
chapter thirteen

Sovereignty and reaSon of State:  
Bodin, Botero, richelieu and hoBBeS

luc foisneau

‘Sovereignty’ and ‘reason of state’ often appear as two faces of the same 
coin, two different ways of looking at the same historical process, which 
can be summarily described as the emergence and affirmation of the ‘state’ 
in Western early modernity. this perspective has been adopted by many 
historians of the period. as a result, a homogeneous view of early modern 
theories of state tends to prevail, as if jurists, historians and statesmen 
all shared the same conception of the new politics that were emerging in 
their time. although more recent developments in research seem to con-
tradict this uniform perspective, it is not always clear whether the many 
studies published in the past fifteen years or so on ‘reason of state’ have 
not contributed in their way to reinforcing the idea that the main clue to 
understanding modern politics is to be found in ‘reason of state’ alone.1

in the present paper, i would like to suggest two things: first, that it is  
necessary to take into account both theories of ‘sovereignty’ and theories 
of ‘reason of state’, not only as two distinct ways of considering modern 
politics, but also as potentially, if not always actually, two rival views on 
those politics;2 secondly, that that opposition raises questions concerning 
the reception of Bodin in italy, france, and england.

1 for a critical survey of some important developments in reason of state studies, one 
can refer to enzio a. Baldini, La ragion di stato dopo Meinecke e Croce (genova: name, 1999). 
amid the vast literature on the subject, see more particularly Michael Stolleis, Staat und 
Staatsräson in der frühen Neuzeit. Studien zur Geschichte des öffentlichen Rechts (frankfurt  
a. M.: Suhrkamp, 1990); M. viroli, From Politics to Reason of State: the Acquisition and Trans-
formation of the Language of Politics 1250–1600 (cambridge, cambridge university press, 
1992); and gianfranco Borrelli, Ragion di Stato e Leviatan: conservazione e scambio alle origini 
della modernità politica (Bologna: il Mulino, 1993).

2 this tension is all the more interesting in that it does not necessarily lead to a doctrinal 
confrontation between authors, or rival schools, but is often internal to the various doctrinal 
positions.
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324 luc foisneau

as a starting-point, i shall consider the significant position of Bodin, as 
both the inventor of modern ‘sovereignty’ theory and a possible source 
for theories of ‘reason of state’: does the relationship between Bodin’s Six 
livres de la république and Botero’s Della ragion di stato suffice to warrant 
ascribing the latter’s concept of ‘reason of state’ to Bodin’s legacy? i will 
try to show that this is not the case, although the relationship is real. i shall 
then turn to the period of cardinal richelieu’s ministry under louis Xiii  
(1624–42), considering more particularly the relationship between 
richelieu’s conception of ‘reason of state’ and cardin le Bret’s theoriz-
ing of the king’s ‘sovereignty’. here i shall aim to show that richelieu’s 
conception of ‘reason of state’ can be seen as an extension of Bodin’s 
theory of ‘sovereignty’, but not as a development of italian ‘reason of 
state’ proper. and, finally, i shall try to show how the legacy of Bodin in 
richelieu’s period is received, and in some way contradicted, in hobbes’s 
De Cive, which was published in paris in the year of richelieu’s death, in 
1642, when hobbes had been an exile in france for two years. that is not 
to say that De Cive can be seen as a direct answer to richelieu, nor that 
french absolutism would supply the proper context for understanding his 
political writings of the period. My argument is, rather, that a study of 
the reception of Bodin can assist understanding of the tension between  
‘reason of state’ and ‘sovereignty’, and how this tension can be seen to 
have been intellectually productive when viewed from a european per-
spective and, in particular, in the light of Bodin’s, Botero’s, richelieu’s and 
hobbes’s respective contributions.

1. A Paradoxical Legacy: Bodin and Botero

one paradoxical result of the important work accomplished recently on 
‘reason of state’ is that it has been accompanied in many cases by a loss of 
interest in the problematic of ‘sovereignty’. Maurizio viroli, in his stimu-
lating From Politics to Reason of State, depicts the grand transformation 
of italian political language between 1266 and 1586 without paying any 
attention to the introduction of Bodin’s sovereignty theory. it seems worth 
noting that no work by Bodin figures in viroli’s list of primary sources, and 
Bodin’s name does not appear in his index. although not entirely justifi-
able, this omission suggests at least that viroli does not regard ‘sovereignty’ 
as one major element of the new language of politics after the demise of 
civic humanism. Such an omission is quite in line, indeed, with foucault’s 
opinion, expressed in lectures at the collège de france in 1979, where 
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 sovereignty and reason of state 325

rejection of the juridical theories of sovereignty is justified by the idea 
that what really matter are governmental practices.3 in this paper, i would 
like to suggest that the new language of modern politics is not founded 
simply on ‘reason of state’, let alone if construed in a foucaldian way as 
governmentality, but on a permanent tension between the language of 
‘reason of state’ and the language of ‘sovereignty’.4 in order to defend this 
idea, i shall have to demonstrate not only the difference between the two 
languages, but also the reasons why they have sometimes been identified 
by historians, and those reasons, i shall try to explain, have much to do 
with the reception of Bodin.

it is important to notice, indeed, that at the time when Bodin’s Les Six 
livres de la république5 was first published in 1576, the language of ‘reason 
of state’ was still limited to narrow circles in princely courts. Whether 
the notion first appeared in a speech (Oratio) addressed by Monsignor 
giovanni della casa to the emperor charles v and published in 1547,6 or 
in guicciardini’s Dialogo del reggimento di Firenze,7 it was not before the 
publication of Botero’s Della ragion di stato in 1589 that the notion gained 
‘public recognition’ in italy.8 it would seem, therefore, that Bodin’s con-
ception of ‘sovereignty’ had precedence over the ragion di stato, at least as 
it was conceived by Botero, that is as a means of preserving the ‘state’. as 
a matter of fact, the latin translation of Bodin’s République was published 
in lyon in 1586, at a time when Botero was just returning from his second 

3 cf. M. foucault, Naissance de la biopolitique. Cours au Collège de France. 1978–1979 (paris: 
hautes etudes/gallimard/Seuil, 2004), 4–5: “. . . en choisissant de parler ou de partir de la 
pratique gouvernementale, c’est, bien sûr, une manière tout à fait explicite de laisser de côté 
comme objet premier, primitif, tout donné, un certain nombre de ces notions comme, par 
exemple, le souverain, la souveraineté, le peuple, les sujets, l’etat, la société civile”.

4 the idea of a dynamic tension between reason of state and sovereignty is central to my 
contribution, “de Machiavel à hobbes: efficacité et souveraineté dans la pensée politique 
moderne”, in a. renaut, ed., Histoire de la philosophie politique, t. 2, Naissances de la moder-
nité, 203–79 (paris: calmann-lévy, 1999). for a previous attempt at establishing a connection, 
see alberto tenenti, Stato: un’idea, una logica: dal commune italiano all’assolutismo francese 
(Bologna: il Mulino, 1987), part iii: “teoria della sovranità e ragion di stato nella République 
di Jean Bodin”.

5 in this chapter all citations in french from Bodin’s Les Six livres de la république will be 
taken from the 10th edition (lyon, 1593, reprinted paris: fayard, 1986).

6 cf. r. de Mattei, Il problema della ‘Ragion di Stato’ nell’età della Controriforma (Milano-
napoli: ricciardi, 1979), 13, n. 34.

7 cf. J.-cl. Zancharini, “les enjeux d’un concept: à propos de Raison et déraison d’État”, 
in a. e. Baldini, ed., La ragion di stato dopo Meinecke e Croce: dibattito su recenti pubblica-
zioni (atti del seminario internazionale di torino 21–22 ottobre 1994) (genova: name, 1999), 
201–19. 

8 viroli, From Politics to Reason of State, 252.
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326 luc foisneau

stay in france;9 and the italian translation, by lorenzo conti, appeared 
one year before Botero’s book, in 1588.10 this chronological succession has 
been comprehensively ignored in his chapter on Bodin and gentillet by 
friedrich Meinecke, who tends to present Les Six livres de la république 
as a foreshadowing of ‘reason of state’ theories. although he recognizes 
that the strength of the theory lies in its “legal and logical arguments”,11 
and that therefore “the idea of reason of state could not be dominant”, 
he still considers that the latter idea “stands out in the background as a 
central idea which for him [i.e., Bodin] was self-evident”.12 the concept of 
‘sovereignty’, originally conceived by Bodin as “the absolute and perpetual 
power of a république that in latin is termed maiestas”,13 thus appears 
in Meinecke as the herald of ‘reason of state’. What Meinecke retains of 
Bodin is that he would have diverted attention from the classical ques-
tion of the best form of polity, giving precedence to an interest in the 
“individual nature of the State”.14 not only does this interpretation not 
do justice to the precedence of Bodin over Botero, since it obscures the 
specificity of the former’s idea of ‘sovereignty’, but it also gives a curi-
ous twist to Rezeptionsgeschichte. according to Meinecke, the important 
topic is ‘ragion di stato’, and ‘sovereignty’ is there only to explain how it 
could have developed. here, surely, is a nice illustration of the ‘illusion du 
précurseur’.

if we wish to avoid that regrettable illusion, we must come back to what 
‘sovereignty’ originally meant for Bodin. if it is the case that the concept 

9 cf. d. Quaglioni, “Imperandi ratio: l’édition latine de la République (1586) et la raison 
d’État”, in y. ch. Zarka, ed., Jean Bodin: nature, histoire, droit et politique, 161–74 (paris: pres-
ses universitaires de france, 1996), 165–6, citing f. chabod, “giovanni Botero”, in Scritti sul 
Rinascimento (torino: einaudi, 1967), 296: “Botero prit connaissance de l’édition latine, parue 
à lyon en 1586 chez l’imprimeur Jacques du puys, le lendemain de son second séjour en 
france, lorsque l’auteur du traité De regia sapientia ‘regardait sous une lumière différente 
les hommes et les choses déjà observés quinze ans auparavant’, en se posant des questions 
‘qui dans le passé . . . ne constituaient probablement pas la préoccupation principale de son 
esprit’ ”.

10 I sei libri delle Republice di Giovanni Bodino (genova: girolamo Bartoli, 1588). on the 
context of that translation and the translator, see a. e. Baldini, “Botero et lucinge: les 
racines de la ‘raison d’État’ ”, in y. ch. Zarka, ed., Raison et déraison d’Etat (paris: presses 
universitaires de france, 1994), 93, note 1. on Botero’s critique of I sei libri delle Republica, see 
l. firpo, “ancora sulla condanna di Bodin”, Il pensiero politico, 14 (1981): 173–86.

11  f. Meinecke, Machiavellism: the doctrine of raison d’état and its Place in Modern History 
(london: routledge and Kegan paul, 1957), 59.

12 Meinecke, Machiavellism, 59.
13 Bodin, République, i.viii: (1986), 1: 179: “la souveraineté est la puissance absoluë et per-

petuelle d’une republique, que les latins appellent majestatem”.
14 f. Meinecke, Machiavellism, 59.

Reception of Bodin, BRILL, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1400624.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-26 10:32:48.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 sovereignty and reason of state 327

of ‘sovereignty’ was forged within a political context in which monarchies 
and principalities were dominant, it is also true that this concept has its 
own valency that allows it to fit aristocratic and other non-monarchical 
forms of ‘states’. indeed, the central tenet in Bodin’s definition of ‘sover-
eignty’ is not that it would suit this or that form of ‘state’, but that ‘sov-
ereignty’ rests on the capacity of the supreme power, whatever its form 
may be, to give law to a community, thus furnishing its political unity. the 
power of the sovereign—or summa potestas—rests therefore in its capac-
ity to provide jural norms, and no more: “the first attribute of the sover-
eign prince”, says Bodin, “is the power to give law to all [his subjects] in 
general and to each in particular: but that is not enough, for one must add, 
without the consent of a greater than, nor an equal to, nor a lesser than 
himself.”15 the great innovation introduced by Bodin’s theory lies, thus, 
in the link that it establishes between the independence of the sovereign 
vis-à-vis any other human authority and the sovereign’s law-making and 
unmaking capacity. the political dimension of the community lies there-
fore no longer in the virtues of the citizens, as in a ciceronian approach 
to politics,16 but in the existence of an authority capable of giving those 
citizens laws, and this authority itself rests on its not being subject to any 
human law. thus legislation becomes the central element in the defini-
tion of politics; or, to put it another way, legislation is no longer an ele-
ment among others in a political practice that might also include other 
equally important elements, such as war- and peace-making, the naming 
of officers, etc., but is now the main, if not the only, defining attribute of 
politics. a sovereign, therefore, is not merely inter alia a law-giver: he is 
nothing but a law-giver, and all the other traditional attributes of princes 
and kings must now be conceived as included in this central attribute. 
Bodin puts it very clearly:

all the other rights and attributes of sovereignty are included in this same 
power of making and unmaking law, so that strictly speaking one can say 
that there is only this sole attribute of sovereignty, given that all the others 
are contained in this one: such as declaring war or making peace, taking 
cognizance in last resort of the judgements of all magistrates, appointing 

15 Bodin, Les Six livres de la république, i. x: (1986), 1: 306: “la première marque du prince 
souverain, c’est la puissance de donner loy à tous en general, et à chacun en particulier: mais 
ce n’est pas assez, car il faut adjouster, sans le consentement de plus grand, ni de pareil, ni 
de moindre que soy”.

16 r. tuck, Philosophy and Government: 1572–1651 (cambridge: cambridge university press, 
1993), 33: “on the eve of the civil wars in the netherlands and france, ciceronianism in one 
form or another was . . . still the dominant approach to politics”.
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328 luc foisneau

and dismissing holders of the greatest offices, imposing levies and taxes 
upon the subjects or exempting from them.17

the condition of ‘absoluteness’, the first term that qualifies ‘sovereignty’ 
as defined by Bodin,18 must therefore be correctly understood. he does 
not conceive of it as a means of achieving ends other than giving law to 
a people: rather, it is the condition through which an efficient law can 
be imposed on a multitude. to be binding, a political law must proceed 
from a principle external to the subjects who are to obey it. the difference 
between subject and sovereign is therefore set in adamant; it is the great 
principle of political heteronomy, which contradicts the idea of a right of 
resistance,19 conceived whether in the huguenots’ way as the resistance 
of the estates, or as the inherent right and power of a people to resist. But 
at the same time, when Bodin says that the sovereign must be absolute, 
he means no more—which is already much—than that the latter must 
be a legibus solutus, that is, not bound himself by any other human law. 
the very limit of absolutism is that it does not extend to “the laws of god 
and of nature”,20 and neither does it allow the sovereign to break con-
tracts and promises that he has formally made.21 Setting aside a law that 
no longer satisfies the requirements of justice can be done by a prince 
without the assent of his subjects, but not breaking a contract: for, just 
as he is “guarantor of his subjects’ mutual covenants and obligations”, so 
too must he be bound by his own.22 although Bodin refers to the inter-
est of the subjects that may justify the breaking of a contract by a prince, 

17 Bodin, République, i.x: (1586), 1: 309: “Sous ceste mesme puissance de donner et casser la 
loy, sont compris tous les autres droits et marques de souveraineté: de sorte qu’à parler pro-
prement on peut dire qu’il n’y a que ceste seule marque de souveraineté, attendu que tous 
les autres sont compris en cestui là: comme descerner la guerre, ou faire la paix: cognoistre 
en dernier resort des jugements de tous les magistrates, instituer ou destituer les plus grands 
officiers: imposer ou exempter les sujects de charges et subsides.”

18 above, p. 326 n. 13.
19 to understand how the condition of absoluteness explains the difference between the 

first and the second theory of sovereignty in Bodin, see J. h. franklin, Jean Bodin and the Rise 
of Absolutist Theory (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1973).

20 Bodin, République, i. viii: (1986), 1: 190: “tous les princes de la terre sont sujets aux loix 
de dieu, et de nature”. 

21  Bodin, République, i.viii: (1986), 1: 218–19: “le prince est tellement obligé aux conven-
tions qu’il a avec ses subjects, ores qu’elles ne soyent que de droit civil, qu’il n’y peut deroger 
de sa puissance absoluë: comme les docteurs en droit presque tous demeurent d’accord: veu 
que dieu mesme, comme dit le maistre des sentences, est tenu de sa promesse”.

22 Bodin, République, i.viii: (1986), 1: 218: “car puis qu’il est garand aux subjects des conven-
tions et obligations mutuelles qu’ils ont les uns envers les autres, à plus fort raison est-il 
debteur de justice en son faict”.
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 sovereignty and reason of state 329

his conception of absolute sovereignty is indeed very far removed from 
any definition of ‘reason of state’: explicitly so from Machiavelli’s famous 
apology for the prince’s duplicity,23 but also from the kind of tacitism that 
developed in france in the wake of the St Bartholomew’s day Massacre. 
Bodin clearly does not share guy du faur de pribac’s views about the use 
of force, a full-blooded defence of the physical elimination of coligny in 
the name of the ‘public interest’. neither does he altogether share pibrac’s 
disdain for the parisian crowd, which has also a very tacitist flavour of its 
own.24 i would therefore agree with an observation of J. h. M. Salmon’s, 
that he “cannot see anywhere in Bodin any consciousness or advocacy of 
‘raison d’état’ ”.

from Salmon’s rider, that “as far as one can trace a relationship between 
Machiavelli, interest of state and ‘raison d’état’, Bodin is fully opposed to 
this kind of very new tradition”,25 i would, however, dissent on two specific 
grounds. first, Bodin was well aware of the development of what has been 
called the ‘new humanism’ of tacitist trend, such as pibrac exemplified, 
and he did not subscribe to it. his analysis of the sovereign’s obligation to 
abide by his promises clearly shows that he has not been contaminated 
by the tacitist approach to politics: he can see no difference, as far as 
promises are concerned, between the prince and his subjects, since both 
must respect their promises made, except when the promise is “unjust 
and unreasonable”.26 if a particular person has contracted an obligation 
through “fraud, or mistake, or force, or justifiable fear”,27 he can extricate 
himself from it. for the same reasons, a prince can be liberated from a 
contractual obligation that would diminish his majesty. But those con-
ditions are rare and precisely identified in legal terms. the conclusion 
is that the “prince is subject neither to his laws, nor to the laws of his 
predecessors, but rightly so to his fair and reasonable conventions, in the 
observation of which his subjects have a general or a particular interest”.28 
no ‘reason of state’ there, but strict observation of the juridical rationality  

23 Machiavelli, Il Principe, cap. Xviii, ed. g. inglese (torino: einaudi, 1995),  115.
24 on pibrac’s Ornatissimi cuiusdam viri, De rebus Gallicis ad Stanislaum Elvidium, epistola 

(paris, 1573), see r. tuck’s comments in Philosophy and Government, 41–2.
25 J. h. M. Salmon, “Bodin politische philosophie. diskussion”, in h. denzer (ed.), Jean 

Bodin. Verhandlungen der internationalen Bodin Tagung in München/Proceedings of the Inter-
national Conference on Bodin in Munich (Munich: Beck, 1973), 474. 

26 “injuste et desraisonnable”: Bodin, République, i. viii: (1986), 1: 193.
27 “fraude, ou erreur, ou force, ou juste crainte”: République, i viii: (1986), 1: 193.
28 “. . . le prince n’est point subject à ses loix, ni aux loix de ses predecesseurs, mais bien à 

ses conventions justes et raisonnables, et en l’observation desquelles les subjects en général 
ou en particulier ont interest”: République, i. viii: (1986), 1: 194.
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330 luc foisneau

operating in all kinds of contracts, whether private or public. and the  
reference to the notion of ‘interest’ goes no further than reminding us of 
the reason of all conventions, that is, the satisfaction of some interest of 
those who contract.

i would add to that first specification a second one: Bodin was not 
so much opposed to ‘reason of state’ as ignorant of it, and certainly as a 
means to justify the development of Spanish hegemony. ‘Ragion di stato’ 
in Botero’s eponymous work of 1589, has to be understood, indeed, as part 
of a widespread effort among publicists attached to the Spanish crown to 
justify the identification of Spain with the cause of catholicism. if Botero 
was to some extent critical of some forms of Machiavellism, his inten-
tion was quite clearly to place the techniques of dissimulation and force 
taught by tacitus at the service of catholic christianity, and for him it was 
obvious that Spain was the only credible candidate to play such a role.29 
therefore, the relevant question, in terms of reception, would be whether 
Botero’s reading of Bodin had a significant impact upon his definition of 
‘reason of state’, and whether that impact, if there is one, implies that 
Bodin himself shared Botero’s conceptions on reason of state.

let us first of all note that in the first two editions (1589, 1590) of his 
Della ragion di stato Botero defined ‘reason of state’ without even men-
tioning the definition of the state as “a firm rule over a people (un dominio 
fermo sopra popoli)” which he subsequently introduced as the work’s open-
ing sentence.30 this omission testifies to a major difference between his 
approach to politics and Bodin’s. not only does Botero ignore ‘sovereignty’ 
as the essence of the ‘state’, but he even goes so far as to define ‘ragion di 
stato’ without first defining ‘lo stato’. this suggests that, as viroli puts it,  
“[f ]or Botero, the state ultimately is the prince; is still the state of the prince, 
and his doctrine of reason of state is the conventional art of the state”.31 
his problem, therefore, can simply not be to promote a new conception of 

29 r. tuck, Philosophy and Government, p. 67: “true ragion di stato must recognise the 
imperative of christian and european unity. he [Botero] made the same point with great 
passion in an undated discorso dell’ excellenza delle monarchie (published by someone else 
in 1607): ‘i reckon that the human race would live best if the whole world were put under 
a single prince . . . for the majority of our afflictions comes from the multiplicity of princes’ 
(Saggio p. 14). the monarchy he had in mind, his earlier remarks in the same discorso make 
clear, was the Spanish empire”.

30 g. Botero, Della ragion di stato (venezia, 1598, ristampa anastatica, postfazione di luigi 
firpo, Bologna: arnaldo forni, 1990), 1: “Stato è un dominio fermo sopra popoli”. that obser-
vation was first made by f. chabod, “giovanni Botero”, in Scritti sul Rinascimento (torino: 
einaudi, 1967), 314.

31  M. viroli, From Politics to Reason of State, 253.
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 sovereignty and reason of state 331

the state, as Bodin does with his theory of sovereignty. for him the politi-
cal foundation remains unchanged, as it rests on the virtue of the prince:  
“the main foundation of any state is the obedience of the subjects to their 
superior; and this obedience is founded on the excellence of the prince’s 
virtue; . . . the people submit themselves willingly to the prince in whom 
some eminence of virtue is to be found.”32 and the four main virtues 
required by a prince are very classical indeed: if he wants to maintain his 
dominion over a people, a prince needs to rely on justice and liberality, 
which help him keep the love of his subjects, and prudence and valour, 
which are the conditions of a good reputation.

Such considerations have scant place in Bodin’s theory, in which the 
greatness of the prince is to be measured against his capacity to exercise 
‘sovereignty’ by making and rescinding laws, and not against his ability to 
get a good reputation among his people, or to make a show of other moral 
virtues. nonetheless, the relationship between the two authors may not 
be as distant as their respective approaches to the question of the ‘state’ 
tend to make us think. it is possible, as some commentators have noted,33 
that Botero might have borrowed some elements in his theory to accom-
modate conceptual distinctions advanced by Bodin, notably the differ-
ence between the form of the ‘state’, with which ‘sovereignty’ is mainly 
concerned, and the form of ‘government’, which is central to ‘reason of 
state’. Bodin introduces the distinction between ‘state’ and ‘government’ 
in his chapter on “lordly monarchy (monarchie seigneuriale)”, where he 
says that differences between “lordly, or royal or tyrannical” monarchies 
spring not from “diversity of républiques” as such, but from “diversity of 
governing (diversité de gouverner)”. further, he emphasizes that “there is 
a great difference between state and government: this is a rule of politics 
which no one has touched upon at all”.34 and another passage of Bodin’s 
that might have had an influence on Botero concerns changes in the 
‘state’ of a république:

32 “il fondamento principale d’ogni Stato si è l’obedienza de’ sudditi al suo Superiore; e 
questa si fonda sù l’eminenza della virtù del principe . . . cosi i popoli si sottomettono volon-
tieri al principe, in cui risplende qualche preminenza di virtù”: Botero, Della ragion di stato, 
i.ix: 18. 

33 cf. y. ch. Zarka, “État et gouvernement chez Bodin et les théoriciens de la raison 
d’etat”, in Zarka, ed., Jean Bodin: nature, histoire, droit et politique, 149–60.

34 “car il y a bien difference de l’estat, et du gouvernement: qui est une reigle de police 
qui n’a point esté touchee de personne: car l’estat peut estre en Monarchie, et neantmoins 
il sera gouverné populairement si le prince fait part des estats, Magistrats, offices, et loyers 
egalement à tous sans avoir esgard à la noblesse, ni aux richesses, ni à la vertu”: Bodin, Répu-
blique, ii.ii: (1986), 2: 34.

Reception of Bodin, BRILL, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1400624.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-26 10:32:48.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



332 luc foisneau

the first rule that must be observed to preserve the state of républiques is 
to know the nature of each one, and the causes of the ills which happen to 
them. for this reason i pause here to consider such matters. for it is not 
sufficient to know which république is the best. One must also understand 
the means of preserving each one in its state [my italics], given that it is not 
in our power to change it, or that in changing it should be at risk of falling 
into ruin.35

there is here an obvious affinity with what Botero would later call ‘reason 
of state’, that is “a knowledge of the means suitable for founding, main-
taining and enlarging a state”.36 But whatever the final truth of these 
approximations, it remains true that, first, Bodin was not himself inter-
ested in ‘reason of state’, and, secondly, that, even if it should be proved 
that Botero’s thinking was affected by his reading of Les Six livres de la 
république, he did not initially find anything of interest in its core, that is 
to say in its theory of ‘sovereignty’, which he splendidly ignored. this sug-
gests that at the least we have here two distinct conceptions of politics, 
not utterly divorced from each other, but tending each to develop along 
its own lines. in the case of Bodin, the central position is that a ‘state’ in 
the modern sense is founded on a new political mechanism for the pro-
duction of norms; whereas in the case of Botero the core element is the 
means suitable to the preservation of some particular state. considered in 
the perspective of an unlimited normative authority in the one case, and 
as an art of ruling in the other case, modern politics tend to appear under 
very different aspects. and if, by a very interesting twist of the history of 
reception, it is true that Botero has borrowed some of his concepts from 
Bodin, this cannot be taken as a proof that Bodin himself would have con-
ceived his ‘sovereignty’ as a technical device to regulate the production of 
power, let alone, of course, as a justification of Spanish hegemony.

if some degree of confusion between ‘reason of state’ and ‘sovereignty’ 
has been allowed to develop among scholars, the explanation for it is 
not to be looked for in the first moment of their common history. When 
one reads Bodin and Botero in parallel, what is striking is the difference 

35 Bodin, Republique, iv.iii: (1986), 4: 100: “la premiere reigle qu’on peut avoir pour main-
tenir les republiques en leur estat, c’est de bien cognoistre la nature de chacune republique, 
et les causes des maladies qui leur adviennent. c’est pourquoy je me suis arreste à discourir 
jusques ici l’un et l’autre: car ce n’est pas assez de cognoistre laquelle des republiques est 
la meilleure, ains il faut sçavoir les moyens de maintenir chacune en son estat, s’il n’est en 
nostre pouvoir de la changer, ou qu’en changeant elle soit au hazard de tomber en ruïne”. 

36 g. Botero, Della ragion di stato, i.i:, p. 1: “ragione di stato è notitia di mezi atti a fondare, 
conservare e ampliare un dominio”.
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between their views on politics, despite a complex interconnection. i 
would like to suggest that the cause of the blurring of that difference is to 
be found not so much in Botero’s direct exposure and response to Bodin’s 
ideas as in a transformation of ‘sovereignty’ theory that occurred in france 
at the beginning of seventeenth century, but produced its political effects 
mainly during richelieu’s ministry between 1624 and 1642. that french 
sequence can be considered as a new and, to some extent, puzzling turn 
in the political reception of Bodin.

2. Reason of State and Divine Right Sovereignty: Richelieu and Le Bret

i wish now to show, first, that, with richelieu, the conception of ‘raison 
d’état’ clearly becomes something different from Botero’s conception of 
‘ragion di stato’, that is, the justification of infringements on private liber-
ties for the sake of higher state interests; and, secondly, that this change 
is parallel to a transformation in the conception of Bodinian ‘sovereignty’ 
which occurred in the context of early seventeenth-century france. this 
development is to be noted here because it has unduly blurred the differ-
ence between ‘reason of state’ and ‘sovereignty’, a difference that needs 
to be maintained if one wishes to understand the dynamic at the heart of 
the political reception of Bodin.

the success of Bodin’s theory among early-modern jurists was owing 
not only to the fact that it offered a solution to the problem of political 
unity in a profoundly divided country, france during the religious wars, 
but also to the possibility of setting Bodin’s theory of ‘sovereignty’ within 
the framework of monarchical religious beliefs. Bodin’s conception of 
‘sovereignty’ could be interpreted as placing the french monarch both 
in a juridical perspective, as the source of the whole juridical structure of 
the state, and in a theological perspective, as the incarnation of the special 
link that united france with god. as a source of human laws, the sover-
eign could be considered as an embodied norm, guaranteeing the stability 
of the whole hierarchy of norms; and as the lieutenant of god on earth, 
protector of the church, he could be seen as the incarnation of the special 
link uniting france to the design of providence. that is not what Bodin 
meant when he said that the king was ‘elected’ by god;37 rather, he meant 

37 Bodin, République, vi.v: (1986), 6: 213: ‘‘c’est pourquoi on dit en ce royaume que le roy 
ne meurt jamais: qui est un proverbe ancien, qui monstre bien que le royaume ne fut onques 
electif: et qu’il ne tient son sceptre du pape, ni de l’archevesque de rheims, ni du peuple, 
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334 luc foisneau

that the king of france was not chosen by any human being, and that the 
true monarchy was therefore successoral, and not electoral. the statement 
did not itself entail that the king would have any special relation to god, 
but only that he is, and needs to be, far above any other human being—
at least, in his kingdom.38 as far as ‘sovereignty’ is concerned, Bodin’s use 
of theology is mostly negative. god is not said to give any gift or privilege 
to the king; ‘divine election’ means only that there is no human choice 
(by the pope, an archbishop, or the people) that could be said to justify 
monarchical power. the context furnished by the general religious setting 
of french monarchy obviously induced a very different conception, one 
that for example, credited kings with thaumaturgical powers.39

the effect of setting Bodin’s thinking within the framework of divine 
right theory, for which he did not himself argue, induced a transformation 
of the original meaning of ‘absolutism’. Whereas the ‘absolutist’ turn in 
Bodin’s work corresponded to the conviction that peace could be achieved 
only if law were enforced by a powerful and independent sovereign and 
no right of resistance given constitutional guarantee,40 the transformation 
that ‘absolutism’ underwent in the climate of modern divine right theories41 
led to a change in the meaning of the term. it now meant that the king, 
in order to achieve his divinely ordained mission, had special derogatory 
rights as far as governing his kingdom was concerned. in his now classic 
study of Richelieu and Reason of State, William f. church clearly showed 
that the theological transformation of sovereignty was a paradoxical con-
dition of the development of ‘reason of state’ in richelieu’s time. he also 
convincingly established that some of the jurists of the time, in the prov-
inces as well as in paris, used the distinction between the ‘absolute’ and 
the ‘ordinary’ power of the king both to recognize and to limit the use of 

ains de dieu seul (that is why one says in this Kingdom that the King never dies: that is an 
ancient proverb, that shows well enough that the Kingdom never was an elected one: and 
that he owes his sceptre neither to the pope, nor to the archbishop of rheims, nor to the 
people, but to god only” (my translation).

38 i am, of course, concerned here strictly with the question of the royal succession in 
relation to ‘divine right’ sovereignty, and not with the much broader—and vexed—question 
of Bodin’s religion and his position on the issue of divine intervention in human affairs.

39 Marc Bloch, The Royal Touch: Sacred Monarchy and Scrofula in England and France, 
london, routledge & Kegan paul, 1973.

40 See Julian h. franklin, Jean Bodin and the Rise of Absolulist Theory (cambridge: cam-
bridge university press, 1973, cap. 3.

41  it is worth noting that the practice of the royal touch was not diminished but increased 
after the ‘absolutist’ turn of french monarchy—a further indication that ‘absolutism’ was not 
construed in an exclusively juridical—one may almost say Bodinian—perspective.
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 sovereignty and reason of state 335

royal ‘absolute’ power. Such arguments sprang directly from discussions 
of divine omnipotence among medieval canonists and theologians, thus 
showing that the transformation of Bodin’s theory took place within a 
theologically informed conceptual framework, to which Bodin himself did 
not resort. not only was the monarch considered as de jure divino, but 
the state itself was treated by its theologians, the theoreticians of ‘sover-
eignty’, as a proper object for theological distinctions.42

i shall refer to only one of those jurists, charles loyseau,43 who in his 
Traité des seigneuries (1608) recognized the ‘absolute’ power of the king, 
stressed that it should be exercised with justice as it applied to free men, 
and distinguished it from the king’s ordinary power, or puissance réglée, 
which should be used most of the time. the king’s ‘absolute’ power thus 
applies to extraordinary circumstances, when the ruler is obliged to tres-
pass on the rights of his subjects, whereas the ordinary power must con-
stitute the more general rule. By his ordinary power the king could permit 
“nobles free exercise of their traditional rights over local administration 
and jurisdiction, even though he might abolish these at any time by using 
his puissance absolue”.44 this distinction opened the way both to criti-
cism of the use of absolute power, illegitimate when unnecessary, and to a 
defence of the most excessive ‘absolutism’, as the king enjoyed the utmost 
liberty of action.

richelieu’s ‘reason of state’ is to be understood, then, in the perspective 
of this theology of the state, not as a willingness to trespass for mundane 
reasons on the ordinary power of the king, but as an attempt to serve by 
any and every means the ‘sovereignty’ of the state, embodied in the king. 
it follows, contrary to Meinecke’s view, that richelieu’s ‘reason of state’ 
stems not from a secular approach to the power-state, but from a reli-
gious approach to a theological entity. the Testament politique, in which 
richelieu expressed his understanding of his own policy, clearly declares 

42 “as a partial solution to this problem, the jurists developed the distinction between 
the ‘absolute’ and ‘ordinary’ power of the king. on the basis of the former, he was Superior 
to all earthly laws (save the fundamental laws of the french monarchy), but in his more 
accustomed role when he exercised ordinary power, he should, according to the precepts of 
the digna vox, submit voluntarily to established law”: W. f. church, Richelieu and Reason of 
State (princeton: princeton university press, 1972), 33.

43 h. a. lloyd, “the political thought of charles loyseau”, European Studies Review, 11 
(1981):  53–82. for a general presentation, see J.-f. Spitz, “loyseau, charles (1554–1627)”, in 
The Dictionary of Seventeenth-Century French Philosophers, ed. l. foisneau (london/new 
york: thoemmes continuum, 2008), 772–3.

44 church, Richelieu and Reason of State, 34.

Reception of Bodin, BRILL, 2013. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1400624.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-26 10:32:48.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 B

R
IL

L.
 A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



336 luc foisneau

that “god’s kingdom is the foundation of the government of States”.45 
there are thus two ways for a catholic to serve god: within the church, 
and within the State. and the cardinal Minister was well placed, as both 
prince of the roman church and minister of louis Xiii, to appreciate 
the complexity of their relationship. the several aspects of his concep-
tion of ‘reason of state’, both in home affairs and in foreign affairs, are all 
connected in some way to this difficult question. it applies, first, to the 
international dimension of the problem, as richelieu involved france in 
a foreign policy against Spain, contrary to what were perceived by the 
catholics of his time as the more obvious interests of catholicism. it 
applies also to the internal dimension of the question, as devotion to the 
state was not understood by richelieu as a secular engagement that ran 
in the slightest degree contrary to his religious engagements. What, then, 
of his opposition to the pope? in his Mémoires, where his secretaries pre-
sented an account of france under his ministry, richelieu declares that 
the balance of powers between the different european states is a good 
thing for the roman church, which is thus allowed to maintain itself aloof 
in all its splendour without being subordinated by any one of the parties.46  
thus richelieu could both favour catholicism and develop alliances with 
protestant princes, his engagement in favour of the state being inter-
preted by him and his followers as an engagement in favour of god. this 
theological dimension can explain, in large measure, his understanding 
of ‘reason of state’.

it is therefore interesting to note that the expression ‘raison d’état’ is used 
in the Testament politique in relation to the problem of what conscience 
can tolerate or not: “although conscience could suffer that a good action 
be left without reward and a conspicuous crime without punishment, rea-
son of state could not permit it”.47 in the fifth chapter on punishments  

45 richelieu, Testament politique, ed. françoise hildesheimer (paris, Société de l’histoire 
de france, 1995), 241: “le règne de dieu est le principe du gouvernement des estats”.

46 “la raison et l’expérience nous montrent qu’il faut pour le bien de l’eglise qu’il y ait 
balance entre les princes temporels, en sorte que dans leur égalité l’eglise puisse subsister 
et se maintenir en ses fonctions et en sa splendeur; autrement le pape ne pourrait être, 
comme il se doit, père commun de tous les princes chrétiens, mais serait contraint d’être 
serf et simple chapelain du plus puissant’: Mémoires du Cardinal de Richelieu (paris, 1921), v: 
293, cited by M. gauchet, “l’État au miroir de la raison d’État”, in y. ch. Zarka, ed., Raison et 
déraison d’État,  220.

47 richelieu, Testament politique, 263: “Quand mesme la conscience pouroit soufrir qu’on 
laissât une action signalée sans récompense et un crime notable sans châtiment, la raison 
d’estat ne le pouroit permettre”.
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and rewards, where it appears, ‘raison d’état’ is clearly linked, not to arbi-
trariness of a sovereign’s decisions, but to the necessity of making laws 
respected by all. addressing himself to louis Xiii, whom he considers to 
be too naturally inclined to indulgence, richelieu insists that severely pun-
ishing those who hold the state and its laws in contempt is in the interests 
of the public.48 Being indulgent with seditious elements only encourages 
them to revert to their evil ways against the public, and generally with 
more effect the second time than the first.49 More exactly, if it is neces-
sary to use certain means that conscience disapproves of, it is because 
impunity has been all too often apparent in french politics, and because 
law can no longer be enforced without the use of violence against fac-
tions or individuals rebelling against the sovereign power. on this subject, 
richelieu finds on his side the theologians, who consider that “on certain 
occasions [those who govern the state] would be inexcusable if they were 
to prefer indulgence over a severe punishment”.50 thus, ‘reason of state’ 
appears in its true light: that is to say, the preservation of the subjects’ 
obedience to the law, founded on the authority of the sovereign.

accordingly, crimes against the state, or of lèse-majesté, exclude all 
consideration of pity, and all the deliberation due to ordinary justice: the 
secrecy that accompanies plots against the state does not allow justice to 
follow its normal procedures, such as the hearing of all available witnesses 
and the examination of all available evidence. We find the same type of 
analysis in the work of cardin le Bret, De la souveraineté du roi (1632). 
in Book iv, chapter 5, the jurist distinguishes three general categories of 
lèse-majesté: slander against the prince, attacks on his life, and conspir-
acy against his state. for all of them, the punishments he recommends are 
devoid of indulgence, and in implementing them the prince is considered  

48 richelieu, Testament politique, 258: “estre rigoureux envers les particuliers qui font 
gloire de mespriser les loix et les ordonnances d’un estat, c’est estre bon pour le public, et 
on ne sçaurait faire un plus grand crime contre les intérêts publics qu’en se rendant indul-
gent envers ceux qui les violent”.

49 richelieu, Testament politique, 258: “ ‘entre plusieurs monopoles, factions et séditions 
qui se sont faites de mon temps dans ce royaume, je n’ay jamais veu que l’impunité ayt 
jamais porté aucun esprit naturellement à se corriger de sa mauvaise inclination, mais, au 
contraire, sont retournés à leur premier vomissement, et souvent avec plus d’effet la seconde 
fois que la première”.

50 richelieu, Testament politique, 258: “les théologiens en demeurent d’accord, aussy 
bien que les politiques, et tous conviennent qu’en certaines rencontres [où les particuliers 
feroient mal de ne pardonner pas, ceux qui sont chargez du gouvernement public] seroient 
aussi inexcusables, si, au lieu d’une sévère punition, ils usoient d’indulgence”.
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338 luc foisneau

to be doing “his divinely prescribed duty”.51 le Bret’s perspective, like 
richelieu’s in the Testament politique, is that of a partisan of divine right 
‘sovereignty’ who cannot consider the preventive punishment of crime 
against the state as anything other than the fulfilment of a religious mis-
sion. in such circumstances not to act in accordance with ‘reason of state’, 
understood in these terms, would be to sin against the state. the proper 
framework within which richelieu’s ‘reason of state’ develops, then, is 
clearly one of a theory of ‘sovereignty’ in which ‘reason of state’ appears 
as a condition of the fulfilment of a divine mission. in contrast to William  
church, who concludes his analysis of le Bret by saying “that he accepted 
the essentials of reason of state”, i would wish to argue that both le Bret 
and richelieu referred to ‘reason of state’ because they accepted the essen-
tials of a ‘sovereignty’ which they placed and construed in the perspective 
of a theology of the state. it was this theological perspective of theirs on 
the state that led them to open the way to the extraordinary means of 
‘reason of state’.

i would like now to suggest that the difference between ‘reason of state’ 
and ‘sovereignty’ reappears openly as soon as the divine right of kings 
vanishes.

3. Beyond the Divine Right of Kings: Hobbes and the Legacy of Bodin

When he arrived in paris at the end of november 1640, after the long 
parliament had started prosecuting those who espoused the defence of 
charles i, thomas hobbes probably found himself, despite the differ-
ence in religion, in a political climate more favourable to his ideas than 
the english one. his De Cive, completed in october 1641, was dedicated 
to William, third earl of devonshire as from paris, 1 november 1641, and 
published there in april 1642; richelieu died on 4 december of the same 
year. although the likelihood is very small that the cardinal might have 
read De Cive during the last months of his life, one may still wonder what 
he would have thought of the book. one way of considering this question, 
very briefly, is to try to see what may be left of richelieu’s conception of 
‘raison d’état’ in De Cive.

to put it bluntly, it seems to me that there is not much left of the ‘theo-
logical’ reason of state proper in De Cive, and that is for two main reasons. 

51  church, Richelieu and Reason of State, 275.
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the first reason is that what mainly distinguishes De Cive from the little 
treatise circulated as a manuscript during the Short parliament, in 1640, 
better known as The Elements of Law, is the presence of a whole section 
about religion.52 the content of this third section can be best summarized 
by quoting the content of a letter addressed from paris, on 2 august 1641, 
to William cavendish:

i am of the opinion, that Ministers ought to minister rather then gouerne; at 
least that all church government depend on the state, and authority of the 
Kingdom, without which there can be no unity in the church. your lord-
ship may perhaps think this opinion, but a fancy of philosophy. But i am 
sure that experience teaches, thus much, that the dispute for [precedence] 
between the spiritual and civil power, has of late more than any other thing 
in the world, been the cause of civil wars, in all places of christendom.53

hobbes’s point here is that there can be no peace in a commonwealth as 
long as the spiritual power is not subordinated to the temporal power. 
in a christian commonwealth, the power of assembling men must be 
authorized by the head of the state, to whom, therefore, the church must 
also be subject. it follows that “a city of christian men, and a church, is 
altogether the same thing, of the same men, term’d by two names, for 
two causes: for the matter of a city & a church is one, to wit the same 
christian men”.54 this conception of the church being dependent on  
the secular ruler’s authority is directly opposed to the views of counter-
reformation writers such as Botero, who could not conceive of the state 
except from the perspective of the church,55 and also to the views of 
richelieu, who develops a theology of the state of a quite different sort.

But there is more. What hobbes adds to the traditional treatises on 
sovereignty is a philosophical justification of the subjects’ obedience to 

52 hobbes’s only reference to Bodin is to be found in The Elements of Law, ii.viii, § 7, ed. 
f. tönnies  (london: Simpkin, Marshall, and co, 1889), 172–3: “and if there were a com-
monwealth, wherein the rights of sovereignty were divided, we must confess with Bodin, 
lib. ii. chap. i De Republica, that they are not rightly to be called commonwealths, but the 
corruption of commonwealths”.

53 The Correspondence of Thomas Hobbes, ed. n. Malcolm (oxford: clarendon press, 
1994), 120. i have modernized the spelling.

54 hobbes, De Cive, The English Version, cap. Xvii, § 21, ed. h. Warrender (oxford: claren-
don press, 1983), 236.

55 cf. r. Bireley, Counter-Reformation Prince. Anti-Machiavellism or Catholic Statecraft 
in Early Modern Europe (chapel hill, nc-london: the university of north carolina press, 
1990).
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their sovereign that does not rest on the divine right of kings.56 contrary 
to richelieu, hobbes does not consider obedience to the state as an obli-
gation towards god.57 reason suffices to justify the political obligation 
of the subjects; reason also suffices to direct the conduct of sovereigns. 
this conduct, or those duties, as presented in De Cive’s chapter Xiii, are 
related to the effective exercise of the rights of ‘sovereignty’ and no more. 
interestingly, the Bodinian distinction between ‘state’ and ‘government’ 
is here transformed by hobbes into a difference between ‘sovereign’ 
rights and the exercise of those rights. no room therefore, on the basis of  
hobbes’s thought, for a theory of ‘reason of state’ concerned, as henry 
parker and francis Bacon are, with the efficiency of administration and 
government.58 Whereas the duties of the ‘sovereign’ are contained by  
hobbes in the ciceronian formula, The safety of the people is the supreme 
law,59 the formula is not used for the purpose of justifying the arcana 
imperii of princes, as in richelieu’s approach, but in order to protect 
the rights of the sovereign, which are themselves the foundation of civil 
peace. Such a position could be considered as an authentic legacy of 
Bodin, beyond the theological turn of ‘sovereignty’ illustrated by le Bret 
and richelieu and beyond the Bodinian influence on Botero.

indeed, the Bodinian inspiration in hobbes can be best found in the 
latter’s opposition to the idea of a constitutional right of resistance. Such 
an opposition, first expressed in the preface to the République,60 is surely 

56 for a different approach to the divine right of kings in hobbes, see f. lessay, “hobbes, 
théoricien du droit divin des rois ? Sur la théorie hobbesienne de la médiation du souverain 
entre dieu et les hommes”, in Figures de la médiation et lien social, eds. J.-l. chabot, St. gal, 
ch. tournu (paris: l’harmattan, 2006), 19–39.

57 in Hobbes et la toute-puissance de Dieu (paris, presses universitaires de france, 2000), 
i have made the point (pp. 228–36) that there is indeed an obligation towards god at the 
basis of the hobbesian state, but that obligation is a natural obligation towards god’s will 
considered as the origin of men’s mortality, and not an obligation towards the god of the 
revelation.

58 on henry parker, see a. arienzo, “la ragion di stato nell’inghilterra del Seicento: linee 
interpretative e ipotesi di ricerca”, Archivio della ragion di stato, 6 (1998): 5–30, in particular 
22–30. concerning the first use of reason of State in england, arienzo refers to Ben Jonson’s 
opera Cynthia’s Revels (1600), and francis Bacon’s The Advancement of Learning (1605). 

59 hobbes, De Cive, The English Version, cap. Xiii, § 2: (1983), 157.
60 Bodin, République, “préface”: (1986), 1: 14: “il y en a d’autres contraires et droits ennemis 

de ceux-cy, qui ne sont pas moins, et peut estre plus dangereux, qui sous voile d’une exemp-
tion de charges, et liberté populaire, font rebeller les sujets contre leurs princes naturels, 
ouvrans la porte à une licentieuse anarchie, qui est pire que la plus forte tyrannie du monde”. 
the idea that tyranny is preferable to anarchy is a constant of hobbes’s thought on politics.
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a defining feature of ‘absolutism’ in both authors.61 What is noteworthy 
is not only that this characteristic is entirely independent of theological 
considerations of the kind apparent in richelieu, but also that it is linked 
in both authors to the strict rejection of ‘reason of state’ conceived as 
a warrant to trespass on the common law. it is important to remember 
that in the preface to the République the rejection of a right of resistance 
is introduced by a condemnation of the “prince corrupt with tyrannical 
opinions, [who] has the punishment come first before accusation, and 
condemnation before evidence”.62 Such a practice, that had become com-
mon under richelieu, had then been justified by political writers such as 
guez de Balzac in the name of ‘reason of state’. What does Bodin say about 
it? that it is “the greatest means that can be imagined in order to ruin the 
princes and their state”.63 although familiar with the french ‘reason of 
state’, hobbes follows the same line as Bodin: his rejection of a constitu-
tional right of resistance goes hand in hand with a strict respect for juridi-
cal procedures.64 if subjects are not allowed to take up arms against their 
sovereign, even though they consider him a tyrant, they also know that 
‘sovereignty’ is respectful of the law, and of the forms of judicial proce-
dures. Why should a sovereign, indeed, hide his intentions, and condemn 
people contrary to the law, since he is himself sovereign legislator?

the hobbesian—indeed, Bodinian—justification of ‘absolutism’ thus 
appears as the best, and not so paradoxical, way of excluding ‘reason of 
state’: that is, the sovereign’s need to resort to secret policies and vio-
lent decision-making in order to guarantee the safety of the state. in a 
well-ordered society, in which the citizens know why they are to obey 
the law, there should be no reason to practise the politics of ‘reason of 
state’. nonetheless, later politics of sovereignty still encounters ‘reason of 
state’ in terms not of richelieu’s but of Botero’s definition: as the “admin-
istration of things” conceived as an efficient way of governing a people. 

61  for Bodin’s paradoxical ‘absolutist’ turn, see again franklin, Bodin and the Rise of Abso-
lutist Theory, cap. 3. for hobbes’s absolutism, see l. foisneau, “contrat social, souveraineté et 
domination selon hobbes”, in Penser la souveraineté à l’époque moderne et contemporaine, ed. 
gian Mario cazzaniga and yves charles Zarka (pisa: edizioni etS; paris: vrin, 2001), 111–15.

62 Bodin, République, “préface”: (1986), 1: 14: “aussi le prince depravé d’opinions tyranni-
ques, fait passer l’amende devant l’accusation, et la condemnation devant la preuve”.

63 Bodin, République, “préface”: (1986), 1: 14.
64 as for the very limited use hobbes acknowledges of a right of resistance, see Leviathan, 

ed. richard tuck (cambridge: cambridge university press, 1991), xiv, 93; and on respect for 
the rules of procedures, see Leviathan, xxvi, 190, where hobbes clearly says that “every man 
by recourse to the registers, by himself, or others, may (if he will) be sufficiently enformed, 
before he doe such injury, or commit the crime, whither it be an injury or not”.
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predominantly concerned with a view of politics aimed at preserving 
the state through efficient government, or political economy, this trend 
of thought has experienced a lasting and sometimes conflicting relation-
ship with theories of ‘sovereignty’—that is, with the legacies of Bodin 
and hobbes—without ever being fully reconciled with them. richelieu’s 
‘raison d’état’, with its specific mixture of theology and Machiavellianism, 
would have us believe that a sovereign state would need both faith in 
providence and secrecy in dealing with state affairs, in order to guarantee 
national security. those two reasons explain why such a political stance 
does not belong to the Bodinian heritage. at a theological level, in so far 
as Bodin did get involved at some point with the league, this was in such 
critical circumstances that it does not signify abandonment on his part of 
a defence of toleration. from a juridical point of view, there is no place in 
Bodin for the kind of assault on basic liberties as that for which richelieu 
was responsible. that is what a study of reception would lead us to con-
clude: the conclusion to a tale of ‘creative reception’, or ‘recontextualisa-
tions, responses, uses’ in conjunction with neglect.65 it is surely a tale, that 
exemplifies many features of the overview of ‘reception’ with which the 
present volume begins.

65 See above, pp. 28 sqq.
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