.

Vieira, Mónica Brito. The Elements of Representation in Hobbes : Aesthetics, Theatre, Law, and Theology in the Construction of
         Hobbes's Theory of the State, BRILL, 2009. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=635131.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-27 01:13:58.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 dramatic representation 85

As personhood is, for Hobbes, founded upon impersonation, every 
human act becomes an act of re-presentation, and the stage-player 
a blueprint for the everyday performer. Th is same promiscuous rela-
tionship between life and stage that Hobbes countenances was blamed 
by many Puritans on men’s ability to act out diff erent social identi-
ties by substituting selves of their own contriving for a more genu-
ine self, given to them by God or by nature. But where the Puritans 
saw the cause of moral and social dissolution, Hobbes found the key 
to order. He believed the Puritans’ emphasis on social transparency 
to be misplaced, and their attempt to represent the self as naturally 
fi xed as inviting a descent into chaos. Were men incapable of draw-
ing on the dramatic strategies of the actor, they would be deprived of 
the means to constrain the external appearance of their most trouble-
some passions in the process of refashioning themselves as convers-
able personae, ready to engage in peaceable social relations with one 
another. Only men capable of wearing masks whereby they prudently 
dissimulate and simulate with others can protect themselves from 
repeated clashes, while rendering their behaviour predictable and their 
mutual company suff erable if not genial. Sociability is not natural to 
the Hobbesian man. It requires art, a kind of theatricality, sustained by 
the social conventions of play, which helps us hide behind a mask of 
sustained decorousness, while moulding the externals of our conduct 
to the specifi c requirements of our roles as citizens and as subjects. But 
if theatricality is such an essential ingredient of civilisation, Hobbes’s 
analysis of human impersonation must constitute a direct challenge 
to the ideal of the absolute transparency or bareness of the self, rather 
than an embrace of this ideal.

By looking in this chapter into Hobbes’s discussion of man as actor, 
I will be reaching into a much-neglected dimension of his work. I refer 
to the play-acting between subjects and between subject and sovereign, 
sovereign and subjects, or the ways they must represent themselves 
to one another, under worldly conditions that are plastic, and never 
really leave the theatre behind. Th is presupposes the embeddedness 
of theatricality in ordinary human behaviour, something that is fi rst 
hinted at by Hobbes’s reminding us of the pre-metaphorical meaning 
of ‘person’ as a mask, whose origins lie in the world of theatre:

Th e word Person is latine: insteed whereof the Greeks have prosopon, 
which signifi es the Face, as Persona in latine signifi es the disguise, or out-
ward appearance of a man, counterfeited on the Stage; and sometimes 
more particularly that part of it, which disguiseth the face, as a Mask or 
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86 chapter two

Visard: And from the Stage, hath been translated to any Representer of 
speech and action, as well in Tribunalls, as Th eaters. So that a Person, is 
the same that an Actor is, both on the Stage and in common Conversa-
tion; and to Personate, is to Act, or Represent himselfe, or an other.37

Th is brief, but critical, passage tells a tale of how theatricality came to 
be abstracted from the stage, to be applied to the ways human beings 
are required to act out their social identities by performing established 
codes of social interaction.38 To be a person involves mask-wearing 
and play-acting, something that is indicated by the very etymology of 
the word. Starting as either the full-body or the strictly facial disguise 
through which a play-actor made his character know to a theatre audi-
ence, the word ‘persona’ came with time to designate ‘any Representer 
of speech and action’.39 It was thus by way of metaphorical extension, 
that ‘a Person’ became ‘an Actor’, ‘both on the Stage and in common 
Conversation’, and the theatre came to be subsumed in the whole 
world.40 In the process, ‘to Personate’ was made a synonym of ‘to Act, 
or Represent himself, or an other’, and a continuum was established 
between the actor bearing a stage character and the self-impersonator, 
acting his own part(s) on the stage of everyday life.41

Th e extension of the term ‘personate’ to include the representation 
of the self in everyday life is not very true to the idiomatic English 
of Hobbes’s own day.42 Th e idea of ‘representing oneself ’, or ‘playing 
one’s own character’, was not then—and still is not today—the pri-
mary meaning of ‘to personate’.43 But it was not unprecedented either. 

37 Ibid., p. 112.
38 On the suggestion that the modern notion of personhood is indebted to a new, 

early modern, dramatic understanding of ‘character’, see, amongst others, Greenblatt 
1980. 

39 Hobbes 1996, p. 112.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid. According to the OED, it was Shakespeare who fi rst gave the word ‘act’ its 

peculiarly theatrical overtones. It was also during Shakespeare’s lifetime that the term 
‘actor’ moved from being the designation applied to any agent and came to designate 
specifi cally the stage performer. It seems justifi ed to assume that Hobbes was con-
sciously playing with recent linguistic developments.

42 As noticed by Hobbes’s contemporary and critic William Lucy: ‘no man can 
properly be say’d to act himself, or represent himself; for the Actor and the acted, the 
Representor and the represented, are two’. Lucy 1996, p. 275.

43 Th e English verb ‘to personate’ seems to have appeared around the turn of the 
sixteenth to seventeenth centuries, as the fi rst example of its use registered in the 
OED dates from 1597–8. None of the meanings listed there, however, bears the notion 
of representing one’s own character. On the contrary, ‘personation’ commonly des-
ignated the action of passing oneself off  as someone else for fraudulent purposes. 
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 dramatic representation 87

In 1649, Hobbes’s friend, the poet John Hall, wrote about personation 
in terms that closely foreshadow Hobbes’s: ‘Man in business’, Hall 
declared, ‘is but a Th eatricall person, and in a manner but personates 
himself, but in his retired and hid actions, he pulls off  his disguise, 
and acts openly.’44 By conferring a similar centrality on the notion 
of self-personation, Hobbes shows signs of being equally persuaded 
of the complex intersections between theatricality—i.e., the type of 
self-conscious performance that involves the polishing of a persona 
for display—and the multiple personages we sustain everyday, as we 
move from one milieu to the next. In Hobbes, as in Hall, the worlds 
of play, business and politics are closely knit in their requirements of 
performativity.

Hobbes’s claim that the ‘person’ concerns man as actor hinges, like 
Hall’s, on the possibility, indeed on the necessity, of a disjunction 
between signifi ers and signifi ed, inner and outer states, private sub-
jectivity and public performance. It turns away from the conception 
of the person as an ontological essence, and ideals of unmediated self-
assertion, to concentrate on things that are on view: masks, disguises, 
words, actions and other external appearances, which must conform 
to laws, roles and other extant limits on public expression. As repre-
sentations, persons are always constructed in the presupposition of a 
spectatorship, whose critical judgment they need to meet successfully. 
Persons are not simply about the ways we present ourselves to others. 
Th ey are also, and more importantly, about the ways others see us.

Th e externalities that make up Hobbes’s person are amenable to 
transmission, making the person representable, and to public exami-
nation, making the construction of personality an eminently inter-
personal matter. It is interpersonal because all the externals of public 
conduct work as signs, which, qua signs, are always directed at an 
audience. Th e audience’s role is to reconstruct these signs as a unitary 
process, and acknowledge (or reprehend) the social actor in the result-
ing overall performance. Signs are, however, notoriously ‘subject to 

Concomitantly, in English law the crime of ‘personation’ is that of claiming—e.g. 
in voting—to be someone else, and a ‘personating agent’ is an agent employed by a 
candidate at an election to detect attempted personation of voters. In connection to 
the theatre, however, the term ‘personation’ seems to have fi rst come into use in the 
1590s, and referred to a player pretending to be a real contemporary or historical 
person. See Gurr 2004, p. 166.

44 Hall 1953, p. 37.

Vieira, Mónica Brito. The Elements of Representation in Hobbes : Aesthetics, Theatre, Law, and Theology in the Construction of
         Hobbes's Theory of the State, BRILL, 2009. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=635131.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-27 01:13:58.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



88 chapter two

hypocrisy’, and their judgement is necessarily uncertain.45 Th is is why 
Hobbes insists that Leviathan, the modern state, must steer clear of 
trying to guess intentions (private beliefs) and concentrate exclusively 
on the externals of conduct (what people do), in particular on actions 
threatening the public order.46 Uncertainty in assessing intentions will 
not, none the less, impede social actors from trying to read through 
each others’ signs, and register early signs of alarm whenever hypoc-
risy surfaces. As Hobbes explains, ‘Th at which taketh away the reputa-
tion of Sincerity, is the doing, or saying of such things, as appeare to 
be signes, that what they require other men to believe, is not believed 
by themselves.’47 To avoid loss of trust, and its potentially catastrophic 
consequences (loss of credit, social exclusion, etc.), as social perform-
ers we must not only keep promises we have made, but also learn to 
display the right signs, at the right place and moment. Th is requires a 
kind of mastering of oneself through performance, whereby our ges-
tures move from necessarily expressing prior feeling to making avail-
able reassuring signs of the authenticity of our motivations.

All of this leads Hobbes to a conception of personhood that is, at 
once, public, relational and theatrical. It is public because the person 
is an outer surface that is permanently on view. It is relational as the 
person results from the interaction between he who acts and they who 
establish whether the performance is plausible. Th is conception of per-
sonhood is also theatrical, because any such interaction is premised 
on the fact that every person is already a ‘Representer’: a dramatically 
enacted thing, acting herself before others.

Th e possibility of a disjunction between the private and the public, 
inwards and outwards, personal conviction and external conduct, is 
the premise of Hobbes’s conception of personhood as a series of roles, 
which involve seeing oneself as others see one, and fashioning oneself 

45 Hobbes 1996, p. 314.
46 Th is means that the Hobbesian state should leave citizens alone as long as they 

behave as subjects, that is, as long as they act according to the sovereign’s will on all 
occasions, regardless of what they think of it. But it does not mean, of course, that 
the sovereign should not try to act on the subjects’ system of beliefs (their ‘opinions’) 
by promoting a programme of civic education whereby they are taught the rights of a 
commonwealth and the grounds of their civic duties. In eff ect, since ‘our wills follow 
our opinions, and our actions follow our wills’, it is critical to the long-term survival 
of the state that it works on its subjects’ opinions, so that the subjects may, without 
reservations, accept, and indeed adopt, the sovereign’s public reason as their own. 
Hobbes 1969, p. 63.

47 Hobbes 1996, p. 84.
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 dramatic representation 89

accordingly. Being profi cient at playing a role implies more than sim-
ply exhibiting the right signs. One must also understand the code(s) 
that make a specifi c pattern of behaviour socially acceptable in certain 
circumstances, and not in others, or else one risks performing inad-
equately and descending into being ridiculed. Th is much is clear from 
Hobbes’s example of a man ‘ignorant of the Ceremonies of Court’, 
who ‘comming into the presence of a greater Person than he is used 
to speak to, and stumbling at his entrance, to save himselfe from fall-
ing, lets slip his Cloake; to recover his Cloake, lets fall his Hat’, thereby 
discovering, and revealing to others, ‘his astonishment and rusticity’.48 
Only he who is able to engage in refl exive role-taking, using outside 
standards to look at himself, can avoid a similar embarrassment, by 
producing a performance where the signifi ers seem actually to become 
what they signify; that is, a performance that succeeds in masking its 
own existence.

Th e principle guiding the relationship between private subjectivity 
and public performance is, in Hobbes, relatively straightforward. As 
he puts it, ‘Private, is in secret Free; but in the sight of the multitude, 
it is never without some Restraint, either from the Lawes, or from the 
Opinion of men’.49 To explain: the inner state of one’s mind, so long 
as it does not translate into action, is one’s private aff air, and immune 
from jurisdiction. But that which appears outwardly, in one’s words 
and actions, is to conform to laws and social censure. Discretion in 
the public expression of thought and feeling is a fundamental social, as 
well as political, requirement. But this is a restraint that works also as 
a protection, especially for the reformed subject, with his focus on reli-
gious interiority.50 Where the state sets it as its goal to rule exclusively 
over appearances—that is, human behaviour in its externality and vis-
ibility—it stops trying to peer into souls. Th ought control would have 
been futile anyway. Beliefs, Hobbes insists, are neither visible to rul-
ers nor voluntary. Th us belief will not be aff ected by direct coercion, 
only by the indirect acting on a man’s opinions, through a state-led 
programme of education and control over doctrine. In Hobbes’s com-
monwealth, whatever a man believes, he will be safe, as long as he 
keeps acting like a subject.

48 Ibid., p. 467.
49 Ibid., p. 249.
50 See Rosendale 2004.
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90 chapter two

Dis/simulating with Others

Defi ned by their publicness, their visibility and their capacity to 
act, persons are subject to public scrutiny, just as are actors on the 
stage, and seek a similar acknowledgement of their performance. Th is 
depends on their ability to put on a sustained mask of civility, which 
must accomplish a double purpose. First, it must block from the pub-
lic gaze one’s aberrant thoughts, indecorous impulses and troublesome 
passions through the blank wall of honest dissimulation. And second, 
this mask is to express the signs of a sustained commitment to peace 
and obedience, where necessary by simulating being what one is not, 
because not doing so would compromise the performance of what is 
expected from us by the commands of civil law and, before it, the 
laws of nature. Always to put on the appearance that best suits the 
construction of order, one must develop a control over one’s face, ges-
ture, words and actions, as the professional actor simulates emotions 
he does not feel, and dissembles the emotions he does feel. Like the 
actors they emulate, citizens in the Hobbesian commonwealth do not 
exist to be true to themselves, but to be true to their roles.

Hobbes was not alone in his belief in the importance of the powers 
of play (both simulatory and dissimulatory) for human interaction. 
Th e licitness of dissimulation was central to contemporary debates 
about Nicodemism, equivocation and mental reservation, in the con-
text of which the concept of ‘honest dissimulation’ (understood as dis-
simulation used to avoid religious persecution) was fi rst deployed.51 
But the political utility of dis/simulation was also a common topos of 
the reason-of-state and courtier literature of Hobbes’s time.52 Machia-
velli notoriously contradicted Cicero in placing dis/simulation at the 
heart of the craft  of politics: a prince who wanted to preserve his 
power should be, Machiavelli insisted, ‘a great feigner and dissem-
bler’.53 Machiavelli’s advice was indebted to Tacitus, and taken on 
by Justus Lipsius, one of Tacitus’ foremost early modern disciples.54 

51 See Garnet 1598.
52 For Hobbes’s relation to the reason-of-state tradition see Malcolm 2007a, pp. 

92–123. 
53 Machiavelli 1998, p. 62. For the opposite view, see Cicero 1913, p. 44 and 46.
54 Tacitus 1956, where the emperor Tiberius is described as someone who ranked 

dissimulation highest amongst his virtues, an observation that reappears in the ‘Dis-
course upon the Beginning of Tacitus’, a work likely to have been written by William 
Cavendish under Hobbes’s close scrutiny. See [Hobbes(?)] 1995, pp. 57 and 64. 
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Lipisius’ avowedly Machiavellian theory of ‘mixed prudence’, which 
recommended rulers to use deception when necessary, together with 
contemporary treatises on the benefi ts of dissimulation in courtly poli-
tics (notably Baldassare Castiglione’s 1528 Th e Book of the Courtier), 
lies behind the famous essay ‘Of Simulation and Dissimulation’ by 
Hobbes’s occasional employer, Francis Bacon.55 In this essay, Bacon 
acknowledged—more so than Lipsius—that any attempt at a separa-
tion between secrecy, dissimulation and simulation held in theory, 
but failed in practice. Accordingly, Bacon’s counsel to the prince and 
his advisor living in an ‘Age of Dissimulation’, a phrase coined by 
Montaigne, was unapologetic: ‘to have Opennesse in Fame and Opin-
ion; Secrecy in Habit; Dissimulation in seasonable use; And Power to 
faigne, if there be no Remedy’.56

Th ere are good reasons to believe that Hobbes was familiar with these 
various early modern discourses on dis/simulation.57 But his counte-
nancing of dis/simulation comes with a diff erence. Hobbes does not 
prescribe simulation and dissimulation as exceptional conduct, limited 
to rare state occasions, government business or the closed world of 
courtly politics. Instead, he refers to them as being an essential part of 
the regulation of ordinary social life, if society is to be truly civil. By 
‘civil’ I mean here not mere social politeness, decency of behaviour or 
decorum (Hobbes’s ‘Small Morals’), but a civil state as opposed to the 
state of war. If, in Hobbes’s view, dissimulation and simulation can be 
morally faultless, indeed constitute ethical behaviour, it is because he 
thinks them necessary to uphold the type of sustained outward con-
formity to the laws of nature and the commands of the sovereign that 
allows men to live together ‘in Peace, and Unity’.58 In this conclusion 
Hobbes stands closer to authors like Jérôme Cardan, for whom civil life 
depended on the virtue of dissimulation, and Torquato Accetto, whose 

55 For Lipsius’ theory of ‘mixed virtue’, countenancing secrecy, as well as bribery 
and active deception on exceptional occasions, but vehemently rejecting breach of 
contract or the infringement of law, see Lipsius 1970, p. 113. For Castiglione’s discus-
sion of dis/simulation as essential to the courtier who wishes to promote himself in 
the eyes of the powerful, see Castiglione 1984.

56 Bacon 1985, p. 22, and Montaigne 1978, p. 795.
57 Many of the books discussed here fi gure in the early catalogue in the library at 

Hardwick. Also, Hobbes was Bacon’s amanuensis, and had a close association with the 
Anglo-Venetian circle (including the Earl of Devonshire, Fulgenzio Micanzio, and his 
collaborator Paolo Sarpi) within which secrecy and dis/simulation were topical points 
of discussion. 

58 Hobbes 1996, p. 69. See also Frost 2001 and Hoekstra 2006a.
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92 chapter two

little treatise Della dissimulazione onesta (1641) crossed a watershed 
by morally re-qualifying a suspect practice as a Christian virtue, and 
suggesting its profi table use by society as a whole.59 Acceto’s Christian 
piety aside, Hobbes also believed that dissimulation could be deployed 
honestly and even simulation virtuously, when they served the all-
important end of the construction of order.

Successful dis/simulation is, however, only possible, where one is 
able to read others and oneself, or see oneself through a kind of social 
looking glass, which is used as a guide in a continuing process of self-
monitoring, self-restraint and self-correction. Hobbes’s archetype of 
disruptive, unreasoned and unreasonable behaviour, the drunkard, is 
the perfect example of a man lacking in this social skill.60 Th e eff ects 
of wine, Hobbes warns, take away dissimulation, since they curtail the 
mechanisms of self-awareness that would enable a man to perceive 
the deformity of his passions, and constrain them in assembling a sus-
tained public persona. In this, the drunkard resembles the madman, 
who also gives reckless expression to passion, and in so doing makes 
a true, dangerously erratic, spectacle of himself:

Again, that Madnesse is nothing else, but too much appearing Passion, 
may be gathered out of the eff ects of Wine, which are the same with 
those of the evill disposition of the organs. For the variety of behaviour 
in men that have drunk too much, is the same with that of Mad-men: 
some of them Raging, others Loving, others Laughing, all extravagantly, 
but according to their severall domineering Passions: For the eff ect of 
the wine, does but remove Dissimulation; and take from them the sight 
of the deformity of their Passions. For, (I believe) the most sober men, 
when they walk alone without care and employment of the mind, would 
be unwilling the vanity and Extravagance of their thoughts at that time 
should be publiquely seen: which is a confession, that Passions unguided, 
are for the most part meere Madnesse.61

Th is example illustrates how, for Hobbes, the construction of a viable 
persona rests upon a rigorous distinction between the private and the 
public, inner and outer, thought and action. On the one hand, we 
have that which is involuntary, internal and not submitted to restraint 
(thought), in so far as it is not publicly seen, and does not translate 
into action. On the other hand, we have that which is voluntary, exter-

59 Cardan 1652 and Accetto 1983. 
60 See Hobbes 1998, p. 54.
61 Hobbes 1996, p. 55, my emphasis; see also p. 52.
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nal and in need of restraint (action), in response to monitoring by sov-
ereign and fellow subjects. Given Hobbes’s distinctively performative 
understanding of language, under the category of action fall not only 
deeds, but also words, whether deployed in public speech or in writ-
ing. So if ‘the secret thoughts of a man run over all things, holy, pro-
phane, clean, obscene, grave, and light, without shame, or blame’, this 
is something ‘verbal discourse cannot do, farther than the Judgement 
shall approve of Time, Place, and Persons’.62 Th e ability to discrimi-
nate between the words to put on show and the words to keep silent is 
one of the most important prerequisites of competent social acting.

Th e stability of social life would be seriously compromised were 
each man to follow the drunkard in presenting himself before another 
as an unfi ltered, more or less random play of passions, rather than 
as a polished persona, with regard to whom reasonable expectations 
can be formed and, generally speaking, fulfi lled. Th is composure is, 
at its most fundamental, a moral requirement of the laws of nature, 
which condemn drunkenness as likely to produce humoral excess and 
passionate intemperance, and oblige us to show a controlled, sociable 
disposition towards others. ‘Th at no man by deed, word, countenance, 
or gesture, declare Hatred, or Contempt of another’ is one of the key 
commands of the law of nature, a command which, under conditions 
of security, we are obliged to obey externally, even if—or should one 
say, especially if—obeying it implies dis/simulating our true feelings.63 
Th e performance of the laws of nature presupposes, therefore, a pro-
cess of self-fashioning, which is compared by Hobbes to the polishing 
up of one’s persona for public display. Like those irregular stones that 
are brought together for building up an edifi ce, men, whose lives also 
touch, must round up their sharp corners, and create out of themselves 
the type of personae who can fi t in with one another in a sturdy civil 
construction. Amongst natural persons, there will, of course, always 
be some Malvolio-type characters, deliberately oblivious of the social 
norms of play. But Hobbes’s project is to convince men of the systemic 
advantageousness of playing by the laws of nature, showing modesty, 
tractability, courtesy and so forth, towards others, even if this means 
you have to put on a mask. As Hobbes reminds us, he who drops out 
of this joint exercise in mutual accommodation, which the wearing of 

62 Ibid., p. 52.
63 Ibid., p. 107.
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94 chapter two

masks facilitates, runs the risk of being ‘cast out of Society, as comber-
some thereunto’.64 As the new civil religion, sociability carries its own 
threats of excommunication.

Th eatricality is vital to the maintenance of the civil condition. But 
it is not exclusive to it. It is at play in the state of nature, which is, 
for Hobbes, already social, and far from un-theatrical. In the state of 
nature, an acute consciousness of others as beholders creates a the-
atrical consciousness whereby men constantly compare themselves 
to others—in whose regard and opinion, it sometimes seems, they 
solely exist. Glory, in particular, is a distinctively theatrical passion, 
structured around an exchange of signs of recognition between actor, 
wanting to be honoured, spectator, from whom signs of esteem are 
expected, and onlooker, who is to be impressed by the honouring. 
Without the active dissembling of signs, this exchange is likely to 
break into strife, as the returned signs may easily declare (or, at least, 
be taken to declare) lack of respect. Th e judicious and steady perfor-
mance of mutual deference, which would disarm the disruptiveness of 
honour, is not prone to be adopted in the absence of a state acting as 
the guarantor of mutuality and civilisation.65 In nature, theatricality is 
likely to step out of bounds.

Th e arts of dissimulation and simulation are not so much allowed 
as required to put the laws of nature into action once the theatrical 
presence of the state makes it secure to perform them. And if anything 
these arts must increase in refi nement as we enter the civil condition, 
where the disruptive potential of passions and their signs is still pres-
ent, but the rules of acceptable behaviour are more clearly codifi ed, and 
more readily enforceable. I put the stress on signs, because whenever 
two interlocutors meet, strife-free interaction depends on their careful 
administration. Th is is primarily so because, despite Hobbes’s initial 
analogy, our everyday mask is nothing like that unmoving, opaque 
object affi  xed to the ancient actor’s face, but rather a succession of 
facial and bodily movements that may, at one’s least distraction, let 
one’s mind be revealed. Nor do our everyday expressions simply act 
on a script’s signal. Th e personae we build in everyday life require sub-

64 Ibid., p. 106.
65 In nature, the unilateral acting of modesty, tractability, fi delity, etc. is most likely 

to bring about self-destruction. 
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stantial improvisation, for which we need not a fi xed but an adaptable 
mask, enabling us to react promptly to social stimuli.

Hobbes’s competent social actor must hence be an expert in semi-
otic analysis. His attention has to turn intently to the signs he gives to 
the spectator, and those returned signs ‘by which one taketh notice of 
what another conceiveth and intended’.66 On the correct reading of the 
latter depends the successful management of the former, along with the 
keeping of social tension within bounds. Our emotional responsiveness 
to signs is primarily explained by our hyper-sensibility to comparative 
rankings of honour. As such, violent quarrels can be ignited by some-
thing as little as a misplaced burst of laughter, which either threatens 
peace, by giving expression to contempt for another, or generates ten-
sion, by unmasking one’s lack of self-confi dence.67 But signs diff er, 
and so does our ability to control them. Amongst the myriad of signs 
exchanged by any two interlocutors, ‘some are such as cannot easily 
be counterfeited; as actions and gestures, especially if they be sudden’, 
as is mostly the case with the natural signs of passions; ‘others there 
are that may be counterfeited: and those are words or speech’.68 Yet 
despite its being easier to feign conventional signs, especially words, 
there is nothing preventing many natural signs from being produced 
consciously by an onstage persona, or an off stage person.

In the realm of civil society, the fi rst, thinner layer of self-fashioning 
required by the impersonation of the laws of nature must be strength-
ened with further and ever more impenetrable layers, given the spe-
cifi c duties attached to the various roles we play. As Hobbes explains, 
to compose one’s personae successfully one must take account of a 
wide range of devices and constraints: the nature (private/public) of 
the forum in which the performance is to be delivered; the numbers 
and social status of the public; the specifi c requirements of one’s social 
position, function, career or offi  ce; and the question of whether one 
is acting in one’s natural capacity or as an artifi cial person. Disregard 
for any of these aspects, Hobbes warns, is likely to result in a poor or 
reprehensible performance:

An Anatomist, or a Physitian may speak, or write his judgement of 
unclean things; because it is not to please, but profi t: but for another 

66 Hobbes 1969b, p. 64.
67 Hobbes 1996, p. 43.
68 Hobbes 1969b, p. 64.
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96 chapter two

man to write his extravagant, and pleasant fancies of the same, is as if a 
man, from being tumbled into the dirt, should come and present him-
selfe before good company. And ’tis the want of Discretion that makes 
the diff erence. Again, in profest remissnesse of mind, and familiar com-
pany, a man may play with the sounds, and aequivocall signifi cations 
of words; and that many times with encounters of extraordinary Fancy: 
but in a Sermon, or in publique, or before persons unknown, or whom 
we ought to reverence, there is no Gingling of words that will not be 
accounted folly: and the diff erence is onely in the want of Discretion.69

As the passage makes clear, discretion is the intellectual virtue chiefl y 
to be relied upon in the assemblage of a sustainable persona. When 
suffi  ciently cultivated, discretion enables us to distinguish, discern or 
judge between one thing and another, distinctive operations of the 
faculty of judgement on the basis of which we can expect to temper 
fl ights of fancy in public and to respond fl exibly to changing social 
circumstances. Th erefore, because his actions follow his function, and 
regard the good of others, the physician may freely convey his thought 
about unclean things. But for another man to be similarly outspoken, 
and fantasise publicly about the same matters, would be indicative of 
a serious lack of judgement. Similarly, within one’s familiar, private 
space, one can indulge in wordplay, and fi ddle around carelessly with 
the sounds and meaning of words. But when carried out in public, by 
a man of God, or before an anonymous audience to whom one owes 
reverence, such fooling around with words would be injudicious. A 
person’s theatrical versatility, when tempered by discretion, permits 
him to react quickly to his environment by performing the roles he 
inhabits in ways that his role-incumbency makes seem natural, and 
his versatility in no doubt. Where it is unguided, however, the person 
is likely to fi nd himself out of role.

For Hobbes, we have been seeing, to be a person means quite liter-
ally to play a pre-defi ned role or adequately improvise one’s social 
appearance, rather than to act always in ways directly revelatory of 
one’s spontaneous dispositions. Persons are constructs, products of 
human creative industry, which are simultaneously constrained and 
enabled by complex social scripts and normative expectations put into 
play by our social and political interaction. An element of artifi cial-
ity—concealment (not always seeming to be what one is) and simu-
lation (occasionally appearing to be what one is not)—is intimately 

69 Hobbes 1996, p. 52.
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involved in the acting out of our multiple personae. But Hobbes is 
emphatic in rejecting the idea that man’s dis/simulatory abilities need 
be constructed as malignant. Th ey may as well be entirely without 
fault, indeed a form of moral and legal behaviour.

As we have seen above, it seems important to highlight this point, 
if only because Hobbes is writing for an English audience that had 
increasingly been exposed to the use of ‘actor’ as a term of abuse. As 
the prolifi c anti-dramatic literature of the time makes clear, the actor 
had become a hate-fi gure, not only as a minion of the king but also—
and more importantly—for being deemed a hypocrite, deceitfully pre-
tending to be another, both on and off  stage.

Amongst the anti-theatrical polemicists, the Puritan lawyer Wil-
liam Prynne represented an extreme case, and was especially intent 
on arguing that all acting is based on deceitfulness, a type of self-inter-
ested hypocrisy, which involves showing oneself to be other than one 
is. Trained in the arts of ‘hipocrisie, faining, or dissimulation’ that 
‘are exercised in the acting of Stage-playes’,70 actors, Prynne insisted, 
are the antithesis of the ‘honest and sincere’ creatures God requires 
us to be.71 In theatrical impersonation, Prynne added, everything is 
‘counterfeited, feined, dissembled; nothing really or sincerely acted’, 
for players are always ‘acting others, not themselves’, which is ‘but pal-
pable hypocrisie’.72 Having located hypocrisy at the root of all human 
impersonation, he went on to advocate an absolute transparency of 
the self, which stands in direct contrast to the plasticity and aesthetic 
quality of Hobbes’s persons:

For God, who is truth it selfe, in whom there is no variablenesse, no 
shadow of change, no feigning, no hypocrisie; as he hath given uniforme 
distinct and proper being to every creature, the bounds of which may 
not be exceeded: so he requires that the actions of every creature should 
be honest and sincere, devoid of all hypocrisie, as all his actions, and their 
nature are. Hence he enjoy[n]es all men at all times, to be such in shew, 
as they are in truth; to seeme that outwardly which they are inwardly; to 
act themselves, not others.73

In insisting that not only the character played by the actor on stage, 
but also the person playing herself in everyday life, ought to substitute 

70 Prynne 1632, p. 156.
71 Ibid., p. 159.
72 Ibid., p. 156.
73 Ibid., p. 159.
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98 chapter two

selves of their own contriving for the ones given by nature, Hobbes is 
visibly undercutting any such Manichean views of the theatrical social 
person, and reinstating it as simply an individual playing his expected 
role. Dis/simulation, Hobbes would agree, is, as Prynne claims, self-
interested. But this may well be a form of enlightened self-interest, 
which works for the benefi t of all, in that it is conducive to peace-
ful social interaction. By contrast, to affi  rm one’s natural being in all 
one’s acts, always to show oneself outwardly as one is inwardly, are 
imperatives that transgress the dictates of natural reason, and reveal 
themselves as irreconcilable with the demands of civilisation. Such 
injunctions resolve themselves in a utopian vision of an anti-theatri-
cal society, where the clash of men in the full force of their passions 
would be disastrous, and unavoidable. Robbed of their powers of play, 
men would be forever condemned to nature.

Actors and Hypocrites

But there is more to Hobbes’s critique. Th e Puritan defence of the 
benefi ts of absolute sincerity is also exposed as a case of outright feign-
ing, carried out for the purely self-regarding, power-hungry reasons of 
which the Puritans accuse others. From the socially necessary dissimu-
lation of one’s troublesome passions to their strictly manipulative con-
cealment can indeed be a short step. And the crossing of this thin line 
is for Hobbes perfectly exemplifi ed by those Presbyterian preachers 
who, ‘by a long practised histrionic faculty, preached up the rebellion 
powerfully’.74 It is by these Puritan enthusiasts, rather than by stage-
actors, or common men, that the mask is used as a trick, to further 
status, wealth and power, under the robe of godly righteousness.

Th at we are, in this case, watching a very specifi c type of play-actor 
is what Hobbes indicates by his careful choice of words. His use, at 
this juncture, of the derogatory term ‘histrionic’, instead of the more 
neutral ‘dramatique’ or ‘theatricall’, is already in itself suggestive of 
the Presbyterian minister’s being the prototype of the religious hypo-
crite who falsely pretends virtuousness, and uses rhetoric to serve his 

74 Hobbes 1969a, p. 159, my emphasis.
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anti-ethics of manipulative communication.75 ‘Th eir prayer’, Hobbes 
tells us, ‘was or seemed to be extempore, which they pretended to be 
dictated by the spirit of God within them, and many of the people 
believed or seemed to believe it’, but in truth these improvised prayers 
were no less calculating than the set forms of ‘the common-prayer-
book’ they set themselves to condemn.76 As actor, the Presbyterian 
secretly revels in the theatrical, harbouring an explicitly anti-Puritan 
engagement with dissembling and deceptive performance. He is an 
accomplished technician of counterfeit emotions in his eff ort to per-
suade the audience of the sincerity of his intentions. But unlike the 
stage-actor, who puts his technique in the service of the audience, or 
the common man, whose acting serves the desiderata of peace, the 
Presbyterian preacher enlists the audience in the service of his blind 
drive for power. Nothing in the composition of his character is left  
to chance. Countenance, gesture, looks, diction, phrasing, intonation 
are all meticulously trained and, at last, reassembled to maximise the 
desired eff ect. In the process, the church in which the Presbyterian 
preaches is transformed into a playhouse, and the pulpit into a pan-
optic tower, from which his performance is given, whilst the reactions 
of the public are closely surveyed. In Hobbes’s own words,

[Presbyterians] for the manner of their preaching; they so framed their 
countenance and gesture at their entrance into the pulpit, and their 
pronunciation both in their prayer and sermon, and used the Scripture 
phrase (whether understood by the people or not), as that no tragedian 
in the world could have acted the part of a right godly man better than 
these did; insomuch as a man unacquainted with such art, could never 
suspect any ambitious plot in them to raise sedition against the state, as 
they then had designed; or doubt that the vehemence of their voice (for 
the same words with the usual pronunciation had been of little force) 
and forcedness of their gesture and looks, could arise from anything else 
but zeal to the service of God. And by this art they came into such credit, 
that numbers of men used to go forth of their own parishes and towns 
on working-days, leaving their calling, and on Sundays leaving their own 

75 Hobbes’s use of ‘histrionic’ comes in the OED as an early example of the employ-
ment of ‘histrionic’ in the sense of ‘theatrical in character or style, “stagey”; also fi g. 
“acting a part”, hypocritical, deceitful, face’. Th e theme of hypocrisy is central to Behe-
moth, where the character B. comments, with respect to Presbyterians that ‘Hypocrisy 
hath *indeed* this great prerogative above other sins, that it cannot be accused.’ Hob-
bes 1969a, p. 48; see also p. 25.

76 Ibid., p. 25.
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100 chapter two

churches, to hear them preach in other places, and to despise their own 
and all other preachers that acted not so well as they.77

And thus we see how the word of civil society never leaves the theatre 
behind.

In reality, men were so powerfully engaged by the Presbyterian 
ministers’ cunningly rehearsed performance that they were willing 
to travel afar, leaving work and church behind, to gaze in rapture at 
the spectacle staged before them. Th e audience’s inability to suspect 
the plot hidden beneath the histrionics can, in Hobbes’s opinion, be 
explained by the ordinary man’s unfamiliarity with the dramatic arts, 
in particular with the actor who performs a tragic role in the theatre. 
As Hobbes puts it, ‘a man unacquainted with such art, could never 
suspect any ambitious plot in them’.78 And the judgement of the ordi-
nary man being so impaired, he ceases to belong to an active force—a 
public, and becomes a member of a herd of followers, which the Pres-
byterians animate to rebellion.

Th ere is an interesting and instructive ambiguity in Hobbes’s use 
of the term ‘plot’ in this sentence. Presbyterians are masters of plot at 
least at three levels, not explicitly separated by Hobbes, but to which 
the amateur audience remains equally blind. Behind their claim to be 
mere actors of a plot that is dictated by the spirit of God within them, 
the Presbyterians carry out what is a self-designed script, concealing a 
(com)plot: i.e., a secretly contrived plan to instigate sedition and take 
hold of power, under the cover of pristine religious zeal.79 But all the 
way through, the English public are unable to see through their perfor-
mance. To be able to see that the Presbyterians were but prideful, or 
at best self-deceiving men, sacrifi cing the public good at the hands of 
their reifi ed fancies, would require greater spectatorial sophistication.

Hobbes leaves his reader with the impression that the collective 
blindness to the Presbyterian duplicitous fraud would have been less 
pervasive if the Presbyters’ audience were composed of theatregoers. It 
is not hard to elaborate why. Th e self-conscious theatricality of many 
Elizabethan and Jacobean plays typically confronted their audiences 
with a troubling yet liberating sense of the theatricality of society itself, 

77 Ibid., p. 24, my emphasis.
78 Ibid.
79 According to the OED this second meaning of ‘plot’ (which occurs in England 

c.1575) was infl uenced by the French ‘complot’ and was already common currency in 
Hobbes’s time in connection with the Gunpowder Plot against James I.
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 dramatic representation 101

which opened to question the relation between appearances and social 
reality—the very relation Hobbes is seeking to expose.80 What is more, 
between 1570 and 1640, the stage did much to popularise Hobbes’s 
favoured image of the Puritan as an impostor, acting secretly and 
deceitfully, to advance his egoistic social aspirations. Dramatic satire 
rejoiced, as Hobbes does, in disclosing inconsistencies in the Presby-
terian’s acting of the role of a Puritan.

And there were plentiful such inconsistencies, according to Hobbes. 
Beneath their shell of rectitude, Presbyterians were much more un-
Puritanical than one might imagine. In their silence, they expressed 
their complicity with ‘the lucrative vices of men’, ‘such as are feigning, 
lying, cozening, hypocrisy, or other uncharitableness, except want of 
charity to their pastors’.81 In eff ect, ‘irreligion, hypocrisy, avarice and 
cruelty’ were ‘so eminently in the actions of Presbyterian members and 
Presbyterian ministers’ that they let the Independents dirty their hands 
by killing ‘God’s anointed’, but not without having fi rst ‘betrayed and 
sold him to his murderers’, like Judas.82 All of this betrays a distem-
pered appetite for power. But all of this too fell outside the scope of 
the gaze of credulous beholders.

Early modern English theatre—which Presbyterian spectacles came, 
in a way, to replace—relied on the experience of the unreality of the 
theatrical situation itself to create a distance, a kind of performative 
de-fusion, enabling the public to experience ongoing action as mere 
representation, and see the play as play.83 In making its artifi ciality 
explicit the theatre of Hobbes’s day resembles other forms of represen-
tation we have seen endorsed by him because they openly profess their 
inconstancy, and turn the awareness of deception into a constitutive 
part of their enjoyment (e.g. metaphors).84 Common people, Hobbes 
seems to believe, need to be exposed to such self-confessed appear-
ances, if they are ever to recognise less apparent games of illusion, and 

80 See Gurr 2004, especially pp. 124–8.
81 Hobbes 1969a, p. 25.
82 Ibid., p. 155.
83 Th is distance was reinforced by speaking in verse rather than prose, the use of 

men to play women, the grouping of audiences in three dimensions, the tight com-
pression of spectators against one another, and particular dramaturgical techniques 
such as the play-within-the-play and soliloquy, to give but a few examples. See Gurr 
2004.

84 Hobbes 1996, p. 31. 
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102 chapter two

take signs such as the hyper-theatricality of the Presbyterians for what 
they are: indicators of fraudulence.

Vilifi ed as instruments of idolatry, plays could be instrumental to 
iconoclastic demystifi cation. But the common man’s unfamiliarity 
with the theatre was unlikely to be overcome. In September 1642 the 
Puritan Parliament commanded that theatres be closed to appease the 
wrath of God, with civil war imminent.85 Th e theatre could no longer 
be relied upon to create a critical audience. And the rebellious Pres-
byterian rhetoricians were now free to trump anything else put on the 
political stage, having their ‘word’ bolstered by claims to divine truth. 
For Hobbes, however, there could be no word of God other than the 
commands of the sovereign. And, the sovereign’s monopoly of the 
right to represent God being so critical to Hobbes’s political project, 
there can be little doubt of the reason for his obsession with stripping 
off  the masks of those Presbyterian ‘impious hypocrites’ pretending 
‘to have a right from God to govern every one his parish and their 
assembly the whole nation’, including the monarch.86 Only one person 
can wear the mask of God, and that is he who already wears the mask 
of the state.

Religious Play-Acting and the Power of Crowds

Th us we see Hobbes turning the Puritan attack on the stage against 
itself. Not content to stop here, he proceeds from the Puritan con-
demnation of the theatre, and all theatricality in human relations, to 
their reproach of any stage-play in worship. Th e Puritan advocacy 
of absolute sincerity—however much they contrived its appearance 
themselves—underpinned not only their opposition to play-going, 
but also their anti-theatrical conception of worship. Repeated prayers, 
no less than the lines repeatedly recited on the stage, followed for 
them a mechanical pattern, rather than the spontaneous expression 
of one’s mind. As Barish explains, for the Puritans, ‘worship, to be 

85 In 1642 Parliament issued an ordinance forbidding all stage-plays. As illicit play-
acting resurged, however, a new and stricter ordinance was issued fi ve years later. 
In 1648, it was fi nally ordered that all playhouses be pulled down, all players seized 
and whipped, and everyone caught attending plays fi ned. Playhouses were therefore 
practically closed from 1642 until the restoration of theatre in 1660. For the order that 
closed the playhouses on 2 September 1642, see Firth and Rait 1911, pp. 26–7.

86 Hobbes 1969a, pp. 26 and 2.
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genuine, could only be a direct translation of one’s inner self ’, that is, 
‘unique, spontaneous, unpremeditated’, it being for them unacceptable 
to ‘reduce it to set forms, to freeze it in ritual repetitions of word or 
gesture, to commit it to memory, to make it serve a variety of occa-
sions or a diversity of worshippers’.87 Th ese objections, we will see, 
are in stark contrast to Hobbes’s multi-layered conception of worship, 
whereby diff erent types of performance are required from worshippers 
as they move from the private to the public realm.

For Hobbes, our inward conception of the power of another is sig-
nifi ed by external acts, words, actions and gestures, which are com-
monly known as ‘worship’. Worship, we have seen in Chapter 1, can 
be divided into civil and divine: into the worship we ‘exhibite to those 
we esteem to be but men, as to Kings, and men in Authority’ and ‘the 
worship we exhibite to that which we think to bee God’,88 as well as 
into private or public, depending on whether it is exhibited by men 
according to their individual will, or exhibited according to the will 
of the state.

Th e institution of public forms of worship coincides with the institu-
tion of commonwealths, and gives expression to their unity in a newly 
representational form. Each commonwealth being one person, it must 
be one religion that represents itself publicly through one communal 
form of worship, defi ned by its uniformity: ‘But seeing a Common-
wealth is but one Person, it ought also to exhibite to God but one Wor-
ship.’89 Diff erent forms of religious worship may be tolerated privately, 
but if the commonwealth is to worship God as one, then it must pub-
licly show a unity of religious expression. To this end, those actions, 
words and gestures ‘as the Common-wealth shall ordain to be Pub-
liquely and Universally in use, as signes of Honour, and part of Gods 
Worship, are to be taken and used for such by the Subjects’.90 Subjects 
are obliged to follow the commonwealth’s prescription because when 
men transferred their right of judgement to the sovereign, they also 
passed to him the right to decide on the manner of expressing their 
awe of God. Whilst in the state of nature the diff erent manners of 
honouring God were determined by each man’s private reason, and 
confl ict would arise from some of these seeming impious in the eyes 

87 Barish 1981, p. 95.
88 Hobbes 1996, p. 447. 
89 Ibid., p. 252, my emphasis. See also Hobbes 1998, p. 181.
90 Ibid., p. 253.

Vieira, Mónica Brito. The Elements of Representation in Hobbes : Aesthetics, Theatre, Law, and Theology in the Construction of
         Hobbes's Theory of the State, BRILL, 2009. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=635131.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-27 01:13:58.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



104 chapter two

of others, once man submits his judgement to the sovereign’s, he is 
obliged to perform whatever form of public worship is ordained by 
public reason, or the law. Whatever subjects may believe as individu-
als, whatever religious practices they may be free to adopt privately, 
qua subjects, they are obliged to external religious conformity. As 
Hobbes explains, ‘where many sorts of Worship be allowed, proceed-
ing from the diff erent Religions of Private men, it cannot be said there 
is any Publique Worship’, nor that the commonwealth worships God, 
as it should, in unison.91

Hobbes’s tolerance of diverse private worship co-exists with his 
intolerance of diverse public worship: ‘Publique [worship], in respect 
of the whole Common-wealth, is Free’, ‘but in respect of Particular 
men it is not so’.92 Whereas commonwealths choose freely their one 
form of public worship, subjects are under an obligation to perform it. 
Any such regime of outward compulsory religious conformity is bound 
to invite a degree of deceit, to force dissenting practitioners into dis-
sembling, to avoid punishment. Th is was something English Catholics 
and English Puritans living under the 1559 Act of Uniformity (not to 
speak of the Protestant subjects of Catholic rulers on the continent) 
had come to learn to their cost.93 But for all their mutual hatred, the 
Catholic clergy and their Protestant counterparts were adamant in con-
demning their disciples for practising dissemblance between interior 
belief and outward conduct, a dissemblance commonly justifi ed under 
the Nicodemist justifi cation that outward conformity was acceptable if 
one’s true religion continued to be inwardly professed.

To Hobbes this same dissemblance between heart and mouth, inter-
nal belief and external performance, is essential to uphold sustained 
political obedience, where religious diversity exists and is tolerated pri-
vately. Moreover, because Hobbes cannot conceive of a state without 
a public religion, public religion without a public worship, and public 
worship without uniformity, religious dis/simulation in obedience to 
the state-appointed worship is for Hobbes lawful, even virtuous, as 

91 Ibid., p. 253. 
92 Ibid., 249.
93 Th e Act of Uniformity of 1559 decreed one form of public worship for the entire 

realm and made attendance at church services on Sundays and holy days compulsory. 
During at least the fi rst dozen years of Elizabeth’s reign, most English Catholics seem 
to have attended the offi  cial church to avoid any penalties, but in the aft ermath of 
Pope Pius V’s bull of excommunication (1570), the offi  cial line of the Catholic church 
hardened. See Garnet 1593, pp. 144–55. 
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 dramatic representation 105

the virtue of the subject consists entirely in his obedience to the law. 
Where a uniform public state worship is prescribed, dutiful subjects 
must dissimulate, if it forbids the expression of what they believe, and 
simulate if it requires the expression of what they do not believe. In so 
doing, they are but signifying their acceptance of state control over all 
their external behaviour, including their public religious practice.

Th is is something that Hobbes infers from the scriptural passage 
most frequently cited in defence of religious dissimulation: the prophet 
Elisha’s authorising of Naaman—a servant of the king of Syria, who 
‘was converted in his heart to the God of Israel’—to worship an idol, 
Rimmon, at the command of his sovereign.94 For Hobbes the licence 
of Naaman perfectly illustrates the diff erence between inner belief, 
which never follows men’s commands, and public religious practice, 
which must follow them; or how one might be able to reconcile inner 
religious integrity (conscience) with outer religious conformity (civil 
obedience). If most of Hobbes’s contemporaries condemned Naaman 
for his anti-religious hypocrisy, Hobbes’s response to them is twofold. 
First, Naaman’s action should be seen as an act of political obedience 
rather than one of religious adherence, because the externals of one’s 
conduct are subject to the sovereign, and neither engage nor infringe 
one’s conscience: ‘Profession with the tongue is but an externall thing, 
and no more then any other gesture whereby we signifi e our obe-
dience.’95 Second, Naaman’s action was not ‘repugnant to true, and 
unfeigned Christianity’, for ‘whatsoever a Subject, as Naaman was, 
is compelled to do in obedience to his Sovereraign’, ‘that action is 
not his, but his Soveraigns’.96 However hard this last conclusion is to 
square with Hobbes’s theory of attributed action (further discussed 
in Chapter 3 below), whereby all the actions the sovereign does, qua 
representative of the state, are ipso facto his subjects’ actions, it fulfi ls 
a clear purpose.97 It disarms all resistance, all martyrdom, founded on 

94 Hobbes 1996, p. 343. Hobbes excludes pastors, however, from the freedom of 
Naaman: their worship of an idol under the command of an idolatrous king would be 
‘sinfull Scandal’ and ‘a perfi dious forsaking of [their] charge’. See ibid., p. 452.

95 Ibid., p. 343. 
96 Ibid., p. 344.
97 Hobbes’s claim that the action required of the subject (i.e., bowing to an idol) 

ceases to be problematic because it is not his, but rather attributable to the sovereign, 
confl icts with the fundamentals of his theory of attributed action, according to which: 
‘[E]very Subject is by this Institution Author of all the Actions, and Judgments of 
the Soveraigne Instituted.’ Ibid., p. 124. Th is contradiction has also been noticed in 
Hoekstra 2006a.
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106 chapter two

claims of conscience, while making it easier for subjects to stay true to 
their role as subjects, even if this means they need to act out what in 
their conscience they believe to be false.

In contrast to public worship, which must be uniform, private wor-
ship may take as many forms as there are varieties of occasions and 
diversity of worshippers. But it need not always be spontaneous or 
freely expressive of the feelings of the worshipper. For besides what is 
carried out individually, and out of public view, there is yet another 
kind of private worship, performed collectively, which could appro-
priately be deemed ‘semi-public’. Th is was the case with worship that 
took place in the private chapels of great houses, which Hobbes would 
have attended himself at Hardwick or Chatsworth, along with other 
servants. Th is kind of limitedly public worship too is constrained by 
both the laws of the commonwealth and those of our shame before 
others. As Hobbes explains in De Homine,

In the private worship of many together, there can be ceremonies, since 
men can jointly decide among themselves about the fi ttingness of com-
mon performance, provided that they do nothing contrary to the laws of 
the state. But such a situation is an invitation to simulation, which is, 
however, sometimes without fault. For men, if many be gathered together 
in one place at the same time, are so possessed by the nature of a crowd 
that each individual wants to be feared by every other and demand that 
no one speak scurrilously, inconsistently, boorishly, or in a disorganized 
manner to them or in their presence; but rather most elegantly as far as 
they understand that; and they demand a fi tting seriousness of gesture, 
such as no one used in his own home. Wherefore, he who speaks to a 
crowd or in their presence when all others are silent, must adopt a role 
graver and holier than he otherwise might; this is, indeed, a kind of play-
acting, but without fault, since when a crowd demands something, the 
many are more powerful than the one.98

Here we see again Hobbes giving free reign to theatrical language and 
deliberately exploring its many ambiguities. Th e underlying contrast 
upon which he is working is not that opposing public and private, 
but rather a more subtle gradation between private and semi-public, 
or, to use his words, between private worship expressed by one per-
son in secret and that exhibited by many collectively. Th e former is 
necessarily devoid of any simulation, as feigning would not be of use 
before God, from whom nothing can be hidden. In secret worship, 

98 De H. (OL II, p. 123), my emphasis.
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 dramatic representation 107

there are thus no ceremonies, but only the natural signs of honour 
are displayed. Th e situation is diff erent in the case of private worship 
by many together. Th is is because in social contexts the spectatorial 
perspective takes centre stage, and behaviour tends to become theatri-
calised. Th erefore, whenever many worship together, worship consists 
not in one’s opinion, but in the opinion of the beholders, which means 
that worshippers must agree (tacitly or explicitly) with one another the 
ways in which their piety should be expressed.99 Th is much concert is 
needed because, as Hobbes explains, ‘if to them the words, or actions 
by which we intend honour, seem ridiculous, and tending to contu-
mely; they are no Worship; because no signes of Honour.’100 Signs, 
unlike marks, are representations of one’s thoughts to others: that is, 
‘not a signe to him that giveth it, but to him to whom it is made; that 
is, to the spectator’, and there is no sign of honour unless it seems so 
to others.101 Once an agreement on the suitable signs of awe is reached, 
worshippers, who constantly alternate between the role of each other’s 
spectators and each other’s spectacle, can successfully coordinate their 
actions, and engage in a choreographed collective ritual. Th is consti-
tutes an invitation to simulation, as they must sublimate impulses, to 
represent to one another only those outward characteristics and ritu-
alised behaviours likely to gain their acceptance. But in so far as it 
prevents confl ict, and sustains a peaceful exchange of signs, simulation 
is also without fault here.

Alongside the religious representation, a new and far more interest-
ing process is set in motion. For it is as if the concourse of many men 
in one place at the same time possesses them with some of the trouble-
some passions of a disunited multitude, making every man want to be 
feared and revered by every other. To avoid confl ict, men must, in that 
situation, repress any unmannerly harshness, and address one another 
clothed in their most distinguished personae. Th is requires dis/simula-
tion, i.e., the denial or delay of all impulses that would compromise the 
exhibition of public selves whose every gesture is grave and measured 
by the risk of anticipated confrontation. But this theatricality, which 
creates an impassive mask, is, Hobbes insists, without fault, in that its 
only purpose is to temper social interaction.

 99 Conventional signs of honour are those ‘based upon tacit or explicit agreement 
[constitutio]’. Hobbes 1998, p. 181.

100 Hobbes 1996, p. 249.
101 Ibid., p. 249. See also Hobbes 1998, p. 183.

Vieira, Mónica Brito. The Elements of Representation in Hobbes : Aesthetics, Theatre, Law, and Theology in the Construction of
         Hobbes's Theory of the State, BRILL, 2009. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=635131.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-27 01:13:58.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



108 chapter two

It happens similarly when it is the role of one individual to address 
a silent crowd, and he makes sure to put on a mask of singular gravity 
for that purpose. He will be then resorting to the dramatic strategies 
of the actor. But his play-acting is, in Hobbes’s view, irreproachable; in 
eff ect, a courteous expression of regard for the crowd’s superior power, 
which propitiates the favour of the crowd towards him in ways that 
pre-empt confrontation. To paraphrase Hobbes, if this man speaks to 
the crowd with consideration, and appears before it with decency and 
humility, it is to honour it, ‘as signs of fear to off end’.102 Th is is a fear 
that is judiciously controlled by the speaker and channelled instead 
into a highly theatrical mode of self-representation, which restores 
some equilibrium, in a potentially volatile situation of great imbal-
ance of power.

A seemingly innocuous digression on worship ends up, therefore, 
functioning as a gloss on the dangers of downplaying the great power 
of the many. Hobbes turns the crowd—which started up as the agent 
who honoured—into the honoured object. His words of caution, in 
the Latin Leviathan, come immediately to mind in connection with 
this role reversal: ‘if the great, because they are great, demand to be 
honoured, why are not the common people to be honoured, because 
they are many and much more powerful’.103 In life, perhaps even more 
than in the theatre, each actor strives critically for public endorsement. 
And to fi nd oneself on stage before a crowd, as sovereigns oft en do, 
may prove an especially perilous business: ‘Kings, indeed, ought not 
to provoke the common people.’104 Th is means that they too must cul-
tivate the ability to dissimulate their passions behind a fl awless public 
mask, capable of reducing the multitude to one expression, which each 
and every subject can own as if his own.

‘Quixotic’ Personalities and Republican Men

Whilst running through Hobbes’s gallery of human types we have 
encountered common men committed to putting together a civ-
illy sustained public persona; distempered men assuming disorderly 

102 Hobbes 1996, p. 64. 
103 Lat. Lev. (OL III, p. 247). 
104 Ibid.
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 dramatic representation 109

personae; and, fi nally, those others deceitfully taking on an outward 
character ‘to the winning of the people to a liking of their doctrines 
and good opinion of their persons’, in a deliberate strategy to desta-
bilise the commonwealth.105 Whereas the fi rst used the powers of play 
to prevent disruptive passions from breaking into their civic perfor-
mance, the last used those same powers to the contrary eff ect, namely 
to intensify their displays of religious fervour. But despite their eff orts 
to create a following by producing empathy, they occasionally verged 
on disclosing their duplicity, as a result of a somewhat defective his-
trionic calculus. Even so, the Presbyterians managed to evade rec-
ognition until very late; more precisely, until they found themselves 
deceived, ‘outgone by their own disciples, though not in malice, yet in 
wit’, and alienated from the mechanisms of parliamentary authority 
they had sought to control.106 As Hobbes cautions, ‘those that deceive 
upon hope of not being observed, do commonly deceive themselves, 
[. . .] and are no wiser than Children, that think all hid, by hiding their 
own eyes’.107 In the long run conspiracy and deception hardly ever pay 
off . Th ey undermine themselves by setting the tone for others.

What is particularly signifi cant about this sequence of human char-
acters is that it shows that if a man’s public persona is not to disinte-
grate, the extremes of too much nature and too much artifi ciality must 
equally be avoided. Th is rule of thumb is seemingly easy to follow, but 
is blatantly contravened in cases of inordinate passion, or madness. 
Th is is because the madman is incapable of keeping roles at a distance, 
of detaching raw human nature from highly stylised social perfor-
mance, tending to be both impulsive and melodramatic in his public 
outbursts. He is the main actor of confrontational politics, which he 
ignites with an undisciplined deployment of the spectacular.

But before we concentrate on what is for Hobbes the worst of fol-
lies—the madness of the self-deceiving ego—a brief digression on the 
nature of passion is required, since all madness is, for him, but uncon-
trolled passion. For our current concerns it suffi  ces to recall that, in 
Hobbes’s account, sensory perception and passion are but two distinct, 
yet causally related, phases of one and the same motion originating in 
the perceived object. Th is motion is fi rst communicated to the brain 

105 Hobbes 1969a, p. 24.
106 Ibid., p. 75.
107 Hobbes 1996, p. 205. 
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110 chapter two

and heart, causing there a counter-pressure, which constitutes the 
physiological basis of sense, and explains our experience of phantasms 
as things really existing outside us. But the motion, not stopping there, 
when it reaches the heart either stimulates or hinders the vital motion 
of the body, thereby provoking changes that we experience as pleasure 
or pain, respectively. In response to either occurrence—or the memory 
of it—we feel solicited to draw near (that is, experience an appetite for) 
or shun (that is, experience an aversion to) a determinate object. Such 
a tension is depicted by Hobbes as an almost imperceptible internal 
beginning of voluntary motion that he designates as conatus. It is thus 
in this conatus, or endeavour, that we fi nd the raw material of pas-
sions. Passions are thoughts, which act as motives for action, because 
they represent things as good or bad for the beholder.

Passion always proceeding from some ‘opinion’, ‘imagination’ or 
‘fi ction’, it follows that glory is also depicted by Hobbes as ‘arising 
from imagination of a mans own power and ability’ above those of 
potential rivals.108 Typically manifesting itself in the form of ‘ostenta-
tion in words, and insolency in actions’, glory is classifi ed, in Levia-
than, as a particular sub-type of joy, and vainglory there includes traits 
Hobbes formerly attributed to the now elided category of false glory. As 
a result, vainglory is now seen as a misconception based either ‘on the 
fl attery of others; or only supposed by himself, for delight in the con-
sequences of it’, which engenders no or dangerously futile  ventures.109

Th e vainglorious man is, in Hobbes’s description, a man held pris-
oner by his own imagination and by his image as mirrored back by oth-
ers. He rejoices in the fi ction of that which would please him if it were 
real, and escapes his reality by feigning actions done by himself that 
were never done, and supposing abilities in himself of which he never 
gave proof. A simulator, living by pretence, he is also a self-deceiver, 
whose vanity issues from intellectual pride, purportedly grounded in 
divine inspiration, wisdom or learning, three sources of pride to which 
correspond the three main forms of madness singled out by Hobbes as 
responsible for plunging England into anarchy: the spiritual madness 
of providentialist and millenarian politics; the learned madness of men 
clinging to the absurdities of Scholastic speech, and the various super-
stitions it nurtures; the ideologically induced hysteria of educated men 

108 Ibid., p. 42.
109 Ibid.
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who found in classical republicanism the utopian blueprint for the 
perfect commonwealth.

Typical of youth, but also of social and political climbers, vainglory 
is, in Hobbes’s characterisation, a passion oft en befalling gullible read-
ers, and nourished by ‘the Histories or Fictions of Gallant Persons’.110 
Its common signs,

in the gesture, are imitation of others, counterfeiting attention to things 
they understand not, aff ectation of fashions, captation of honour from 
their dreams, and other little stories of themselves, from their country, 
from their names, and the like.111

Obsessed with representing himself as another, the proud man pretends 
to be the originals he emulates. But if the vainglorious man’s playing 
at being another oft en starts as a voluntary activity, it carries with it 
the danger of ousting reality entirely from his mind. Th is is because, 
as the process of self-refashioning continues, his identity becomes a 
mere function of the originals he imitates, and his role-playing a form 
of alienation in another’s person or, indeed, in another’s image. And 
as the very act of imitation makes some element of automatism surface 
in his person, he easily slips into an over-theatrical or burlesque per-
sonality, whose tics are as easy to reproduce as to ridicule.112

Th e snares attached to the imitation of aspirational role models were 
detected by Hobbes’s friend Ben Jonson, who exposed them to view 
by means of an old maxim, suggestively vested in the life-as-theatre 
metaphor:

I have considered our whole life is like a play wherein every man, for-
getful of himself, is in travail with expression of another. Nay, we so 
insist in imitating others as we cannot, when it is necessary, return to 
ourselves.113

It is easy to see how such imitation of others may relapse into a psy-
chological blockage, leading to a denial of the truth about oneself. Th is 
may ultimately amount to that kind of gallant madness of which Don 
Quixote, a poor hidalgo who turned himself into a knight-errant by 

110 Ibid., p. 43.
111 Hobbes 1969b, pp. 37–8, my emphasis.
112 For a comprehensive study of Renaissance theorists of laughter, see Ménager 

1995. On their special contempt for the vices of pride and vaingloriousness, see Skin-
ner 2002b, pp. 158–60.

113 Jonson 1953, p. 71.
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112 chapter two

reason of his addiction to chivalric romances, is Hobbes’s paradig-
matic example: ‘And the gallant madness of Don Quixote is nothing 
but an expression of such height of vain glory as reading of romants 
may produce in pusillanimous men.’114 As Cervantes explains, in 
terms which stand very close to Hobbes’s own explanation of the psy-
chology of vainglory, Don Quixote ventured to do everything earlier 
knights had done, ‘giving himself the opportunity to experience every 
sort of danger, so that, surmounting them all, he would cover himself 
with eternal fame and glory’, and so much rejoiced in ‘such pleasant 
ideas’, that ‘he hurried to turn them into reality’, miscalculating what 
was involved.115 With his weak body and poor garments, he was an 
imitation that fell short of the original heroic potential he imagined 
for himself. And yet because he lived by the book, and saw no fron-
tier between literary fi ction and the shaping of his own life, he was 
compelled to recognise in himself the celebrated knights of the past, 
and in everything he encountered something coming out of one of 
the storybooks he so avidly read. Stubbornly refusing to be awoken 
from his dreamland of ‘pleasing Shows and Apparitions’ and ‘imagi-
nary Glories’,116 Don Quixote crossed the arid planes of La Mancha in 
search of marks of resemblance between reality and fi ction, dismissing 
any signs of mismatch as false likenesses, ensuing from the obscure 
forces of sorcery.117 He was, in Foucault’s words, the prototype of the 
‘man who is alienated in analogy’,118 of the man whose overwhelming 
mimetic impulse stands in the way of his seeing representations qua 
re- presentations: things contingent upon a gap between fi ction and 
reality.

Behind Don Quixote’s estrangement in a world of resemblances, 
likenesses, and identities lie the workings of his compound imagina-
tion, which is ‘full to bursting [not only] with everything he read’,119 

114 Hobbes 1969b, p. 52. Th e fi rst English translation of Cervante’s Don Quixote 
was Th omas Shelton’s version of part I, published in 1612, followed by part II in 1620. 
Earlier in Th e Elements of Law, Hobbes refers to the vainglorious man as he who 
‘imagineth himself to do the actions whereof he readeth in some romant, or to be like 
unto some other man whose acts he admireth’. Hobbes 1969b, p. 37. Again, on the 
connection of vainglory to ‘the Histories and Fictions of Gallant Persons’, see Hobbes 
1996, p. 43. Ironically, Charles I too was known for his love of chivalric romance.

115 Cervantes 1999, p. 15.
116 Ibid.
117 See, for instance, ibid., p. 332.
118 Foucault 1974, p. 54.
119 Cervantes 1999, p. 14.
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but also with those images he collected as a ‘devoted play-goer’, fas-
cinated by masks and ‘everything theatrical’.120 Fascinated, but curi-
ously not fooled: Don Quixote is deceived by his bookish imagination, 
not by the theatre. When Sancho Panza, his faithful squire, brusquely 
observes that the crowns and sceptres of actors are never made of real 
gold, but only tin and tinsel, Quixote acquiesces, and further explains 
that ‘it would be improper for the stage props to be real, rather than 
make-believe and mere resemblances of reality, as the plays themselves 
are’.121 Th is refl exivity with regard to theatre, which gives Quixote a 
glimpse of sanity, does not prevent him from succumbing otherwise to 
the eff ects of his mimetic imagination; an imagination that is unusu-
ally quick in ranging from sensational schemes and dreams to real-life 
situations, and, especially, in erroneously taking one for the other. For 
what he is lacking in judgement, the faculty that ‘subtly distinguishes 
among similar objects’, he makes up for in fancy, which ‘pleasing con-
founds dissimilar objects’.122 And judgement is for Hobbes the critical 
cognitive skill when it comes to man’s capacity to interact with rep-
resentations.

With all his continuous retaining, altering and mixing of images 
formerly received by sense into those representations of the world, and 
himself, which are most agreeable to his imagination, Don Quixote is 
the perfect literary counterpart of that other vainglorious man,

[who] compoundeth the image of his own person, with the image of the 
actions of an other man; as when a man imagines himselfe a Hercules, 
or an Alexander, (which happeneth oft en to them that are much taken 
with reading of Romants) it is a compound imagination, and properly 
but a Fiction of the mind.123

It is unlikely that Hobbes did not have the Spanish knight at the back 
of his mind when writing this passage about how the desire of imita-
tion befalling credulous readers may produce not only mad, yet harm-
less individuals, but also, and far more worryingly, seditious rebels, 
who hold ancient Greece and Rome as the models of the regime they, 
as military heroes emulating their fi ctional role models, want to rep-
licate at home. With his ‘distempered brain waking’,124 Don Quixote 

120 Ibid., p. 414. 
121 Ibid., p. 417.
122 De H. (OL II, p. 111). 
123 Hobbes 1996, p. 16.
124 Ibid., p. 270.
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114 chapter two

is eloquent proof that the borderline separating madness from sanity, 
dream from reality, is a rather thin one. Proceeding from the action, 
distemper or violence of our inward parts upon the brain, dreams, 
Hobbes warns, make those images formerly collected by the organs 
of sense reappear ‘as if a man were waking’.125 Moreover, as sense 
is benumbed by sleep, dreams are necessarily clearer, more striking, 
more impinging ‘than our waking thoughts’.126 Th is distinctive vivid-
ness of dream-images lies behind our extreme diffi  culty in separat-
ing vision, and sense in general, from dreaming, a diffi  culty Hobbes 
himself experiences when trying to explain the diff erence.127 Insidious 
by nature, dreams are all the more diffi  cult to discern when a man 
does not acknowledge that he dozed and has ‘no cause to think it 
a Dream’;128 or, indeed, when, being perfectly awake, he is possessed 
with alluring tales of tyrants and their heroic slayers, or like fancies of 
divine inspiration, aff ecting zealous readers of the Scriptures.

Firmly grounded in the workings of the human psyche, Don Quix-
ote’s madness is also highly discriminating in nature. Despite thinking 
himself a knight, and building into the world the plot of a romance, 
he is the otherwise perfectly sane author of the sharpest insights.129 
His sane madness gives him the freedom of expression that was nor-
mally attributed to the court jester, or the professional stage fool. But 
whereas the latter deliberately acted the eccentricity typical of natural 
fools to gain the licence to mention the unmentionable, Quixote cannot 
avoid being a fool when addressing knightly themes, while perspicu-
ous in approaching almost everything else. As a fi ctional character in 
a written text he could have a part to play in England at a time when 
the closing of theatres, and the condemnation of court entertainment, 
had driven artifi cial fools off  the stage. But perhaps they had not been 
entirely driven out, for Hobbes recovers something of that dramatis 
persona when he introduces into his own text the famous character of 
the ‘Foole’ who, not entirely without warrant, ‘hath sayd in his heart, 
there is not such thing as Justice’, but, in trumpeting the reasonable-
ness of acting unjustly also ‘in his tongue’, publicly betrayed himself, 

125 Ibid., p. 17.
126 Ibid.
127 See Hobbes 1969b, pp. 9–10, as well as p. 13. See also Hobbes 1996, p. 17. 
128 Hobbes 1996, p. 18.
129 See Cervantes 1999, p. 335. 
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making a real spectacle out of his own folly.130 Hobbes’s explicit fool’s 
folly consists in an absolute lack of discretion, which makes him pass 
into verbal discourse what he should keep in the seclusion of his 
thoughts, and thus commit social suicide.131

In response to the fool’s appeal to the opportunistic violation of jus-
tice, Hobbes emphasises that the reasonableness of a course of action 
must not be inferred from its actual outcome, but rather from the 
likeliness of its leading to a positive one. Th is remark could easily be 
a warning against those vainglorious men who, blinded by their self-
deception, lack the judgement to make that estimation. Prone to act 
on the basis of a foolish evaluation of their capacities, the proud can 
irreversibly endanger not only their lives, but also the life, and the 
fragile theatrical balance, of the commonwealth. Glory consisting, like 
honour, in representing oneself above others, it is only to be expected 
that vain men act ‘as if diff erence of worth, were an eff ect of their wit, 
or riches, or bloud, or some other naturall quality’, which they see 
as indicators of divine or natural favour, impelling them to the most 
ambitious adventures.132 Reassured by their self-asserted greatness, 
they venture themselves ‘upon great exploits, and danger’, as well as 
‘on Crimes, upon hope of escaping punishment’.133

It is typical of the self-important man to react with disproportion-
ate rage, whenever his dream world breaks down, by virtue of a col-
lision between his infl ated self-perception and the devaluation of his 
status by others.134 Any sign on another’s part that is interpreted as 
expressing depreciation is suff ered as an unbearable hurt, which must 
be ruthlessly, even dramatically, responded to.135 Owing to his special 
susceptibility to his own image as refl ected in others’ eyes, there is 
virtually no word, or deed, however innocent, that cannot be taken 

130 Hobbes 1996, p. 101. For a discussion of the ‘fool’ passage that hinges upon the 
distinction between the silent and the explicit fool, see Hoekstra 1997. 

131 Th is is because any man who becomes known for not keeping his agreements 
will see the willingness of others to cooperate with him weaken at the same pace as 
his reputation for injustice grows.

132 Hobbes 1996, p. 205. 
133 Hobbes 1969b, p. 35 and Hobbes 1996, p. 205. See also Hobbes 1996, pp. 88, 

107 and 205. 
134 Anger comes, accordingly, defi ned as the ‘grief proceeding from an opinion of 

contempt’. Hobbes 1969b, pp. 38–9, my emphasis.
135 Th is ‘hurt’ is, of course, ‘not Corporeal, but Phantasticall’, and therefore, when 

the vainglorious man breaks the law to ‘protect’ himself for the future, his action is 
entirely unjustifi ed, and rightly taken for a ‘crime’. See Hobbes 1996, p. 207.
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116 chapter two

for off ence, nor any slight injury which cannot grow in his mind to 
a major aff ront. Th is tendency to overreact is also explained by his 
fear that ‘unlesse he revenge it, he shall fall into contempt, and conse-
quently be obnoxious to the like injuries from others’.136 It is this fear, 
this insecurity, which lies behind the nobleman’s engagement in duels, 
and revengeful enterprises.137 Revenge being, however, past-oriented, 
and specifi cally directed at the humiliation of another, it serves no 
other purpose than the triumph of glory, and even this at the cost of 
igniting further revenge.138 Obsessed with social recognition, the proud 
are likely to enter mutually reinforcing mechanisms of self-delusion, 
which result in an operatic spiral of violence, from which the com-
monwealth cannot escape unharmed.

More than a mere annoyance, vainglorious men are a menace to the 
very foundations of the civil peace, and the well-measured theatricality 
that sustains it. Th is is especially so when, encouraged by their false 
presumption of their wisdom, they ‘take upon them to reprehend the 
action, and call in question the Authority of them that govern, and 
so to unsettle the Laws with their publique discourse, as that nothing 
shall be a Crime, but what their own designs require should be so’.139 
Th eir fault lies less in their actual infringement of the law than in the 
unabashed public encouragement of its generalised violation, which, 
if their position of power or reputation is great, is likely to be imitated 
by others.140

Besides leading to the open contestation of public authority, vanity 
grounded in a duel of wits is also behind contempt for monarchy in 
particular. As Hobbes mordantly explains in De Cive, those citizens 
who decry their loss of liberty under a monarchical form of govern-
ment are, in reality, ‘only annoyed because they are not called to play 
a role in the government of the Country’, and, this being so, are not 

136 Ibid., pp. 206–7. 
137 Knowing that monopoly over legitimate coercion and administration of jus-

tice is essential to the consolidation of the state, Hobbes dismantles the noble ethics 
behind duels. Ibid., p. 67. 

138 See Hobbes 1969b, p. 39.
139 Hobbes 1996, p. 205. Hobbes repeats the same claim in chapter 11, where he 

writes: ‘Men that have a strong opinion of their own wisdome in matter of govern-
ment, are disposed to Ambition. Because without publique Employment in counsell 
or magistracy, the honour of their wisdome is lost. And therefore Eloquent speakers 
are enclined to Ambition; for Eloquence seemeth wisedome, both to themselves and 
others.’ Ibid., p. 72.

140 See Hoekstra 1997.
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‘given leave to publicly display prudence, knowledge and eloquence 
in deliberations’.141 Th at ‘road to winning praise and rank’ being, in 
a monarchy, ‘blocked for most of the citizens’, vain debaters give 
themselves up to the dream of a popular state where they would ‘pit 
[their] wits against another man’ before an enlarged audience.142 Th e 
pleasure of political participation is, in Hobbes, explained by a narcis-
sistic desire to score publicly over others. Th e republican type of pub-
lic self-representation is therefore profoundly, even self-consciously, 
exhibitionist: a gladiatorial contest of men struggling for the applause 
of their spectatorship. What they fail to see in their dreams of glory is 
that those games of self-display, in a kind of political public theatre, 
are also an occasion for the major humiliation of seeing their opinions 
contested, and masks of wisdom assaulted, in full view of their rivals, 
if not of the general public.143 However attractive public games of wit 
may sound to democratic gentlemen wanting their vanity massaged, 
Hobbes warns, they would perhaps serve themselves better if they gave 
serious consideration to the costs of entering public deliberation and 
suff ering defeat. For there can surely be no greater torment for the 
vainglorious class of learned men than

To see the proposal of a man whom we despise preferred to our own; 
to see our wisdom ignored before our eyes; to incur certain enmity in 
an uncertain struggle for empty glory; to hate and be hated because of 
diff erences of opinion (which cannot be avoided, whether we win or 
lose); to reveal our plans and wishes when there is no need to and to get 
nothing by it; to neglect our private aff airs.144

Th e publicity of large assemblies can also dictate the ignominious 
defeat of the operatic performer. Aft er all, it is not only in theatres that 
audiences are allowed to be critical of the performance, and approve 
or disapprove of it by such signs as shouting, applauding, groaning or 
whistling. Th e political stage can also be the focal point for the con-
struction, and the cruel shattering, of illusions. Th ose who seek pre-
eminence, but want to avoid the danger of losing face in public, may 
want to think twice before engaging in politics. Th eir egos—Hobbes 

141 Hobbes 1998, p. 122, my emphasis.
142 Ibid.
143 ‘To agree with in opinion, is to Honour; as being a signe of approving his judge-

ment, and wisdome’, but ‘to dissent, is Dishonour, and an upbraiding of errour, and 
(if the dissent be in many things) of folly’. Hobbes 1996, p. 65.

144 Hobbes 1998, p. 122.
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118 chapter two

suggests—may be better served by giving themselves in representation, 
and turning to private business.

Th eatre of Politics

From our discussion of vainglory it should be apparent that, in 
Hobbes’s view, nothing can propitiate men better than the spectacle 
of the transformation of another’s inward recognition of their superior 
power into visible signs of honour: signs of being loved or feared by 
another. Honour, Hobbes notes, is enlarged by worship, and real power 
accrues, above all, from a reputation of power.145 Th ence, even where 
a man’s power is based less on fact than on imagination, if cunningly 
displayed, it may end up creating an impressive reality by a process of 
mutual reinforcement of delusions. Such a possibility is opened up by 
the fact that, at its most fundamental, power is a matter of belief.146

Th ere is a good reason for this. For Hobbes, man is simply a com-
modity amongst others. His exchange value is not absolute, but deter-
mined according to the needs and subjective judgement of prospective 
‘buyers’. Th ese estimate how much they would be willing to ‘pay’ for 
the use of a man’s power by assessing the signs of his possessing it.147 
Th is means that power is contingent on making itself manifest, on 
staging itself publicly. For a man ‘[t]o be Conspicuous, that is to say, 
to be known’, Hobbes contends, ‘is Honourable as a signe of the power 
for which he is conspicuous’, whereas the contrary, ‘Obscurity, is Dis-
honourable’.148 Visibility is the very essence of power, and dependent 
on the refl ectiveness of signs. While the direct signs of power emanate 
from the honoured themselves, the indirect signs of power are signs 
of honour whereby the honourer makes his opinion of the honoured 
known to onlookers. It is through these signs of high regard that 
power is evaluated, but also, more importantly, socially reproduced 
in audiences. For the mechanics of collective behaviour are such that 
when a man sees another being addressed deferentially, ‘he supposeth 

145 See Hobbes 1996, p. 62.
146 See Tuck 1996, p. 184.
147 See Hobbes 1996, p. 63.
148 Ibid., p. 66, my emphasis.
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him powerfull, and is the readier to obey him; which makes his Power 
greater’.149

For power ever to be recognised as such, it must fi rst make itself rep-
resented in ways that elicit recognition. A concealed power, a power 
that does not display itself in identifi able signs, is a power reduced 
to the shelf-life of its most immediate eff ects, a power condemned to 
progressive atrophy. For this reason, Hobbes is adamant that politi-
cal power depends on visibility and thus on a disciplined deployment 
of the spectacular. I say disciplined, because the spectacular is always 
dangerous: it involves the potential for manipulation. If the politi-
cal audience is not to be entrapped by the enemies of the common-
wealth, Hobbes’s sovereign must prevent the imaginary from getting 
out of hand; passion from eclipsing reason; the necessary spectacu-
larity of power from occluding the proper measure of political truth. 
His deployment of the spectacular in the construction and staging of 
verbal and visual symbols of sovereign authority must, therefore, be 
complemented by a state-led process of rationalisation, whereby men 
are emancipated from their fear of imaginary powers, and educated in 
the necessity of the greatest of visible ones: their own, as represented 
in the Leviathan state.

Visibility has a potential for generating power because, for Hobbes, 
passion is aroused by the imagination (the image-making faculty), and 
passion being more potent than reason, it dominates the will. If he is 
right in contending that image makes passion, then the diff usion of 
images of sovereign power that appeal most vividly to the popular 
imagination is an essential step in the production of the power the 
image depicts. Seeing is believing, and belief in a virtually irresistible 
sovereign agency which is given in an inedible representational image 
is vital to securing the type of obedience that creates it. Th is explains 
why Hobbes thought it necessary to combine picture, pictographic 
language and text for the striking presentation of his political mes-
sage. Th e visual representation of the Leviathan state had to be such 
that it elicited passionate reverence, by confronting onlookers with a 
‘visible Power that keeps them in awe’, and by the ‘terror thereof’ ties 
them also emotionally to their promises.150 In other words, to draw 
together the adherence of all those in need of protection, Leviathan, 

149 Ibid., p. 249.
150 Hobbes 1996, pp. 117 and 120.

Vieira, Mónica Brito. The Elements of Representation in Hobbes : Aesthetics, Theatre, Law, and Theology in the Construction of
         Hobbes's Theory of the State, BRILL, 2009. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=635131.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-27 01:13:58.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

9.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



120 chapter two

the representative state, needs to construct itself as an impressive 
object of sight, capable of dominating their visual horizon. Th is object 
was intended to be viewed as a dramatic spectacle, capable of arrest-
ing the senses, and having a power of aff ective contagion like that of 
well-acted plays. But this was a play in two acts; a kind of visual riddle, 
at fi rst mystifying, and experienced as an awing, monstrous presence, 
yet meant to lead into the text, where the reader would fi nd the key to 
its rational decoding.

Stephen Greenblatt has maintained that wherever power is depen-
dent upon its privileged visibility, theatricality is not set over against 
power but is one of power’s essential modes.151 Leviathan’s power being 
a function of its impressive visibility, it is no coincidence that Hobbes 
turned to the theatre for metaphors of how humanity generated the 
greatest of human powers, and the only power capable of keeping 
nature at bay. Th is is sovereign power, whose very essence is represen-
tational, and whose existential condition is that of coming to be only 
by and in representation; representation as theatrical static image, for 
sure, but primarily representation as acting, or performance. Political 
power is performing power: power to do things, power to protect. Just 
as the performance brings the play into existence, so does Leviathan 
properly exist, fi rst and only, when enacted. Politics—like theatre—is 
a live art form.

Hobbes’s self-consciously theatrical solution to the problem of polit-
ical unity is founded upon man’s powers of play. Given that most men 
are persons or self-representers, they have also the aptitude to give them-
selves to others in representation. Mankind’s escape to security pre-
supposes this representability, which allows for the multitude’s division 
into two groups: that of the representative, and that of the represented. 
Given that representing is performing, or action by actors, Hobbes’s 
sovereign is ‘an Actor’ whose role it is to act the part of the entire 
political community. And each political subject is ‘the AUTHOR’ who 
legitimises the sovereign performance by consenting to the separation 
between actor and author, representative and represented, the persona 
borne by the sovereign and himself. It is in this aesthetic gap that the 
transformative power of representational politics operates: a power 
that has for its quintessential sign the ability to create, and impose, 
its own fi ctions upon the world. Chief amongst these is Leviathan, the 

151 Greenblatt 1981, pp. 56–7. See also Pye 1984.
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fi ctitious person of the state, which does not exist prior to, or inde-
pendently of, representation, as the original cause of the sovereign’s 
acting, but rather because of sovereign representation itself. Political 
theatre, even more than stage theatre, is not merely mimetic of the 
world around it: it is constitutive of it.

When maintaining that the sovereign must bear the person of the 
people, Hobbes deliberately deploys theatrical language to suggest the 
need for the extension of mask-wearing into politics. Should the sov-
ereign representative come before us, he ought to come as a persona, 
invested in a public role, his private identity dissimulated behind the 
impersonal mask of our collective unity. In the bourgeoning interpre-
tations of the iconographic meaning of the frontispiece of Leviathan, 
this mask has variously been taken for the face of diff erent individu-
als, including Hobbes himself. But the truth is that in its unresolved 
ambiguity lies its political strength. As an impersonator of each and 
every subject, the sovereign’s power depends on his capacity to pro-
duce universal psychological identifi cation, or the self-recognition of 
all others in him. Th is means he must don a mask that cannot be iden-
tifi ed with any of the particular men, or groups of men, that compose 
the commonwealth at any given time. He must rather be beyond all 
literality, beyond all partisanship, beyond himself. Only such a mask 
as we see crowning the colossus, displaying archetypal characteristics, 
with which everyone, but no one specifi c, can identify, will be able 
to bestow on the multitude the unity of expression which is to be 
expected of an impersonal sovereign agency like the state.152

Although the sovereign’s mask bears some resemblance to the 
archetypal masks of ancient theatre, his role departs from a purely 
theatrical one in that it eschews imitation and is an offi  ce, imposing 
duties (offi  cia) on its actor. Th ese duties arise from natural law and 
the end for which he was ‘trusted with the Soveraign Power’.153 Such 
duties may demand self-contention from the sovereign’s natural per-
son, and force him to do things diff erently from the way that would 
be appropriate for him if acting in his own name. As Hobbes stresses 
in chapter 30 of Leviathan, the sovereign must make his representative 
status manifest through both doctrine and example. As the temporary 
bearer of sovereignty he inhabits a demanding, double-faceted role. He 

152 See Dumouchel 1996, pp. 76–7.
153 Hobbes 1996, p. 231.
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122 chapter two

is but one of us, and yet he is radically other. He is both completely 
immanent and completely transcendent. A man appointed to his rep-
resentative role by fellow men who are the authors of his authority, he 
must nevertheless act his role as invested in an all-powerful authority, 
which remains outside the law and can do no injustice.154

It is this impressive fi gure of power, shaping the multitude into unity, 
that we see portrayed in the frontispiece of Leviathan, in what looks like 
an artifi cial man–theatre of multiple spectators. But one thing is sure: 
this is no usual playhouse. Th e packed mass making up Leviathan’s 
body looks nothing like the early modern theatre audience. Th is was 
an audience marking togetherness by explicit, oft en vocal, responses 
to the play; an audience interacting powerfully with one another, and 
those speaking to it from the stage; an audience empowered to pass 
judgement, and refusing to keep a respectful distance from the stage. 
By contrast, the frontispiece off ers an image of order, an image of still-
ness. Th ere, the defi ant crowd gives way to a modern audience, whose 
double experience is that of being inside, drawn into the scene, at the 
same time as they stand outside, watching it, separated from (state) 
action by a fourth wall. Th ey compose an ordered mass of discrete 
individuals, quietly gazing up towards a mask, which does not return 
their gaze. Captivated by the spectacle of sovereignty, they seem will-
ing to hand over their judgement and settle themselves at a respectful 
distance, in reverential silence. Th is is an audience that has delegated 
itself to the stage, and agreed to let itself live by the imagined, uni-
fi ed political community that only the theatre—the theatre of poli-
tics—is able to construct for it in representation. If the theatrical gaze 
of spectators is unifi ed, it is not because it is exchanged, letting them 
cohere together to form a public. It is because it converges on the same 
upstage sovereign performance.155

Although Hobbes is primarily interested in representation as pro-
ductive of power, rather than mere instrument of its consolidation, he 
is not entirely uninterested in the latter. Whatever the form, spectacle 
is always a necessary component of the theatre of power. Th is is clearly 

154 Ibid., p. 120.
155 Th is is also the only type of political community Rousseau thought that the thea-

tre was able to sustain, as is clear from his invectives against theatre and the various 
exclusions the theatre creates, namely the separation between the actors of sovereignty 
and its passive spectators. Th is reads as an indirect rejection of the theatricality of the 
Hobbesian sovereign. See Rousseau 1960.
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refl ected in the care that the powerful take in dressing up their appear-
ances with all manner of symbolic paraphernalia. In ancient Germany, 
Hobbes tells us, warlords made themselves recognisable to their fol-
lowers by painting ‘their Armor, or their Scutchion, or Coat, with the 
picture of some Beast, or other thing’, or ‘some eminent and visible 
mark’ they would put ‘upon the Crest of their Helmets’.156 So did the 
gentry come to have ‘Scutchions, and Coats of Armes haereditary’ 
made for them.157 If it is characteristic of powerful men, in general, 
to resort to settings and props to keep others in awe of their power, 
it must, by necessity, be all the more so when the man in question is 
the bearer of the ‘Greatest of humane Powers’, ‘such as is the Power 
of a Common-wealth’.158 For not only is the power signifi ed greater, 
but also it is representational power, needing to represent itself back 
to those in whose name it acts. Th e spectacle of representational sov-
ereignty, more than any other spectacle, is about performance in the 
public view, directed at the theatrical intensifi cation of the appearance 
of what is being brought before their presence: their own estranged 
power, in all its dynamic fullness.

But if it is the goal of theatrical sovereignty to subject the audience 
by suspending their judgement, this is not necessarily always the out-
come. Representation is as powerful as it is dangerous. And to stand 
on a place of privileged visibility before a multitude harbours consid-
erable risks: the actor, even the sovereign actor, becomes ultimately 
subject to the (dis)approval of a multitude of spectators. Th is anxiety 
surfaces in Elizabeth’s and James’s comments about being on stage. 
Princes, Elizabeth observed, are ‘set on stages, in the sight and view of 
all the world’.159 It was a place from which, King James added, their 

156 Hobbes 1996, p. 68.
157 Ibid., p. 67. It was one such coat of arms that, according to Aubrey, Hobbes 

declined. See Aubrey 1898, I, p. 354.
158 Hobbes 1996, p. 62.
159 Th is line uttered by Queen Elizabeth before the Parliament of 1586–7 can be 

found in Neale 1957, p. 119. Neale has, in turn, taken it from Lansdowne MS. 94, 
fols. 84–5. As noted by Neale, the text to which the quoted line belongs represents 
the speech delivered to Parliament as the queen wanted the world to know it, for it 
results from a report she amended heavily in her own hand. In total agreement with 
what James I would come to say, Queen Elizabeth proceeds with the remark that ‘the 
eyes of many behold our actions, [therefore] a spot is soon spied in our garments, a 
blemish quickly noted in our doings’. 
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124 chapter two

‘smallest actions and gestures, all the people gazingly doe behold’.160 
When even the most discreet of the sovereign’s acts is open to scru-
tiny, it is not surprising that his public image, spectacle and ceremony 
should become a matter of the highest priority.

In reality, the problems the sovereign encounters when engaging in 
the construction of his political persona may well be said to replicate 
those of the natural person, but at a much higher level of complex-
ity. For if the sovereign has privileged access to stage devices he can 
also, by their very misuse, easily slip into something of a clown-like 
fi gure, lacking the gravity which is essential for the assertion of his 
authority. Where, for instance, Elizabeth, a great performer and lover 
of spectacles, carefully craft ed (and even more carefully controlled) her 
royal pose, James tried to master the dramaturgy of royal power by 
covering up his weak natural presence in extravagant behaviour, but 
to no avail.161 And yet, as Voltaire would stress a hundred years aft er 
the publication of Leviathan, in the incumbent of the seat of power, 
majestic bearing and nobility of features can be ‘more commanding 
than the authority of his rank’.162

Th is remark comes immediately aft er Voltaire’s description of how 
in 1655, aft er the suppression of the civil wars, his fi rst campaign and 
his coronation, Louis XIV, knowing that the Estates General wanted 
to reassemble on the subject of various edicts, hastily left  Vincennes 
‘in his hunting costume, entered Estates General in great boots, whip 
in hand’, and with a few resolute words dismissed it.163 Voltaire’s por-
trayal of the Sun King’s menacing presence brings immediately to mind 
Hobbes’s own account of the threatening warning that Cromwell, that 
other king of self-refashioning, gave to Parliament. Upon the king’s 
rejection of the Nineteen Propositions, Cromwell told Parliament it 
was time it should govern and defend the kingdom without the king. 
Th is he did theatrically ‘laying his hand upon his sword when he spake 
it’, whereby he showed who was in command, who had the Parliament 

160 Th is observation was made by James I in his handbook of kingship, Basilikon 
Doron, and directed to his heir, Charles I. See James I 1994d, p. 49.

161 For a discussion of Sir Anthony Weldon’s controversial description of the king’s 
physical appearance in his satirical work A Perfect Description of the People and Coun-
try of Scotland, see Beasley 1995.

162 Voltaire 1966, I, p. 310.
163 Ibid.
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‘in his pocket’.164 If theatre is intrinsic to politics, Cromwell certainly 
knew how it ought to be stage-managed.

Aft er all, it was Cromwell—the opponent of a single man’s rule—
who surrounded himself with the insignia of his predecessor in power, 
making himself king in all but name. If he stopped short of adopting 
the title of king, this was for purely prudential reasons. Adopting the 
name would have betrayed his ambition to be absolute master, and 
make him powerful enemies, especially within the army.165 In this cau-
tious move Cromwell followed the emperor Augustus, who, knowing 
that nothing ‘stirred to sedition so much . . . as insolent titles’, resisted 
taking ‘any off ensive Title, as that of King or Dictator’.166 Aft er all, 
‘in a multitude, seeming things, rather than substantial, make impres-
sion’:167 a warning which is also an invitation to construct power by 
working more subtly on impressions. Th at is precisely what Cromwell 
did. He achieved royal status through a subliminal manipulation of 
less manifest symbols of royalty.

Th e symbolic power invested in the insignia of sovereignty can 
indeed be such that the temptation, and the gains, of moulding them 
in one’s image are immense. Th ere is no better illustration of this point 
than the successive iconographic manipulations to which the Great 
Seal of England was subjected from the beginning of the civil wars to 
the Protectorate. As Hobbes stresses, the seal represents the locus and 
the possibility of power, because it bears the authority of the common-
wealth, and constitutes its objects as legitimised ones. As is typical of 
signs of power, the seal only needs to be seen for the power behind 
it to be believed: ‘What verbal command of a king can arrive at the 
ears of all his subjects,’ Hobbes asks, ‘which it must do ere it be a 
law, without the seal of the person of the commonwealth, which is 
the Great Seal of England?’168 Th rough the seal an unheard localised 
performative of the king can be represented throughout the kingdom 
as an authoritative command designed to elicit distant obedience.

Commonly showing on one of its faces an equestrian fi gure repre-
senting the monarch, the seal came under the Protectorate to show a 

164 Hobbes 1969a, pp. 146 and 143. 
165 For Hobbes’s discussion of Cromwell’s purely strategic reasons for not wanting 

to change the title of protector for that of ping see ibid., pp. 188–9. Chief amongst 
royal insignia is the crown, which was, of course, never adopted by Cromwell.

166 [Hobbes(?)] 1995, p. 38.
167 Ibid., p. 38.
168 Ans. Bram., p. 370.
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126 chapter two

representation of Charles I’s trial instead. But the image of a ruler on 
horseback did not disappear from view. Cromwell shrewdly retained it 
in the seal of Scotland, with himself pictured in the saddle as the new 
saviour monarch, mastering the bewildered citizenry. He understood 
all too well the power of subliminal messages.

In his narration of the English civil wars, Hobbes repeatedly alludes 
to these critical disputes over the control of the Great Seal. More than 
anyone else he knows the importance of its symbolic capital: that 
power is his who controls the visual symbols of authority. Accord-
ingly, Hobbes recounts (in the person of A.) that in 1643:

Parliament caused to be made a new Great Seal. Th e Lord Keeper had 
carried the former seal to Oxford. Hereupon the King sent a messenger 
to the judges at Westminster, to forbid them to make use of it. Th is 
messenger was taken, and condemned at a council of war, and hanged 
for a spy.169

To this narration of the capture of the Great Seal by Parliament the 
character B. replies with a question: ‘Was not the making of a new 
Great Seal a suffi  cient proof that the war was raised, not to remove evil 
counsellors from the King, but to remove the King himself from the 
government?’170 Th is was a rhetorical question followed by a silence 
which spoke louder than words. Control over the Great Seal and its 
iconography was the surest sign of who in the commonwealth was in 
command. A freestanding element in the creation of power, represen-
tations of power have an inherent weakness: they are appropriable.

Th ough not mentioned by Hobbes, there is another slightly earlier 
episode involving the manipulation of the king’s iconography that is 
of interest in this context. Shortly aft er the Declaration of the Lords 
and Commons of 27 May 1642—whereby, in Kantorowicz’s words, 
‘the King’s body politic was retained in and by Parliament whereas 
the king body natural was, so to say, frozen out’171—medallions were 
struck representing the king in Parliament. One such medallion 
appeared from whose head the king’s personal image had disappeared, 
being replaced by that of an (insurgent) battleship, but on whose tail 
it remained, even if ‘very like an apparition of the image of the Great 

169 Hobbes 1969a, p. 128. 
170 Ibid.
171 Kantorowicz 1997, p. 21. Th e text of the Declaration can be found in McIlwain 

1910, pp. 389–90.
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Seal’, by the authority of which Parliament ‘acted against the individ-
ual Charles I’.172 In this medallion we see the visual representation of 
how the king’s political body could be retained to the exclusion of his 
private one. It is exactly the absurdity of the underlying fi ction of the 
continuous presence of the king in Parliament that Hobbes chooses 
to denounce, when he notices that every time members of Parliament 
‘summoned any town, it was always in the name of the King and Par-
liament, the King being in the contrary army, and many times beating 
them from the siege’.173 To this he adds, in a tone of explanation, that 
they pretended that ‘the King was always virtually in the two Houses 
of Parliament; making a distinction between his person natural and 
politic’.174 Not content with denouncing the folly of the fi ction of the 
king’s two bodies, Hobbes rejoices in the disclosure of the perverse 
eff ects to which such a fi ction could and did lead. For one needed 
not to wait long to see the fi ction of the real presence of the king in 
Parliament rebounding on Parliament itself. Just as the Parliament had 
maintained that the king was always virtually present, Hobbes sarcasti-
cally remarks,

so the army now, making war against the Parliament, called themselves 
the Parliament and the army: but they might, with more reason, say, 
that the Parliament, since it was in Cromwell’s pocket, was virtually in 
the army.175

Th e world of power being also a world of make-believe, in which fi c-
tions and seeming appearances rule, there will inevitably be many situ-
ations in which, as in the theatre, the crown, the costume and the royal 
horse-riding make the king. Hobbes did not ignore this possibility. 
Instead, he stressed the importance of the sovereign’s being in charge 
of his theatrical representations, to avoid an unexpected subversion 
of civil authority. Th is concern comes across, once again, in Hobbes’s 

172 Kantorowicz 1997, p. 22.
173 Hobbes 1969a, p. 124, my emphasis. Hobbes’s denunciation of the legal fi ction 

which allowed Parliament to war against the man Charles I, while convening in the 
name of the person of the king of England, should not make us forget that Hobbes too 
distinguishes between the king’s natural and political person. According to his theory 
of representation, however, to put the former to death is tantamount to condemning 
his political person and the person he bears, the commonwealth, to extinction. For 
the distinction between the sovereign’s natural and political person, see Hobbes 1996, 
p. 131. 

174 Hobbes 1969a, p. 124.
175 Ibid., pp. 140–1.
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128 chapter two

discussion of ‘Civill Honour’, whose bestowal and performance must 
always be dependent upon ‘the Will of the Soveraigne’.176 He illustrates 
this with a passage drawn from the Book of Esther, where the sover-
eign fi gures as the puppeteer presiding over the public playing of his 
political persona:

Th e King of Persia, Honoured Mordecay, when he appointed he should 
be conducted through the streets in the Kings Garment, upon one of 
the Kings Horses, with a Crown on his head, and a Prince before him, 
proclayming, Th us shall it be done to him that the King will honour. 
And yet another King of Persia, or the same another time, to one that 
demanded for some great service, to weare one of the Kings robes, gave 
him leave so to do; but with this addition, that he should weare it as the 
Kings foole; and then it was Dishonour.177

Th e king of Persia’s miniature theatre evades the enclosed space of the 
playhouse to parade itself in the open: the potentially ungovernable 
city street. Th is makes it all the more critical that the king oversees and 
orchestrates the playing of his persona by one of his subjects. Despite 
the sovereign’s intention to honour Mordecay’s loyalty by letting him 
play his role publicly, this street theatre will always carry the risk of 
subversion. For when, as happens here, rule is publicly exposed as 
role, and the garment, the royal horse and the glittering crown pass 
on to another actor, the distinction between king and actor becomes 
blurred, and royal power demystifi ed. Th is much is also true when 
the king seeks to dishonour a subject by allowing him to wear the 
royal costume but on the condition he acts as a buff oon—mocking, 
joking, singing and dancing in front of the street crowd. Th is may 
well enhance the authority of the incumbent monarch, by disgracing a 
potent subject, qua clown-king, in the eyes of the public, while reveal-
ing the monarch to be a much more competent player than otherwise 
thought. But it will still expose the king as actor, and as such depen-
dent on the approval of his subject audience.

As holder of a power depending on its privileged visibility, Hobbes’s 
sovereign must use representation as an instrument of power, with-
out losing sight of the dangers of representation. He might want to 
further his presence amongst his subjects directly, through regular 
appearances at formal institutions, like Parliament, or by means of 

176 Hobbes 1996, p. 65.
177 Ibid.
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more irregular public appearances, made in the context of progresses 
around the realm, formal visits to favoured courtiers, or ceremonial 
civic entrances, all of which constitute ways of presenting his person to 
the public view. But however much the sovereign may display himself 
in person, he can only gain the ubiquitous presence the modern state 
requires if he unfolds himself in a series of representations—a minis-
ter, a constable, a justice, a throne, a stool, a royal seal—before which 
the respect owed to his public persona is to be exhibited. If, on the one 
hand, the sovereign’s power is reinforced by this ability to produce 
and disseminate representations of his political persona (i.e., of him as 
bearer of the state), on the other hand their uncontrolled proliferation 
can backfi re and result in increased fragility. Mordecay’s parade already 
hints at this possibility. It is not altogether impossible that subjects 
take Mordecay for the king, or the king for just another performer. If 
the sovereign does not closely monitor civil performances, whereby he 
comes to have as many persons, as there be justices of peace and petty 
constables in his kingdom, what starts off  as a subordinate representa-
tion of his political persona could turn into irreversible usurpation of 
sovereign authority.178 Hobbes alludes to one such outcome when dis-
cussing the perils of a king ruling, in his absence, by viceroy. Although 
people would ‘off end against the king if they did not obey the viceroy 
in all things’, it is also crucial that they recognise, and withdraw their 
obedience, when the viceroy gives signs of ‘seeking the kingdom for 
himself ’.179 Crucial it may be, but, as Hobbes well knows, not at all 
certain. Th e signs of the viceroy’s intention may go unnoticed until, as 
the living image of a distant monarch, he comes to supersede what in 
the eyes of the subjects has become an obsolete original.

Another complication adds to this danger. Th e more powerful a sov-
ereign is, the vaster his domains, the more he has to discharge his offi  ce 
with the aid of public ministers. To these he transfers the authority to 
represent, or bear, the person of the commonwealth in the discharge 
of specifi c functions. Th ey are actors of words and actions whose 
authorship belongs to the sovereign, and whose authority depends 
on his. A public minister will, none the less, be incapable of com-
manding obedience if he does not project an image of authority, which 
must be accomplished by bearing the signs of the  authority invested 

178 See Ans. Bram., pp. 306 and 316.
179 Hobbes 1998, p. 186.
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130 chapter two

in him, signs in whose reading subjects are, as Hobbes stresses, to be 
instructed. Th is points to a particular meaning of the verb ‘to repre-
sent’: that of exhibiting or exposing to sight, of which French has a 
signifi cant variant. For représenter can, in French, be used in the sense 
of exhibiting a title, and therefore be applied in phrases such as ‘to 
represent one’s license, one’s passport, one’s birth certifi cate’.180 When 
a man ‘represents’ his passport to a border guard, he is not giving 
visibility to himself so much as to his legitimate presence. Similarly, 
when recalcitrant subjects ask the public ministers of sovereign power 
why they should obey them, the ministers must make their authority 
manifest, through the exhibition of a commission displaying a public 
seal, as the pose, the costume or the standardised performance of their 
role may no longer suffi  ce.181 Th is would seem to lead us away from 
theatricality and its insinuating appearances to the safer world of law. 
But if in most cases that is what happens, it need always not be so. 
All those signs that make of ministers the recognisable images of the 
sovereign can be counterfeited. Hence there will always be cases where 
a crown of tinsel prompts the same eff ects as a crown of gold, just as 
there may always be cases when a viceroy plays the part of royalty bet-
ter than the king, and steals the performance from him. As Hobbes is 
the fi rst to admit, ‘of who is Soveraign, no man, but by his own fault, 
(whatsoever evill men suggest,) can make any doubt. Th e diffi  culty 
consisteth in the evidence of the Authority derived from him.’182 To 
minimise the number of those cases where the authority is feigned, it 
is decisive that the sovereign retains a fi rm control over the spectacle 
and symbolic structures of power, and that only he monopolises and 
bestows those signs whereby civil power is handed down to some of 

180 Louis Marin, in his Portrait of the King, off ers a perceptive discussion of this 
particular use of the verb représenter, which can be found in Littré’s Dictionnaire 
de la langue française. Marin 1988, pp. 5–6. Th e general notion of representing as 
exhibiting or displaying to the eye can also be found in the OED, but not the phrase 
‘to represent a title’. 

181 On how the eff ectiveness of political authority, as held by the early modern 
offi  ceholder who exercised it in face-to-face contexts, depended not only on formal 
warrant but also on the quality of his reproduction of relatively standardised perform-
ances, see Braddick 2000, p. 77 and 68–85. Th e use of warrants and legal papers as 
symbols of power is more fully discussed in Rosenheim 1993. 

182 Hobbes 1996, p. 189. And yet, because a climate of generalised suspicion would 
endanger the workings of the machinery of the state, ‘if the question be of Obedience 
to a publique Offi  cer; To have seen his Commission, with the Publique Seale, and 
heard it read; or to have had the means to be informed of it, if a man would, is a suf-
fi cient Verifi cation of his Authority.’ Ibid.
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his subjects and signifi ed before all others.183 When politics borrows 
from theatre, as Hobbes’s does, it must also pre-emptively protect 
itself from the subversive potential of coups de théâtre.

Th e Powers of Th eatre

Up to this point we have analysed the stage sensibility that perme-
ates much of Hobbes’s discussion of persons, natural, artifi cial and 
fi ctitious. In so doing, we stepped down from the stage to see how, in 
Hobbes’s civil society, theatre and reality intermingle, and representa-
tion asserts itself as a powerful, but also dangerous, world-building 
activity. Although Hobbes has more to say about the theatre of politics 
than about the politics of theatre, he is not entirely silent about theatre 
and its uses. In the opening section of this chapter, I argued that for 
Hobbes plays are not mere ‘play’, or things outside politics, but rather 
material amenable to ideological deployment. But besides using play-
scripts to put across his political message, what did Hobbes have to say 
about the nature of theatre as an art form, and its complex interaction 
with the public?

In Th e Elements of Law Hobbes addresses the question of the pur-
poses and powers of theatre through a discussion of the workings of 
rhetoric, or persuasive communication. But what seems to be an oblique 
strategy proves to be a much more direct transposition. Addressing a 
public assembly has, in Hobbes’s view, much in common with appear-
ing on a stage, as both arts—speech and theatre—seek to excite emo-
tions in the audience by means of visual persuasion.184 Th eir common 
reliance on the power of images to create an eff ect of vivid life-likeness 
also means that neither rhetoric nor theatre looks to achieve persua-
sion by the force of rational argument. Th ey appeal directly to passions 
aroused in the imagination.

In stressing the affi  nities between theatre and rhetoric, stage-actor 
and orator, Hobbes follows in the steps of classical rhetoricians (Cicero, 
Quintilian or Longinus) who highlighted the theatrical dimension of 

183 As Blackstone notices with specifi c reference to subordinate corporations, where 
the body is invisible, and cannot manifest itself by any personal act, it must make itself 
represented, i.e., speak and act, by the mediation of signs, namely the common seal. 
Blackstone 1862, p. 492.

184 Hobbes 1969b, p. 68. 
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132 chapter two

delivering, indeed performing, a speech by bringing together an array 
of visual strategies: gesture, facial and bodily expression, fi gurative lan-
guage, sets, etc. Th e word ‘acting’ was originally used to describe the 
gestural component of an orator’s art, it being likely that before the sev-
enteenth century stage-characters were ‘presented’ rhetorically rather 
than ‘represented’ dramatically on the English stage. But the coinage 
of the word ‘personation’ around the start of that century seems to 
have signalled a more subtle approach to characters, as required for 
the performance of Shakespeare, who wrote that ‘Action is eloquence, 
and the eyes of th’ignorant / More learned than the ears.’185 Despite 
Shakespeare’s apparent frustration with playgoers valuing ‘shows’ over 
‘words’, he himself moved from calling his customers an auditory to 
referring to them simply as spectators.186 Th eatre was surrendering to 
the power of images: it was becoming increasingly ‘ocularcentric’.

Trained in the arts of rhetoric, Hobbes was fully aware of the pow-
ers of the visual. He knew that performers, regardless of the stage on 
which they act, would not be able to move their publics unless they 
conjured up and convincingly acted out representations that by the 
eff ect of life-likeness impinged on their imagination.187 Th e reason is 
simple. Passion is kindled not by things as they are, but by things as 
we believe them to be.188 Hence the job of the orator was tradition-
ally depicted as that of using imagery to make people ‘see’ things his 
way, quite independently, Hobbes would add, of their reality. Th is is 
because passion can be raised from opinion ‘whether the opinion be 

185 Coriolanus III.2. For the changing meaning of ‘personation’ see Trussler 2000, 
p. 72. Th roughout the Middle Ages it was widely believed that ancient comedy and 
tragedy were forms of narrative intended to be recited with the occasional accompani-
ment of mute miming, rather than to be performed by actors impersonating charac-
ters with voice and gesture. For a few more accurate medieval interpretations of the 
reality of ancient representation, which draw on Boethius’ information on stage-acting 
in De Duabus Naturis, see Marshall 1950. 

186 Gurr 2004, pp. 102–16.
187 Th ese representations are, of course, primarily those images they—orators and 

stage-players—compound in their minds by an act of imagination, to translate them 
subsequently into speech and gesture. Th e notion of ‘representation’ as the action 
of placing a fact, event or situation before another or others by means of discourse, 
with a view to conveying a particular view or impression that infl uences his or their 
opinion and/or conduct, was common currency in Hobbes’s times, as can be inferred 
from the examples in the OED, and much used by, for instance, the spokesmen in the 
Putney debates. 

188 See Tuck 1996, pp. 184–6 and James 1997, p. 135.
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true or false, or the narration historical or fabulous’.189 Suspension 
of disbelief, and passionate reaction, even to fi ctional stories of what 
could never have happened, can, in Hobbes’s view, be triggered by the 
skilful deployment of visual strategies.190 Persuasion in the arts cannot 
do without image. But it can do without veracity: ‘not truth, but image, 
maketh passion’.191

In stressing the role of imagination in the arousal of passion, Hobbes 
is in line with the Roman theorists of rhetoric, for whom the ora-
tor should combine vivid illustration and expressive gesture to make 
the audience ‘see’, and be convinced of, what he was thinking. For 
these rhetoricians, the emotional responses of the audience were on 
the whole fairly predictable, and therefore also open to manipulation. 
All that was needed was that the orator should work on the images 
impressed upon the spectators’ minds in ways consistent with their 
shared experience, so that spectators could identify with what was put 
before their eyes, by recreating the original experience from which 
the image sprung. Quintilian illustrates this process through a telling 
example:

When I am lamenting a murdered man will I not bring before my eyes 
all the things which might believably be represented as having happened 
in the case under consideration? Will the assailant not suddenly spring 
out, will the victim not be terrifi ed when he fi nds himself surrounded 
and cry out or plead or run away? Will I not see the blow and the victim 
falling to the ground? Will his blood, his pallor, his dying groans not be 
impressed on my mind? Th is gives rise to [that] which Cicero calls illus-
tratio and evidentia, by which we seem to show what happened rather 
than to tell it; and this gives rise to the same emotions as if we were 
present at the event itself.192

Th e forensic orator pleading for justice in a law-court must summon 
up a vivid image of a murder in his own mind, so that he may commu-
nicate the murder scene in ways that make the audience feel as if they 
were witnesses to the crime. By this contagion of imagination, he will 
manage to arouse sympathy for the victim and gain support for the 

189 Hobbes 1969b, p. 68.
190 Hobbes is here drawing on the classical subdivision of narration into historiae 

and literary fi ction, and the division of literary fi ction into two sub-genres, fabulae and 
argumenta, the fi rst of which presupposes a principle of charity (a willing suspension 
of disbelief ). See Cicero 1949, I.19.27 and Sidney 1912, III, p. 29.

191 Hobbes 1969b, p. 68.
192 Quintilian 2001, vol. III, 6.2.31.
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134 chapter two

victim’s cause. Were the performance to be translated from tribunal 
to theatre, the orator replaced by the actor and his speech converted 
into moving stage pictures, we would end up with a scene justifying 
Hobbes’s extraordinary maxim that ‘tragedy aff ecteth no less than a 
murder if well acted’.193 Th e lesson is clear: whenever the striking real-
ism of representations makes them dissolve into what they represent, 
the frontier separating truth from fi ction is blurred, and the one easily 
taken for the other.

Tales about the bewitching powers of tragedy were not unheard of. 
As we have seen with Don Quixote, literary fi ction could mesmerise 
without theatrical representation. One of the earliest references to the 
sort of obsessive solitary reading later epitomised by Quixote comes in 
Aristophanes’ lyrical-burlesque Th e Frogs, where the god Dionysus is 
said to have been driven mad by the reading of a tragedy Hobbes was 
well familiar with, Euripides’ Andromeda. But only public theatre can 
rouse the possibility of collective madness. We have to look no further 
than the Greek satirist Lucian to encounter an account of how the citi-
zens of a Greek city, Abdera, lost their judgement aft er a performance 
of the same play.194 It was summer, the sun burning hot, and aft er the 
performance of Andromeda the spectators were taken by a high fever, 
which soon turned into uncontrollable haemorrhaging and sweating. 
In their hallucination, they began to invent tragedies, speak in verse, 
scream and sing, all of this in the name of the main characters of the 
play, who had control of their minds. Th e deranged crowd acted out 
its own versions of the parts from the play for months, transforming 
the city streets into their live stage, until winter and intense cold came 
and put an end to their collective delirium. Th is is, of course, the very 
same tale of madness arising from an impingement of theatre upon 
reality which makes its appearance in chapter 8 of Leviathan:

Th ere was once a great confl ux of people in Abdera, a City of the Greeks, 
at the acting of the Tragedy of Andromeda, upon an extream hot day: 
whereupon, a great many of the spectators falling into Fevers, had 
this accident from the heat, and from the Tragedy together, that they 

193 Hobbes 1969b, p. 68. Hobbes off ers a reason why people might enjoy the spec-
tacle of tragedy: men, he explains, take pleasure in beholding other men in dangerous 
or affl  ictive situations when they themselves are safe, because ‘there is novelty and 
remembrance of own security present, which is delight’. Ibid., p. 46. 

194 Lucian 1968, pp. 3–5. Lucian blames the actor Archelaüs in particular for the 
events in Abdera. Ibid., p. 3.
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did nothing but pronounce Iambiques, with the names of Perseus and 
Andromeda; which together with the Fever, was cured, by the comming 
on of Winter: And this madnesse was thought to proceed from the Pas-
sion imprinted by the Tragedy.195

Not unlike Lucian, Hobbes is suspicious of the causes of this out-
break of collective madness. As he sceptically puts it, it was ‘thought 
to’ proceed uniquely from the passion aroused by the theatrical rep-
resentation. But caution is advisable, as the Greeks were also prone 
to ascribe madness wrongly to the operation of supernatural entities 
like the ‘Eumenides, or Furyes; and sometimes of Ceres, Phoebus, and 
other Gods’.196 Determined, like his Roman predecessor, to strip the 
Abdera episode of the aura of awe with which it had been traditionally 
surrounded, Hobbes insists that the madness observed there was the 
product of the combination of the powers of theatre and severe heat.

Th is suggestion is in perfect agreement with Hobbes’s understand-
ing of the physiological processes that account for the emotions we 
experience both awake and in dreams. For him, mental representa-
tions and corresponding aff ections are produced by ongoing motions 
between the brain and the vital parts, but, physically, they are also to be 
explained ‘by the distemper of some of the inward parts of the Body’, 
diff erent distempers causing diff erent delusions.197 Th ence, ‘lying cold 
breedeth Dreams of Feare, and raiseth the thought and Image of some 
fearfull object’, whereas ‘Anger causeth heat in some parts of the Body, 
when we are awake; so when we sleep, the over heating of the same 
parts causeth Anger, and raiseth up in the brain the Imagination of 
an Enemy’.198 Too much heat, springing from a burning sun, could 
have produced in the citizens of Abdera an especially vivid imagina-
tion, whose original inspiration lay in the events performed on stage. 
Th ough the eff ects of a well-acted tragedy may, in Hobbes’s view, be 
no less powerful than those of a genuine murder, they would certainly 
have been dispelled by the disappearance of the actors from the stage, 
and the emptying of the stone seats of the theatre. Th e conventions of 
ancient theatre provided reliable indicators of the play’s being a recon-
stitution of life in mere re-presentation: that is, of the performance 
as something not to be read literally as yet another scene of everyday 

195 Hobbes 1996, p. 56.
196 Ibid.
197 Ibid., p. 17.
198 Ibid.
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136 chapter two

life. Only a deranged audience, like the citizenry of Abdera, could fail 
to engage in the right kind of doubled vision, which all representa-
tions require. Th us they ceased to see simultaneously the realism of 
the performance and the performance as artifi ciality, or theatre. And, 
having stopped seeing the play as play, they proceeded to incorporate 
it into reality.

Th e Politics of Th eatre

Abdera’s case is extreme, and unlikely to repeat itself. But on the 
whole Hobbes remains fi rm in his belief that plays, when well acted, 
have powerful worldly eff ects. In particular, their ability to infl uence 
and persuade in ways that may impact on moral and political author-
ity explains why the question of what constituted acceptable play was 
so central to social debate in early modern England. Part of this debate 
took place in two closely related intellectual circles with which Hobbes 
had close ties, and in which his ideas had wide currency: the Caven-
dish and the Hartlib circles. Th e question their members posed them-
selves was twofold: fi rst, whether public order was better sustained by 
the ignorance or the education of the common people; and, second, 
what means would be most eff ective in promoting either of them.199

William Cavendish, Earl of Newcastle, the patron of the fi rst of 
these circles, blamed much of England’s recent troubles on too much 
education, and trusted only arms combined with recreational activi-
ties to keep people within bounds. In a letter written to Charles II on 
the eve of the Restoration, he enthusiastically argued for the provision 
of ‘Devertisements For Your Majesties People, both in the Citie, & 
Country’, on the grounds that ‘Th ese Devertismentes will amuse the 
peoples thoughts And keepe them in harmless actions, which will free 
your Majestie from Faction, & Rebellion.’200 Amongst city recreations, 
Newcastle included theatre, recommending ‘fi ve or Six playe houses, 
[. . .] for all Sortes of peoples’.201 Hobbes was sensitive to Cavendish’s 
arguments about the public utility of spectacles as weapons pre-empt-
ing popular discontent. In Leviathan he refers, not unsympathetically, 

199 For more details on this background, see Jacob and Raylor 1991.
200 Newcastle 1984, pp. 63 and 64. 
201 Ibid.
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to how the subjects of ‘the fi rst Founders, and Legislators of Com-
monwealths’ were ‘entertained with the pomp, and pastime of Fes-
tivalls, and publike Games’, all of which ‘kept them from discontent, 
murmuring, and commotion against the State’, even when there would 
have been reasons for it.202

But for Hobbes this reliance on spectacles to bind people to obe-
dience was a tactic fi t for rulers of a bygone era.203 Th e Hobbesian 
commonwealth could not stand fi rm on spectacles alone. Recreational 
activities generating a dormant or false consciousness could as easily 
serve the purposes of the sovereign as be turned against him. Cer-
tainly, spectacles could be used to supplement argument in the aid of 
political truth. Indeed they should, as Hobbes recognises that demon-
strative argument has a limited capacity to move the people. But spec-
tacles carried out at the expense of true political principles would leave 
the commonwealth vulnerable to subversion by more able performers. 
Persuading the people of the true grounds of the state’s authority and 
the reasons for their obedience, Hobbes insists, is the duty as well as 
the guarantee of the sovereign. Spectacle, ignorance, pious frauds can 
present themselves as attractive short cuts to order. But lasting order 
will not be achieved unless the average subject is educated, and fully 
persuaded of the benefi ts of living under an absolute state.204

In revisiting the political advantages of public entertainments, New-
castle revisited the spirit of the controversial Jacobean Declaration of 
Sports, a manifesto against the strictness, and compulsory imposition, 
of the Puritan Sabbath, which Charles I ordered to be republished 
and communicated to his subjects from the pulpit.205 Th e king’s good 
people, the Declaration announced, should no more be reprimanded 
‘for using their lawful recreations and honest exercises upon Sundays, 
and other Holy-days’, as these strengthened their bodies for war, while 
better disposing their minds to obedience.206 In like manner, Hobbes 
refers favourably to ‘lawfull recreation’, and stresses the importance 
of the people having, at regular intervals, leave from their ordinary 

202 Hobbes 1996, pp. 82 and 83. 
203 See Hobbes 1998, p. 9.
204 As Hobbes emphasises, the grounds of the rights of the sovereign ‘need to be 

diligently, and truly taught; because they cannot be maintained by any Civill Law, or 
terror of legall punishment’. Hobbes 1996, p. 232.

205 On the events leading to the republication of the Declaration of Sports, see Gar-
diner 1884, pp. 318–22.

206 Newcastle 1984, p. 100.
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138 chapter two

labour.207 His emphasis, however, is on the pedagogical potential of 
such recreational interludes, as demonstrated by the Jewish Sabbath.

In that day of rest and worship, Hobbes explains, the eff ect of the 
reading and expounding of the law was bolstered by spectacle, by the 
solemnity of the occasion, whereby the Jewish people ‘were put in 
mind, that their King was God’.208 Were the symbolism of the cer-
emony not powerful enough, the ‘lawfull recreation’ that followed it 
instructed again secretly, by reminding the audience ‘that God was their 
King, which redeemed them from their servile and painfull labour’.209 
Inspired by the Jewish example, Hobbes urges the sovereign to reserve 
those occasions ‘aft er prayers and praises given to God, the Soveraign 
of Soveraigns’ for the instruction of his subjects in their duties and the 
laws of the realm, but also especially to the eff ect of putting them ‘in 
mind of the Authority that maketh them Lawes’.210 Hobbesian educa-
tion reaches behind the surface. Not only particular laws were to be 
taught, but also why those laws were made, and the necessity of the 
authority that constitutes law as law.211 Th is message would be all the 
more forcibly conveyed if the Christian Sunday were also to be a day 
on which the subjects were allowed to ‘take joy in themselves’ by pur-
suing various recreational activities, rather than a stern occasion.212 
Presented with such royally sanctioned entertainments, the people 
would be induced to bend to the authority that rescued them from 
nature, to bring them into the state of peace, security and satisfaction 
they presently rejoiced in.213 Playful recreation, if well stage-managed, 
could be an important vehicle of ideological cohesion.

Could the entertainments Hobbes condones include a state-regu-
lated theatre? One would look in vain for an explicit answer. But the 
evidence so far suggests a few clues. First, Hobbes endorsed the dis-
cerning use of theatrical techniques to serve ends justifi ed by reason, 
such as the reproduction of state power, and persuasively disseminate 
his scientifi c principles of politics. Second, as a form of representa-
tion that makes its artifi ciality explicit, theatre could have educational 
potential. Th ird, despite Hobbes’ confessed reservations about the 

207 Hobbes 1996, p. 235.
208 Ibid.
209 Ibid.
210 Ibid.
211 See ibid., p. 240.
212 Ibid., p. 235.
213 Ibid.
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moral eff ects of some theatre, namely base comedy, he seemed to have 
no qualms about the performance of plays providing ‘a truer Idea of 
Virtue and Honour’, or, I would add, any other plays, provided they 
passed the requirements of state authorisation.214 From here it might 
not seem, perhaps, too far-fetched to extrapolate that Hobbes might 
have welcomed the educational role of state-sponsored forms of a 
more politicised type of theatre. Th is seems at least to have been the 
conclusion reached by his poet friend William Davenant.

Davenant, who was no stranger to the Cavendish circle, Hobbes, 
and his philosophical ideas, was the author behind A Proposition for 
Advancement of Moralitie, By a New Way of Entertainment of the Peo-
ple (1653).215 Th is text resonates with some Hobbesian ideas about the 
nature and motivational force of images and passion, in an attempt to 
persuade Cromwell of the moral and political advantages of a reformed 
stage directed at the instruction of the lower classes. Properly managed 
public entertainment, Davenant claimed, would enable the govern-
ment to ensure its own permanence, by producing aff ectively positive 
stimuli for the people’s loyalty to the new regime.

Davenant became especially well acquainted with Hobbes aft er fl ee-
ing to Paris in 1646, where he joined the exiled Stuart court. In Paris, 
Davenant began Gondibert, his vast heroic poem, to which Hobbes 
paid ‘daylie examination’.216 Hobbes’s close exchanges with Dav-
enant resulted, as we have seen in Chapter 1 above, in his ‘Answer’ to 

214 Th e qualifi cation is in place because, in a letter to the Marchioness of Newcastle, 
Hobbes shows his apprehension about the moral eff ects of base comedy and reveals 
his scepticism about the taste of vulgar audiences: comic writers, he writes, sometimes 
‘present Vices upon the Stage [. . .] ridiculously and immodestly, by which they take 
their [the vulgar] rabble [. . .] For that which pleases lewd Spectators is nothing but 
subtile Cheating or Filch.’ Hobbes 1994, II, p. 524. Th ese words of caution go, of 
course, in tandem with Hobbes’s theory of laughter, according to which laughter is 
an expression of contempt, which need not involve any wit: ‘for men laugh at mis-
chances and indecencies, wherein there lieth no wit or jest at all’. Hobbes 1969b, p. 41. 
But there is hope for a higher form of comedy: there is laugher ‘without off ence’, ‘at 
absurdities and infi rmities’, ‘where all the company can laugh together’ (ibid., p. 42); 
and for a higher form of theatre: the Marchioness of Newcastle herself had produced 
comedies and tragedies that provided ‘a truer Idea’s of Virtue and Honour than any 
Book of morality’. Hobbes 1994, II, p. 524. Th ose plays, which could provide the basis 
for innocent, even instructive, recreation in the Hobbesian commonwealth, can be 
found in Playes written by the thrice Noble, Illustrious and Excellent Princess, the Lady 
Marchioness of Newcastle (1662).

215 Th e authorship of the Proposition was convincingly asserted by Jacob and Raylor 
in their 1991 article, to which I am much indebted.

216 Davenant 1971, p. 3.
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140 chapter two

 Davenant’s Preface to Gondibert, published in 1650. Both texts provide 
lengthy refl ections on poetry and painting as sister-arts off ering visual 
representations craft ed in the aptest fi gures and colours, as well as tex-
tual proof of each author’s self-confessed borrowing from the other.217 
Although their intellectual exchange hinges primarily on poetry, the-
atre, as well as politics, lurks not far beneath the surface. Davenant’s 
heroic poem is self-consciously modelled on the fi ve-act structure of 
contemporary English drama, and the unfolding of its plot, as Hobbes 
acknowledges approvingly, is ‘not much unlike the Th eatre’, where 
persons are brought upon the stage ‘to speake and act their owne 
parts’.218 In more ways than one Davenant’s Gondibert announced his 
future enterprise: the staging of heroic plays.

But what would have been Hobbes’s likely reaction to the ‘Heroick 
Representations’ recommended by Davenant to Britain’s new sover-
eign? While fully endorsing Davenant’s claim that ‘subjects should 
received good education from the State’ if civil order is to be main-
tained, Hobbes would most certainly have had serious doubts about 
the instructive potential of Davenant’s entertainments.219 Davenant’s 
reformed stage went too far in the way of spectacle, with too little in 
the way of presenting the public with perspicuous reasons for obe-
dience. His moral entertainments consisted in a new and powerful 
sensual mix, designed to allure people’s ‘Eyes and Ears’, by combining 
the devices of Italian opera with the mechanics of the court masque, 
in the rendition of military dramas drawn from England’s recent his-
tory. Th ese dramas contained virtuous characters whom, Davenant 
hoped, the audience would feel emotionally compelled to emulate 
without any need for ‘reviews and subtle examination’.220 Drawing on 
Hobbes’s conception of passion as proceeding from fancy, and form-
ing the motivating source of all human voluntary activity, Davenant 
devised a form of popular ‘instruction’ that ignored Hobbes’s advice 
against the aesthetic mistake of causing an admiration that is divorced 
from any ‘delightfull appetite for knowledge’, and for applying reason 
to the imagination for a better moving of the will.221

217 Davenant’s references to statesmen as immense whales, people’s representatives, 
and the instrumental use of spectacles in ancient Greece and Rome are especially 
revealing. See Davenant 1971, pp. 3, 54, 35 and 39–40. 

218 Hobbes 1971b, pp. 50 and 46.
219 Ibid., p. 243.
220 Davenant 1971, p. 244.
221 Hobbes 1971b, p. 52. 
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Hobbes is in no doubt that in moral and political instruction rea-
son needs the aid of visual persuasion to move its publics to action. 
But image is meant to remain a crutch for the truth, not to replace it. 
Yet Davenant’s stage dismisses reasoning in favour of aff ective conta-
gion, and, should ‘publick Tranquility’ require it, would not stop short 
of the sensory inculcation of false beliefs.222 A broad band of sensory 
stimuli is used by Davenant to direct the moral and political education 
of the masses, whose intellects are thought to be, and made to remain, 
inactive. He justifi es his reliance on the mere play of senses by the fact 
that ‘the generalitie of mankinde’ are slaves to ‘those Engins that scrue 
them up, which are their passions’, and therefore ‘solely instructed 
by their senses’.223 Hobbes agreed that not only the common people, 
but men in general, tended to follow their passions at the expense of 
reason. But he also believed the vulgar had capacity enough to under-
stand the grounds of authority, and the reasons for obedience to it.224 
Any lasting political instruction, he contended, must appeal to this 
capacity. Davenant’s herd of sheep might quietly follow the ‘voice of 
their shepherds’, but just whose voice this is depends essentially on 
who owns the best bag of tricks if the people remain ignorant. And the 
best conjurer might not always be the sovereign.225 If the theatre were 
ever to join the university and the pulpit in Hobbes’s state-directed 
programme of political education, it would have to use the communi-
cative effi  ciency of images to kindle, rather than extinguish, the light of 
reason, treating spectators as active intellects, which can be persuaded 
by argument.226 Unlike the obfuscating visuality of Davenant’s spec-
tacles, the visibility Leviathan seeks is such that it overwhelms at the 
same time it enlightens: ‘For the Civill Authority being more visible, 
and standing in the cleerer light of naturall reason, cannot choose but 
draw to it in all times a very considerable part of the people.’227

222 Davenant 1971, p. 247: for instance, to deceive them by making ‘them believe 
they have peace’, even if ‘the sound of Trumpets and clashing of Armes’ reverberates 
outside.

223 Ibid., p. 244. 
224 Hobbes 1996, p. 233.
225 Davenant 1971, p. 245.
226 Hobbes 1996, p. 233.
227 Ibid., p. 227.
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142 chapter two

Conclusion

Th e role of theatre and theatricality in Hobbes remains highly con-
tested. In a recent study Paul Kottman maintains that Hobbes’s work 
represents a ‘break with the elemental dramatic character of human 
life’, and that the Leviathan state displays a ‘nontheatrical, nonactive, 
anti-here-and-now mode of visibility’; that for Hobbes ‘being a politi-
cal subject has nothing to do with theatricality’.228

Th e reading of Hobbes I off er diff ers markedly. I have argued that 
Hobbes sees theatricality as an intrinsic feature of almost all human 
behaviour (social, political and aesthetic). Spontaneously triggered by 
human interaction, theatricality as a form of strategic self-presentation 
is already inscribed in nature, which is far from ‘devoid of interactive 
scenes’.229 In eff ect, were it not for the fact that for Hobbes the natural 
is already artifi ce, the person a re-presentation, words and actions rep-
resentational eff ects or things impersonated, there would be no escape 
from nature, since the social covenant has the representatibility of the 
covenanters as its pre-condition.230 In Hobbes the art whereby the 
state is craft ed is hence inextricable from man’s natural capacity for 
artifi ciality, the human powers of play, and theatrical representation 
understood not as mere mimicry or as a subordinate reality, but as a 
distinctive world-building activity. And the reason for this is simple. 
Only men who are actors can have their representational powers con-
ferred upon one common actor whom they empower to enact them 
all as if one, which is the same as to say, to enact the state into being. 
It is, therefore, neither coincidence nor of small consequence that 
Hobbes should have taken the paramount representative of speech and 
action—the stage-actor, who commodifi ed himself in the construction 
of diff erent personae for a public—for his model of personhood and a 
paradigm for the delegation of authority in the social, commercial and 
political spheres. In so doing, Hobbes was quite deliberately break-

228 Kottman 2008, pp. 55, 88 and 72. Kottman sees Hobbes as negating the theatre in 
its spontaneous, relational, particularistic, here-and-now mode of being. But the thea-
tre Kottman takes as paradigmatic, despite bearing some resemblance to early modern 
theatrical practice, can hardly be said to comprise all possible theatrical experience. 
Despite my fundamental disagreement with Kottman as to Hobbes’s purported dis-
missal of the dramatic quality of human life, we are in close agreement as to Hobbes’s 
treatment of personality, both natural and artifi cial. See ibid., especially pp. 69–70. 

229 Ibid., p. 64.
230 As Kottman himself acknowledges; see ibid., pp 69–70.
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ing the bounds of nature and artifi ce, in ways that allowed artifi cial 
personality, or the acting of others, to be solidly grounded in natural 
personality, or the acting of oneself. It took one theatrical construct, a 
person, to set up another. Th is is the larger-than-life person, sustained 
by the desire of all to preserve the fi ction of their unity, in order to 
preserve themselves: the Leviathan state.231

Hobbes’s man-made state is far from a non-theatrical, non-active 
entity. Th e guarantor of our peaceful co-existence, his state is insepa-
rable from agency—the capacity to decide and act. As a fi ctional entity 
set in motion by the compositional activity of its chief actor, the sov-
ereign, the state’s representational effi  cacy depends on making its 
artifi ciality disappear from view (albeit never totally so), and allowing 
spectators to invest psychological reality in the fi ctional entity enacted 
by the sovereign. Th e members of the citizen audience must hence 
experience the state not only as something contrived, but also, and 
critically, as something real, as something authentic.232 In Hobbes’s 
politics, as in the theatre, audiences engage in a double experience, at 
once re-presentational and actual, demystifying and mystical. For to 
make a self-confessed artifi ce appear real is what ensures its believ-
ability, as well as its power to produce an aff ective response, setting 
off  the complicity, if not the collusion, which pre-empts all resistance 
between actor and audience, representation and represented. For 
Hobbes, political power, like the power of theatre, results less from 
the actor’s acting alone than from his productive interaction with an 
audience that suspends its judgement, and is emotionally complicit 
in its submission to the fi ctional person being posited on the political 
stage as its collective image. Appearance, visibility, representation and 
theatricality are here not mere props of power, but sources of political 
power in their own right. Either staged as the terrifying vision of a 
colossus who oversees political order by taking over the visual horizon 
of the expectant crowd, or approaching us in close-up as impersonated 
by state offi  cers addressing us in its name, Hobbes’s Leviathan state 
exists only as acted as a doubled reality, since we always experience it 
as happening in both imagined and everyday space-times simultane-
ously. In charge of its complex mise-en-scène—by which I mean, quite 

231 As Jean-Christophe Agnew perceptively put it, only from the self-fashioned man 
could Hobbes’s man-made state have originated. Agnew 1986, p. 93.

232 Schaff er 2002, p. 498.
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144 chapter two

literally, the state’s putting into action, by the doing and orchestrating 
of its appearances and movements, in both time and place, localised 
and delocalised—is the representational sovereign. Like a stage direc-
tor overseeing the mounting of a stage production, the sovereign must 
seamlessly unify the state’s diff erent performative parts in a compel-
ling dramaturgy of power.

In Hobbes this dramatic artifi ciality of the state co-exists with the 
dramatic artifi ciality of all social life. Although subjects give away 
their representation with respect to things conducive to peace, they 
do not stop representing themselves in a performative sense once the 
state is formed. In eff ect, all social life consists for Hobbes of a set of 
personations in response to demands of diff erent social roles. As the 
guardian of civilisation, the state enforces the conditions of an ordered 
theatrical exchange between subjects, as well as between subjects and 
sovereign. And it is the duty of subjects to display loyalty by play-
ing their part, that is, by actively joining in the public performance 
of order. For Hobbes, to be a political subject has therefore much to 
do with theatricality, role playing, or the public display of oneself in 
stylized performances. Subjects are under an obligation to mould the 
externals of their conduct to the dictates of law and sociability. Th ey 
must show a peaceful disposition towards others, and an obedient 
disposition towards their sovereign. To both ends mask-wearing—or 
the practice of simulating and dissimulating with others—may be 
required, and indeed constitute virtuous behaviour, that is, behaviour 
serviceable to the construction of order. It is Hobbes’s belief that men 
can live together in peace only where they keep themselves somehow 
apart, by using their powers of play (i.e., their ability to pretend what 
is not, and conceal what is) to create between themselves a protective 
distance, which avoids clashes in the violent force of their passions. 
Th is requires a public staging of oneself that glosses the disorderly 
work of passions, and constrains potentially disruptive beliefs behind 
a steady mask of civic conformity. Political order would be hollow if 
the plurality of human action within the city lost its dramatic quality.
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