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SOVEREIGNTY, STATE,
COMMONWEALTH

INTRODUCTION

In chapters 16 and 18 of Leviathan, Hobbes develops an elaborate
account of political representation with far-reaching implications
for his political theory as a whole. The theory of representation,
unlike many other aspects of Leviathan, has no real precedent in
Hobbes’ earlier political works, De cive and the Elements of Law.1

Why does Hobbes need a theory of political representation?
The first answer is that he needs it to make sense of the idea that
the sovereign acts for the subjects over whom power is exercised.
But of course this raises further questions. How can the sovereign
take decisions and act in ways that represent those who make up
the polity? How does the sovereign represent something that
seems shadowy or even an outright figment, namely the collective
will of the people? How can the sovereign perform actions that
private individuals cannot do at all, such as declare war, or dissolve
parliament? Any satisfactory theory of political representation needs
to answer these further questions.
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The second reason why Hobbes needs such a theory is to
transmute power into legitimacy. When we consent to the power
of the sovereign over us, we agree that he, she or it will act on our
behalf. The transfer of right legitimates the sovereign’s actions. In
acting on our behalf, the sovereign takes over, with our agreement,
our right to determine what we do. By the same token, in
representing us, the sovereign takes over our powers of acting.
Hobbes concludes from this that we cannot object to what the
sovereign does because they are our own actions, carried out by
our representative.
To understand Hobbes’ theory, we need to grasp his terminology.

Although the sovereign acts as our representative, it does not
represent each individual taken separately. Rather, according to
Hobbes, the individual subjects form themselves into a single
corporate person, which Hobbes calls the ‘state’, and it is that
corporate person whom the sovereign represents. Of course the
individuals in some sense compose the person of the ‘state’, as is
graphically shown in the famous title-page of Leviathan (see
Figure 2.1). But, strictly speaking, it is the corporate person, the
‘state’ whom the sovereign represents.

REPRESENTATION: PERSONS AND AUTHORS

As is often true in political theory, the novelty of Hobbes’
approach lies partly in exposing awkward problems in concepts
and practices that we take for granted. This applies to the familiar
situation where we, as citizens of democratic states, get politicians
to act on our behalf, for example by voting them into office at an
election. Hobbes is no democrat. But he still needs a notion of
representation.
He starts by asking what it means for somebody to represent

someone, and focuses on the case where one person represents
another. His underlying assumption is that this will provide a
clue to understanding political representation. His initial ques-
tion is this: in what circumstances is it possible to regard the
actions of a person as representing those of another? In Leviathan,
chapters 16–18, Hobbes says that action, with its associated
notions of responsibility, blame, purpose and so on, can be
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attributed to a person acting in a representative capacity. This is
the familiar circumstance in which we authorise someone such as a
lawyer or estate agent to act on our behalf. There is also the even
more familiar case – so familiar that we hardly notice it – when a
person acts as his or her own representative.

A person, is he, whose words or actions are considered, either as his
own, or as representing the words or actions of another man, or of
any other thing to whom they are attributed, either truly or by fiction.
When they are considered as his own, then is he called a natural
person. And when they are considered as representing the words and
actions of another, then is he a feigned or artificial person.

(L 111)

For Hobbes, the concept of a person is the basis for attributing
moral or legal responsibility. And such attributions are made when
actions are performed by those representing other people, who are
held responsible for the actions. Persons are both potential repre-
sentatives, and can at the same time be represented. Hobbes
sometimes refers to the one who represents as the actor, and
the one represented as the author. When, as in the most familiar
case, these roles are combined in a single agent – that is, the
actor and author are one – that agent is in Hobbes’ terminology a
‘natural person’ (L 111). This is the everyday situation where I act
on my own behalf and am held accountable for what I do.
Hobbes sometimes uses the term ‘bear the person’ (e.g. L 114)

to describe the relation between the representative and the rep-
resented; this is the relation of personation.2 All attributions of
responsibility make a claim about representation, which deter-
mines who is to be held responsible for a given action or actions
performed by a representative. This enables Hobbes to describe
natural persons as the limiting case, in which the person who is
to be held responsible is the same as his or her representative. It is an
insight of Hobbes’ in Leviathan to see in natural personation an
instance of a more general representational relationship. This
account of natural personation can then be used to generate the
notion of artificial personation laid out in chapter 16 (L 112–14).
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An artificial person comes into being when one natural person
acts on behalf of another one, with the latter’s authorisation, or
on behalf of some other thing, with the authorisation of a natural
person. Where one natural person represents another, the
actions of the actor will be taken to be actions of the author – but
not the actions of the actor as a natural person. This may
sound convoluted, but is in fact exemplified by quite familiar
forms of representation. For example, when a client is represented
in court by a barrister, the barrister’s actions are taken as author-
ised by the client, and this has a direct impact on who is held
responsible for them. If the barrister enters a plea of ‘Not guilty’,
the author of the plea is taken to be the client, who will then be
held responsible for it – for instance, it may result in a longer jail
sentence for him or her, if he or she is duly convicted of the
crime, than if (again through his or her barrister) he or she had
pleaded guilty.
Similar considerations apply to fictional persons, such

as Agamemnon, the character from Greek mythology – the
example that Hobbes uses in his 1658 work De homine.
Agamemnon can be played by an actor, and in this way repre-
sented on stage. A fictional person is borne by a representative of
someone who is not a natural person at all. This is clearly true
of Agamemnon, who is a product of fiction, and thus not a
natural person; but it applies equally to inanimate objects such as
hospitals and bridges.
This may sound odd, but Hobbes’ idea is that bridges and

hospitals (or their owners) can be thought of as having interests,
which will be served for example by taking care of their upkeep.
We can then think of the person charged with doing this as
bearing the person of these objects. Fictional persons, then, arise
when the actor represents something that is not a natural person,
whereas in the case of artificial persons the actor represents a
natural person.
So far, then, we have the following scheme:

Natural persons represent themselves.
Artificial persons are natural persons who represent either other
natural persons, or things that are not natural persons.
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We can also distinguish among artificial persons: between non-
fictional artificial persons, where the agent that is represented
is a natural person, such as a barrister’s client; and fictional artifi-
cial persons, such as Agamemnon and hospitals, where this is
not the case – we might (though this is not Hobbes’ terminology)
call those falling into this latter possibility fictional persons.
Obviously an actor playing Agamemnon and the overseer of a
hospital are rather different kinds of personation as well – the
point being that though neither is really a person, Agamemnon,
unlike a hospital, is thought of as being a person in his
own right.
Hobbes’ scheme is set out in Figure 7.1.
After having sketched this typology of persons in chapter 16,

Hobbes models political representation on personation. An
obvious question arises. Is the political representative in Hobbes’
model a natural or artificial person?

Natural personation
(A person represents him/herself)

Artificial personation
(A person represents another, A)

A is a natural person 

A is imagined / not imagined as a person

E.g. Agamemnon Hospitals, bridges, etc.

A is not a natural person
(“fictional” personation) 

Figure 7.1 Personation in Hobbes’ Leviathan
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PERSONS AND REPRESENTATION

Suppose we start with the familiar situation, where one group of
people represents another politically. It might seem that this was
a case of artificial personation, the sole difference from the exam-
ples given so far being that actor and author are groups of persons
rather than individuals. Unfortunately, Hobbes’ theory of repre-
sentation in Leviathan is more involved than this. There are also
some false trails, which can lead the reader away from the main
outlines of the theory. One of these is whether the artificial person
is to be identified with the representative or the represented.
I deal with this first.
As Hobbes remarks earlier, it is ‘the unity of the representer,

not the unity of the represented, that makes the person one’
(L 114). The identity of artificial persons comes from the repre-
sentative. This is still clearer with what I have called fictional
personation, where the author is not a natural person at all. In
chapter 29 Hobbes bemoans the idea of ‘mixed monarchy’, in
which the powers of legislation, taxation and military command
are divided between different agencies. ‘[T]he truth is’, Hobbes
says, ‘that it is not one independent commonwealth, but three
independent factions; nor one representative person, but three’
(L 228). It is precisely because the person’s identity depends on
the ‘representer’ that dividing powers between (say) monarch,
parliament and judiciary – three competing representatives of the
people – creates three persons, even if the group they represent –
the people taken as a whole – is the same in each case. If the
identity of these representers were determined by the represented,
the subjects, they would be the same person. More important,
Hobbes’ polemical point against dividing sovereignty would lose
its force.
Conversely, distinct representatives create distinct artificial

persons. This is so even if they represent the same natural person.
So the artificial person created if I am represented by my lawyer,
say, is different from the one created if I am represented by an
estate agent. In chapter 16 Hobbes says that ‘it is the representer
that bears the person, and but one person: and unity cannot other-
wise be understood in multitude’ (L 114; emphasis added). It would
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be disastrous for Hobbes’ theory if the identity of artificial persons
were to derive from the person represented, since this would
mean that any number of different representatives could be sepa-
rately authorised by the same individual and then be the same
artificial person. This enables Hobbes to escape an otherwise baf-
fling problem in his theory, as we shall see.
So, given the classification of persons as natural and artificial

in chapter 16, what kind of person is involved in political
representation? Hobbes may have found this a hard question to
answer. On the one hand it seems clear that the person in
political representation cannot be a natural person. The main
reason for this is that the representative and represented are not
identical with one another, as they are in the case of natural per-
sonation – or at least they need not be, and in most cases will not
be: the sovereign and the people are not identical with one
another, except in the limiting case where the sovereign consists
of the people taken together – that is, the people represents itself.
So, it would appear, the sovereign cannot be seen as a natural
person, that is, as a self-representer.
On the other hand, the remaining possibility, that the sover-

eign is an artificial person, also faces difficulties. If the sovereign
as political representative is an artificial person, the represented
must, on the definitions given above, be either a natural person
or some other thing. With what might be called direct artificial
personation, one natural person represents another such person.
But we have already seen that the ‘state’ is not a natural person: it
is itself an artificial construction, created by the individual wills
of those who submit to the sovereign. So, it seems, the ‘state’
cannot be an artificial person.
However, there is the further possibility that the ‘state’ itself is

not a natural person but a fiction. If so, then what is represented,
the ‘state’, is not a person at all. It is rather an imaginary object,
perhaps one that is imagined to be a person in an analogous way
to that in which Agamemnon is imagined to be one. But diffi-
culties persist. As we have seen, we can regard what is represented
in fictional personation as something that is real but not a
person, such as a bridge, or as something that is thought of as
a person but is not real, such as Agamemnon. But either way, the
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represented or ‘author’ whom the sovereign represents is not a
real, i.e. a natural, person. This means that what is represented in
fictional personation is not capable of doing the things that only
real persons do. But Hobbes’ account of authorisation requires
that the people as a collectivity – that is, the ‘state’ – is thought
of as acting in certain ways, primarily by authorising its own
representation by the sovereign.
So it seems Hobbes is in trouble whether we see political repre-

sentation as involving natural, artificial or fictional personation.
Is there any way out?

UNRAVELLING THE KNOT

It may be that Hobbes was aware of these difficulties and could
not see a way through them; perhaps, on the other hand, he did
not see political personation as problematic. At any rate, he
returned to the subject of personation in De homine, where he
presented a simplified version of the English Leviathan account.
There he distinguishes between natural and fictional persons,
and the latter now subsumes the category of artificial persons. In
the Latin Leviathan of 1668, he seems to streamline the theory
further, dropping the talk of artificial and fictional personation
completely:

A person is he who acts in his own name, or another’s: if in his own
name, he is his own, or a natural person; if in another’s name, he is
a person representative of him in whose name he acts.3

So now Hobbes simply distinguishes acting in one’s own
name, or in the name of another. The most obvious explanation
for this is that Hobbes came to believe that his earlier account
was unsatisfactory. However, the problem remains, given that
none of the varieties of personation distinguished in the
English Leviathan seems fitted for the task of modelling political
representation.
Natural persons are self-representers, individuals acting on their

own behalf. They have two aspects: as representative and as repre-
sented. But how can the ‘state’ authorise its own representation by
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the sovereign, if it does not exist as a real, that is to say a natural,
person? The key to unravelling the problem is to abandon the
attempt to identify the person with either the represented or
the representative. Recall that according to the theory,

Artificial persons are natural persons who represent either other natural
persons, or things that are not natural persons.

That is, in cases of artificial personation both representative and
represented are natural persons, as when I am represented in court
by a lawyer. We can amplify the definition of artificial persons as
follows. If something is an artificial person, then there are two
natural persons P and A, such that P represents A. In artificial
personation, one natural person represents another.
But, of course, each natural person is, in other contexts, a self-

representer, that is, someone who represents him- or herself. So
we can say that in artificial personation, one self-representer is
represented by another. Artificial persons thus embody a dual
level of representation. But we should note that in Hobbes’
reformulation above from the Latin text, he no longer states that
the represented is a person: all he says is that there is a repre-
sentative, who is a person, and that there is ‘another’ (alienum),
whom this person represents. This does not commit itself on
whether ‘another’ is also a natural person. The problem in the
case of political representation is that it is far from clear in what
sense the ‘state’ itself can be said to be a natural person. Rather it
seems like an artefact, constructed from the distinct wills of
individuals who agree to submit to the sovereign.
Suppose then that political representation is an example of

what I have called ‘fictional’ personation. That is, the sovereign, a
natural person, represents something that isn’t a person, namely
the ‘state’. But this faces several problems. One is that, as Hobbes
makes clear in chapter 19, the sovereign need not be a natural
person: it may equally be a ‘sovereign assembly’. In this case
neither the representer nor the represented is a natural person.
And, as already mentioned, if the author is not a natural person it
is incapable of doing what only a natural person can do, such as
authorising others to act on one’s behalf.
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However, one should hold onto the idea that the state may be
imagined or thought of as a person, in the same way that one can
imagine that a fictional character such as Agamemnon is a person.
Where the represented is not a natural person, the representative
can provide the attributes of thought and action, with their
attendant ideas of responsibility, which would otherwise be
absent. In other words, the representative – that is, in political
representation, the sovereign – gives the state personality. By
acting in certain ways, the sovereign behaves as if it had been
authorised by someone else, an author.
Instead of seeing the ‘state’ as given in advance of the agree-

ment to submit to the sovereign, we should think of it as some-
thing that becomes a person in the very act of representation. It is
not that the person of the commonwealth, the political association
seen as a single agent – in other words, what Hobbes calls the
‘state’ – already exists and then authorises the sovereign to
represent it. Instead, we infer the existence of the person of the
‘state’ from the fact that there is a sovereign who represents it. In
a passage that I have already quoted, Hobbes says that it is ‘the
unity of the representer, not the unity of the represented, that
makes the person one’ (L 114). The person of the ‘state’ is created
in the act of being represented by a sovereign. Once again we
find that it makes more sense not to imagine that everyone first
comes together, and then authorises the sovereign to act for them:
instead, the theory works retrospectively. Hobbes is offering a
way of re-imagining an existing political reality, where the
sovereign already wields power.
The key idea is a familiar one. We can see this from the ana-

logy with an actor who represents Agamemnon, or some other
fictional person. Of course Agamemnon is a figment of the ima-
gination, and so in reality he has no thoughts, feelings or actions.
But in the theatre we take the words and deeds of the actor
playing him to represent Agamemnon’s own thoughts, feelings
and actions. We have no trouble in understanding – and even in
believing for the duration of the performance, by the process
known as the suspension of disbelief – that this non-existent
person is given life by a dramatic representation. There is in fact a
dual fiction here: it is imagined, first, that a person, Agamemnon,
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who in fact does not exist, is a real person; second, that the
person, who is in fact an actor playing the part of Agamemnon, is
that real person.
But the dramatic representation achieved by actors in plays only

offers an imperfect analogy with political representation. The differ-
ence is that the dramatic character Agamemnon remains a fiction,
and we suspend our disbelief only for the duration of the play.
His thoughts and actions are not real. By contrast, Hobbes is
urging that we really believe that, through the sovereign, we as
the people think and act. The ‘people’ is created in the very act of
being represented politically, whereas actors do not create the
personae they represent on stage, as Hobbes makes explicit by
saying that the commonwealth is ‘a real unity’ of all the people
who are represented.4

The people as a distinct agent – the one that Hobbes calls the
‘state’ – does not exist until the sovereign comes to represent it.
More specifically, it is brought into being by the resolution of
individuals to submit to a sovereign who represents the people.
The person represented by the sovereign could thus be thought of
as an imputed person, one whose existence is inferred from the
fact that there is a representative, for whose actions this imputed
person is to be held responsible. The fact that this latter person
does not exist before the agreement to form a commonwealth
does not create any special problems. The representative relation
comes into being with the persons between whom it holds. So it
seems Hobbes can say that the sovereign bears the person of those
whom it represents, despite the fact that this person does not exist
before the agreement that sets up this representative relation.
Political representation thus involves an act of collective imagi-

nation, by which the ‘people’ is thought of as coming into being
through the very fact of being represented. The reason for engaging
in such an act is that it enables us to make sense of things that
would otherwise be incomprehensible. Of course the person of the
‘state’ is an imaginary being, in the sense that it exists only
insofar as it is imagined to do so. But this is true of many other
things that naturally do not exist – at least if that means that they
exist only because humans have invented them, such as rights of
way, exchange rates, the 24-hour clock, or the rules of chess.

182 SOVEREIGNTY, STATE, COMMONWEALTH

Newey, Glen. The Routledge Guidebook to Hobbes' Leviathan, Taylor & Francis Group, 2014. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1682260.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-27 01:22:24.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

4.
 T

ay
lo

r &
 F

ra
nc

is
 G

ro
up

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



This also means that we can dispense with the idea that sover-
eign power must be a relation in which one natural person
represents another, as in the direct form of artificial personation.
One could of course insist that what is represented is not a person
at all, as in Hobbes’ definition of fictional personation. But whe-
ther we think of the represented as one aspect of a natural person,
or of a fictional person, its status as represented depends on its
will being articulated by a representative. By itself, purely as
represented, it is not a natural person. But we can think of
the amalgam, the representative plus represented, as a natural
person – as it might be called, the-people-as-represented-by-the-
sovereign. Just as one can think of individual human adults as
natural persons because they are self-representing, one can think
of the authorisation of the sovereign to act for the people as an act of
self-representation. In the terminology I used earlier, sovereign
and people are two aspects of a single being. It is not that the sov-
ereign represents the people, as a separate natural person; the
sovereign is the people, providing it with the only identity it has.
If this is what Hobbes is doing, it is an astonishing move. It

marks the fruition of the seemingly throwaway comment made by
Hobbes at the very start of Leviathan, which I noted in Chapter 3.
There, the very distinction between the natural and the artificial
dissolves, as Hobbes describes nature itself as artificially created
(by God). By allowing itself to be represented by the sovereign,
the people makes itself into a natural person, identical with its
political representative. It makes the decision to regard itself as
naturally one with the sovereign. So sovereign and ‘state’ are two
aspects of a unitary natural person, just as we can think of an
adult human being as at once representer, and represented. As a
result, the authorisation of the sovereign by the people acting as a
collectivity is in fact a case of self-representation. Despite appear-
ances, we can think of the-people-as-represented-by-the-sovereign as
a natural person. Thus what might seem a quite artificial act – the
joint agreement of individuals to accept somebody as their repre-
sentative – creates something that can be seen, according to
Hobbes’ schema, as natural. Artifice becomes nature, and the line
between the natural and the artificial dissolves, just as Hobbes in
effect promises at the start of the book.
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This novel theory of political representation parallels a revolu-
tionary account of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, which is
dealt with in passing in the English Leviathan but figures directly
in the Appendix to the Latin version of the book. In the Appen-
dix to the Latin Leviathan, Hobbes seems to compound the
offence by reinterpreting the Christian doctrine of the Trinity
using the theory of personation – so that Jesus Christ is ‘one
person’ with God in much the same sense that a legal repre-
sentative is ‘one’ with his client. Since, as we have seen, persons
are differentiated by those who ‘bear’ them – that is, when
P represents or bears the person of A, this person is distinct from
the one borne by a second representer, P*, even if P* is also
representing A – God is one person as represented by Jesus, and
another as represented by the Holy Spirit. Unfortunately for
Hobbes, he also says that God is a separate person as represented
by Moses, as well, and by other biblical prophets, with the con-
sequence that God is not merely three persons, as Christian
orthodoxy requires, but as many persons as can be said to have
‘borne the person’ of God in scripture through prophesy or other
signs of having received a commission from the Almighty.
The theory of sovereignty creates other theological problems,

from an orthodox Christian standpoint. Hobbes’ blurring of the
line between the natural and the artificial is something only God,
as the creator, can do. One might say that the people creates itself
by creating its own creator, the Leviathan or ‘mortal God’
(L 120). In so doing it imitates – or indeed usurps – the
immortal God. Indeed, Hobbes, says in chapter 17 that to
describe the sovereign as a ‘mortal god’ rather than as ‘Leviathan’
is ‘to speak more reverently’ of it, but in fact (as Hobbes probably
realised) the reverse could well be said to be true: mere humans
commit the sin of hubris or pride in thinking that they have the
powers that, for orthodox Christians, only God can command. It
is little wonder that Hobbes’ Christian contemporaries took
offence at his presumption.
To sum up, the ‘people’ is indeed a figment, a fiction, before it is

created through the act of political representation. This might
naturally lead one to conclude that sovereignty in Leviathan must
exemplify fictional personation.5 It is indeed true that, as Hobbes
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says, the people has no identity before it is represented by the
agent or agency that bears its person, namely the sovereign. But,
once the people is represented by the sovereign, it comes into
being as the ‘state’ – the person whom the sovereign bears. And,
since sovereign and people, representative and represented, are dual
aspects of one and the same person, we can think of the people as
represented by the sovereign as a natural person.

UNITARY SOVEREIGNTY

Hobbes thinks of the people not just as authorising the sovereign
to act on their behalf, but as identical with the sovereign under
the category person. This does not mean, as we shall see in Chapter
8, that the people and sovereign are identical in all respects, any
more than a lawyer and the lawyer’s client are identical in all
respects. Given Hobbes’ general account of responsibility and
representation, however, it does mean that the people is ultimately
responsible for the sovereign’s actions, just as a natural person is
generally taken to be responsible for his or her actions. For this
reason, the acts of the sovereign are in fact acts of the people,
as Hobbes is keen to stress.
As we have seen, the sovereign does not directly represent each

of the people taken separately. Instead, the agreement to establish
civil government merges each individual into a single, corporate
person. The sovereign does not represent each of us taken indivi-
dually. What the sovereign represents, according to Hobbes, is a
single collective individual, composed of all the persons who
submit to the power of the sovereign. So the author could be
called a logical individual, which can be thought of as authorising
the sovereign to act on its behalf, in much the same way as that
in which corporations have legal personality. At the same time,
we can talk of it as if it were a real individual, which has certain
intentions and interests, certain rights and obligations, which
takes responsibility for its actions, and so on.
The introduction of the ‘state’ as an intermediary between the

individuals and sovereign might appear pointless. Why not just
say that the sovereign represents individuals – which Hobbes
sometimes refers to as ‘the multitude’ (e.g. L 73)? The answer is
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that he had to find a way of bringing together the different wills
of individuals into the unified political will implemented by the
sovereign. Hobbes remarks of the interlocking set of agreements
by which the sovereign is thought of as being created that

[t]his is the generation of that great Leviathan … and in him consists
the essence of the commonwealth; which (to define it) is one person,
of whose acts a great multitude, by mutual covenants, have made them-
selves every one the author … And he that carries this person is called
sovereign, and said to have sovereign power; and everyone besides,
his subject.

(L 120–21)

This offers an elaborate conception of political agency. We can
begin from the undifferentiated mass or ‘multitude’, and note
that, if it is viewed as a mass, it is not a person at all, though it is
obviously composed of persons. Then there is the possibility that
this mass becomes a single person – a corporate individual. But
Hobbes is careful not to say simply that the sovereign directly
represents this mass. He says instead that the mass becomes a
single person through the act of covenanting or agreeing to do so,
and that person authorises the sovereign to represent it.
The two-stage theory of representation is fundamental to

Leviathan’s conception of sovereignty, and marks an advance on
earlier published versions of his political theory. Hobbes infers
from this conception that the people cannot object to the sover-
eign’s actions, since this involves a kind of contradiction. The
sovereign’s actions are really the people’s actions, so if I as a
member of the people object to what the sovereign does, I object,
effectively, to myself. That is, I contradict my own will: ‘because
every subject’, Hobbes says, is ‘author of all the actions and
judgments of the sovereign instituted, it follows that whatever he
does, it can be no injury to any of his subjects’ (L 124).
This is a very controversial feature of the theory. It says, in

effect, that nobody who has accepted the sovereign’s power
can object to anything that the sovereign does in his or her
name. Hobbes’ reasons for thinking this may be presented as fol-
lows:
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(1) Whatever you freely consent to cannot be an injury to you.
(2) You authorise the sovereign to act for you, so that whatever

the sovereign does is authorised by you.
(3) To authorise something is to consent to it.
(4) You consent to whatever the sovereign does (by (2) and (3)).
(5) Whatever the sovereign does cannot be an injury to you (by

(1) and (4)).

Some people would dispute (1), sometimes referred to by its Latin
translation, volenti non fit iniuria, a principle in common law, for
example in defences against tort proceedings. Many people, more-
over, would dispute that legitimate government requires authoris-
ing each and every act of the sovereign, as (2) claims. Even Hobbes
himself needs to allow some exceptions to (2), since I am not
bound not to resist if the sovereign tries to kill me, for example as
punishment for a capital crime – or at least, my having consented
to the relevant capital statute, by authorising the sovereign who
enacted it, does not preclude my withholding my consent to its
implementation. Hobbes relies in other cases on the idea that to
oppose the sovereign, having earlier authorised it, amounts to a
contradiction; but it seems this is not so when it comes to
implementing capital punishment. It would be possible to argue
that since the right to resist violent death has not been transferred, it
lies outside the set of powers that are granted to the sovereign on
authorisation. But Hobbes does not in fact deny that the sovereign
may legitimately inflict capital punishment.
It is important to Hobbes’ account that all cases of personhood,

natural or otherwise, involve the giving up of rights. The underlying
thought is that I cannot authorise you to do something on my
behalf if I am not entitled to do it myself. For example, I cannot
give you an admission ticket to a film, that is, a right to see the film,
unless I possess the ticket in the first place (of course, I could have
stolen the ticket, but then I will not be entitled to it, and I cannot
transfer the entitlement to someone else by giving them the
ticket). The most obvious case, again, is that of natural persons.
Where A and B are identical (that is, “A” and “B” are two names for
the same person), A cannot authorise B to do what A has no right
to do, since B cannot then acquire the right from A. Hobbes says:
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‘by “authority” is always understood a right of doing any act: and
“done by authority”, done by commission or licence from him
whose right it is’ (L 112).
The person represented by the sovereign is thought of as

coming into being via a covenant or agreement between the
subjects. As already noted, Hobbes is very clear that the sovereign
makes no contract with the subjects: ‘the right of bearing the
person of them all, is given to him they make sovereign by
covenant only of one to another, and not of him to any of them’
(L 122). Hobbes goes on to argue that no agreement can be made
with the sovereign, because any person who, having made such an
agreement, later accused the sovereign of breaching it, would in
effect be accusing himself, since the sovereign’s actions are his
own (L 123). More obviously, agreements have no force without
the ‘sword’, so since the sovereign has a monopoly of force, no
breach by the sovereign would be actionable.
Hobbes aimed to repudiate the idea that government must rest

on a contract between ruler and ruled. He does not dismiss the
idea that there may be an agreement, in the form of submission,
between conqueror and conquered. But Hobbes’ main objection
to this idea is that it leaves the door open to voiding the contract
when the ruled think that their rulers have breached its terms.
Even when the sovereign agrees to give protection in exchange
for submission, this undertaking is not subject to any external
authority who could determine whether the sovereign is in breach
of the agreement: if there were, this other authority would effec-
tively be sovereign instead. Since for Hobbes the author is a
purely imputed person, whose existence depends on the contract
itself, this possibility cannot arise: the person in question dis-
appears at the moment of breach. To void a supposed contract
between ruler and ruled would, then, be an act of self-destruction
by the ‘people’: it would annihilate the very thing that gives the
people its unity.
It is important to appreciate that the agreement need not be

thought of as occurring prospectively, rather than retrospectively.
As I argued in Chapter 6, the state of nature makes prospective
agreement more or less impossible. For example, the agreement is
supposed to be one made by ‘every man with every man’ (L 120),
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but this could hardly occur literally even in the most favourable
circumstances, let alone the state of nature. However, Hobbes
takes care to stress that it is ‘as if’ everyone agrees with everybody
else to set up a sovereign, not that they really do so. Indeed, by
imagining that this is the case and acting accordingly, everyone
can make it true that they are agreeing to this arrangement.
So the sovereign can ‘bear the person’ of the state without

entering into an agreement to do so. It is just that the sovereign’s
actions are, according to the terms of the agreement, taken
as those of the people. As I have argued, the represented
person comes into being at the very moment that a sovereign
represents that person. It may of course be unclear when that
point has been reached. But Hobbes clearly thinks that in many
cases it is obvious both that there is a sovereign, and who that
sovereign is:

I know not how this so manifest a truth should of late be so little
observed; that in a monarchy, he that had the sovereignty from a
descent of 600 years, was alone called ‘sovereign’, had the title of
‘majesty’ from every one of his subjects and was unquestionably
taken by them for their King, was notwithstanding never considered
as their representative.

(L 130)

The question now is why Hobbes introduces into his theory an
elaborate theoretical apparatus that was absent from De cive and
the Elements of Law. He was certainly concerned to produce a
unified account of sovereignty. Against 1640s Parliamentarian
writers such as Henry Parker, who believed that sovereignty
should be shared between the monarch and Parliament, Hobbes
was concerned to show that sovereignty could not be divided
between different individuals or bodies. And the account of repre-
sentation is meant to show why this must be so: whoever bears a
person (whether natural or otherwise) must be regarded as a logical
individual, incapable of subdivision. So the fact that the bearer of the
person of the commonwealth is a person is what invests political
authority with unity – with the unity of the representative, not
the represented.
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In both the English and Latin versions of Leviathan Hobbes is
careful throughout to leave it open whether the sovereign is an
individual, or an assembly.6 He argues against the widely held
view that though the sovereign is greater than each of the subjects
taken individually, the sovereign is less than the mass of subjects
taken as a whole. The absurdity of this view only remains obscured
when the talk is not of ‘an assembly’ (L 128). The assembly may be
the people as a whole, viewed under a certain aspect, rather as the
modern House of Commons in the United Kingdom Parliament
appears under a different aspect when it transforms itself for cer-
tain legislative purposes into a Committee of the Whole House.
There also remains the theoretical possibility not merely of
representative, but of direct democracy.
As Hobbes says, with reference to the then-recent civil wars:

a kingdom divided in itself cannot stand. For unless this division [of
powers, regarding e.g. church government, judicial decisions, tax-
raising, etc.] into opposite armies can never happen. If there had not
first been an opinion received of the greatest part of England that
these powers were divided between the King, and the Lords, and the
House of Commons, the people had never been divided, and fallen
into this civil war.

(L 127)

In support of the claim that sovereignty must be indivisible,
Hobbes gives what Jean Hampton (1986, 98) calls the ‘regress’
argument.7 The argument goes as follows. In a political
system, the power wielded by any person or body is either
unlimited or limited: if it is unlimited, it is absolute; but if it
is limited, it can only be limited by the power of another
agent; when we ask about this other agent’s power, it will
either be unlimited, or ultimately limited by some yet other
agent whose power is unlimited. So in this chain, we always end
up with an agent whose power is unlimited, namely the absolute
sovereign.

Hobbes gives what may be a compressed version of this
argument in chapter 19:
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that king whose power is limited is not superior to him or them that
have the power to limit it. And he that is not superior, is not
supreme – that is to say, not sovereign. The sovereignty therefore was
always in that assembly which had the right to limit him.

(L 134)

For any agent exercising political power, we can always ask
whether that power is limited, and if so by whom; by which
process we must eventually arrive at an unlimited power, that is,
the sovereign power.
This looks like a necessary truth. We must come to a point

where, at the end of the chain, the sovereign power is unlimited.
However, Maurice Goldsmith argued that Hobbes’ theory of
sovereignty contains a ‘fallacy’ (1980). His argument is based on a
distinction between what is involved on the one hand in sover-
eignty’s being absolute, and in its being embodied in a ‘closed’
system on the other. A political system may be closed – it yields a
determinate and final outcome – even though no single person or
body within the system wields absolute power. We could com-
pare systems for the administration of justice: while it is true,
once the legal processes, including for example appeal or retrial,
have been exhausted, the outcome of the process is final, this does
not mean that any one individual or body within the process,
such as a judge or court, has dictatorial control over the outcome.
Goldsmith’s point is that while it is a necessary or ‘analytical’

truth that a sovereign system is closed, it is much more con-
tentious to say that political instability will follow unless a single
person or body monopolises power. In effect Goldsmith accuses
Hobbes of smuggling in the second, contentious claim in the guise
of the first, necessary one.
The regress argument says that we have to go up the chain of

command to find where power lies, and it is a necessary truth that
the chain must have an end. Whatever lies at the end of the chain
is sovereign, with absolute power. In effect, Goldsmith replies:
‘Yes, but that doesn’t mean that any one person or body necess-
arily stands at the end of the chain. There may be procedures
regulating the interactions of several or many such agents, none of
which has unlimited power.’ Political systems such as that of the
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US aim to balance different branches of the constitution, such as
the legislature and judiciary, are sometimes described as having
these countervailing elements, in order to ensure that no single
branch monopolises power.
In response to this objection, Hobbes can, it seems, offer three

possible replies:

(a) to identify the absolute sovereign with some particular agent
within the system, who shares power with other agents;

(b) to identify the sovereign with the system as a whole;
(c) to reject both of these identifications, and insist that without

any unlimited power, we have a state of war, in Hobbes’
special sense of that term.

Possibility (a) seems to be untenable on the grounds that it runs
directly counter to what Hobbes says. He repeatedly argues that
the sovereign must be all-powerful within the system, and not
simply one who shares power with others. So to identify the
sovereign with an individual, such as the modern US president, who
works within a system as an extremely powerful but not omnipotent
individual, seems to fly in the face of Hobbes’ insistence that the
sovereign must be all-powerful.
The second possibility, (b), also fails to give Hobbes what he

wants, since a US-like system internalises the very checks on power
that he aims to rule out. For example, Hobbes emphasises that ‘the
right of judicature’ (L 125), that is, the right to resolve disputes
about law, remains with the sovereign, whereas in the US system
this right ultimately lies in the hands of the US Supreme Court.
So, although outputs from the system are ‘closed’ in the sense of
being final, this does not preclude the balancing of power
between different agencies within the system.
It may seem that possibility (c) is hard to swallow, but Hobbes

might press the question whether the procedural rules really do
determine how outcomes are produced. Who enforces the rules? If
there is really nobody who does this, then the different constituents
of the constitution are in a state of war. On the other hand, if there
is someone who enforces them, there is an absolute ruler after all.
The cost of accepting this, for Hobbes, would be that the absence
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of a sovereign in his sense would be consistent with a high
level of political stability: it would not necessitate the dire
consequences set out in Leviathan chapter 13.
But, as we saw in Chapter 4, aspects of the state of war persist

in any case at all times, even within an established political
authority. This is because of the natural limits on political power.
These limits apply even to certain features of the relation between
sovereign and subjects, in the fact that the latter cannot be made
to renounce their right to self-preservation, and that there is no
contract between sovereign and subjects. One possibility is that
the subjects may be in a state of war even though they believe
that they are subject to government. The effects of the state of
war are felt in international relations, in stateless territories and in
a multitude of circumstances where the political authority cannot
impose its will.
The state of nature, as a state of ‘war’, thus continues in the

commonwealth. Life under the sovereign – the civil state, or state
of peace – is temporary and frail. In his discussion of the com-
monwealth, Hobbes displays a constant awareness of its mortality.
Leviathan is ‘a mortal God’ (L 120); without its fundamental
laws, ‘the commonwealth fails, and is utterly dissolved’ (L 200),
and in fact ‘nothing can be immortal, which mortals make’
(L 221). Chapter 29 pursues an extended metaphor of illness
in identifying the ‘infirmities’ or ‘diseases’ of commonwealths
(L 221; 228). The commonwealth dies when it succumbs to civil
or foreign war, ‘which expiring, the members are governed by it
[the sovereign] no more than the carcass of a man by his departed
(though immortal) soul’ (L 230).
Prime among the infirmities to which political authority

is prey is the idea that ‘the sovereign power may be divided’
(L 225). But, it may be said, it is a fact of history that power
may be divided without precipitating political breakdown. In
the constitution of ancient Sparta, for instance, power was parti-
tioned between two kings, who reigned simultaneously. How far
different persons or bodies within a constitution can share power
seems to be an empirical question. If so, it may be said, the
possibility of sharing power cannot be ruled out by the regress
argument.
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In response, Hobbes would presumably counter that trying to
‘balance’ powers is tantamount to triggering a ‘war’ between the
elements of the constitution. And then he has to say either that
one of the elements must come out on top, or else that the war
between them will in the long run cause political collapse.
‘[W]hen men ask, where and when such [supreme] power has by
subjects been acknowledged … one may ask them again, when or
where has there been a kingdom long free from sedition and civil
war[?]’ (L 145). This exemplifies not peace but ‘only a cessation
of arms … they live as it were, in the precincts of battle
continually’ (L 125).

REAL POLITICS?

What room does the theory of sovereignty, and indeed Leviathan
as a whole, leave for politics? On the face of it, Hobbes has rubbed
out politics as we know it in liberal democratic states in its entirety.
The sovereign, whether it is a monarch or an assembly, wields
absolute power. There is no scope for dissent, let alone organised
political dispute. Religion is dictated by the sovereign, as is the
content of the law. Nor is there meant to be room for disputes over
tax-raising – a long-running bone of contention between Parliament
and Charles I. And there would seem to be little space for the notion
of a ‘loyal opposition’ – that is, a party or group that, though
opposed to the government, nevertheless upholds the national
interest, rather than being a ‘fifth column’ or ‘enemy within’.
However, the picture is slightly more complex than this. It is

true that Hobbes does not envisage party competition as we know
it in multiparty democracies. But such a model is to some extent
anachronistic anyway, since in Hobbes’ day politics was not
organised along formal party lines. Even so, politics, as a work-
ing-through of the colliding interests of different individuals and
groups who hold distinct and often conflicting schemes for public
policy, was a fact. And, although as we have seen Hobbes con-
centrates sovereignty in a single assembly or individual, this still
leaves room for debate over policy.
He is certainly hostile to ‘leagues’ (i.e. associations or coalitions)

of subjects, regarding them as a danger to the commonwealth
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(L 164). But at an informal level, at least, Hobbes is prepared to
allow for some forms of political activity. An important test case
concerns freedom of assembly: if individuals are denied the liberty
to assemble to debate questions of policy, politics itself barely
exists as part of public life. But Hobbes’ stance on freedom of
assembly is fairly permissive: ‘[i]f the occasion be lawful and
manifest, the concourse [meeting] is lawful’ (L 164). He is
mindful of the threat posed to public order by large gatherings of
people. But he still allows that ‘[i]t may be lawful for a thousand
men to join in a petition to be delivered to a judge or magistrate’
(L 165).
Leviathan contains a good deal of discussion of political

issues, most obviously religious politics. Hobbes also provides, for
instance, numerous passages on taxation (e.g. L 167, 173, 238–39).
Hobbes has his own controversial views on fiscal policy: taxes
should be levied at equal rates on all, because everyone equally
enjoys the benefits of life under the commonwealth (L 238). He also
discusses the distribution of wealth, especially land, in chapter 24,
arguing that no subject has a right to private property that may
not be overridden by the sovereign. He rests his case on the claim
that the public good takes precedence over private ownership.
So, contrary to some views (e.g. Macpherson 1962), Hobbes

does not envisage a free-for-all in which the market goes more or
less unchecked. In fact, he makes express allowance for central
intervention in the economy, for example in the regulation of
foreign trade (L 173). By contrast, insofar as any template for the
free market is presented in Leviathan, it is the state of nature,
where there is no government to regulate economic activity.
Admittedly, the state of nature as Hobbes describes it lacks the
minimal social cohesion needed to make many market exchanges
possible. But he does not think that central intervention is unjusti-
fied: on the contrary, it is justified whenever it promotes the
common good. For example, Hobbes argues that ‘it is necessary
that men distribute that which they can spare, and transfer their
property therein’ (L 174); he envisages collective property, that is,
the public ownership of assets such as land (L 172); ultimately the
distribution of private property is made by the sovereign (L 125,
172, 173, 225).
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By contrast, the sovereign is meant to take a leading role in
encouraging commerce and industry (L 239). Hobbes says that
under the commonwealth, the ‘first law’ of distributive justice
concerns the ownership of land, whereby ‘the sovereign assigns to
every man a portion, according as he [i.e. the sovereign] and not
according as any subject, or any number of them, shall judge
agreeable to equity and the common good’ (L 171). This is, at
least in theory, consistent with communism, since individual
freehold rights are made subservient to the collective good.
Subjects cannot complain about the distribution because the
sovereign who makes it ‘is understood to do nothing but to
the common peace and security’ (L 172). If everyone has an
absolute freehold right in property, ‘the sovereign … cannot
perform the office they [the subjects] have put him into’ (L 224;
cf. 228).
In Leviathan Hobbes also devotes some space to political advice

or ‘counsel’ (chapter 25). First he distinguishes counsel from
‘command’, which is the mark of law-giving, and accordingly the
province of the sovereign (L 176–77; see Chapter 8 below). The
mark of counsel is that, while also in the imperative mood, it
aims only at the good of the person to whom it is given (L 176).
It requires ‘great knowledge of the disposition of mankind, of the
rights of government, and of the nature of equity, law, justice,
and honour … and of the strength, commodities, place, both of
their own country, and their neighbours’ (L 180). Again here
Hobbes is troubled by the danger that advice will be tainted by
self-interest and factionalism. This is the charge, familiar from
modern politics, that arguments purportedly based on the public
interest are in fact self-serving.
Beyond these manifestations, however, Hobbes seems to allow

scope only for administration. Even in a monarchy, there need to
be ‘public ministers’ (L 166), who are charged with such duties as
regional government, tax collection, levying militias, instructing
people about their duty to obey the sovereign, administering
justice and representing the commonwealth abroad (L 167–69).
All these tasks however involve what would be regarded as
administration rather than political activity, at least if that means
deliberating over policy.
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It is fair to say that for Hobbes, as for many other political
philosophers, the aim of theory is as far as possible to close down
the space for politics.8 Individuals are swayed by passion rather
than reason (L 131), by bad definitions or by reasoning from false
premises (L 73). Hobbes makes a sustained attempt to banish
most features of politics from human life, by quashing the dis-
sension that inevitably results from free thought and discussion.
At the same time, politics continually intrudes, or threatens to
intrude, into the settled order of the commonwealth. For Hobbes,
politics treads a precariously thin line between security and war.
This ambivalence towards politics is reflected in his double-

minded attitude towards rhetoric. In the ‘Review, and Conclusion’,
for instance, Hobbes says that ‘[t]here is nothing I distrust more
than my elocution [i.e. eloquence, or verbal facility]’ (L 490). In
politics, rhetoric is not merely harmlessly absurd, but also liable
to foment civil unrest by disseminating opinions as if they were
truths. Among the failings of ‘sovereign assemblies’ is that their
members are ‘not moved by their own sense, but by the eloquence
of another’ (L 181). He often expresses his distrust of rhetorical
figures such as metaphor (e.g. L 35, L 54).
Despite these strictures on rhetoric, Hobbes finds he cannot

disown it. He is caught in a kind of pragmatic contradiction in
Leviathan. His civil science aspires to the demonstrative certainty of
geometry, and ideally would attain this. But unlike the subject
matter of what we now call the natural sciences, the theory applies to
persuadable beings who can reason as to how they should act – and
can therefore falsify the theory by failing to do what the theory
predicts. Hence the need to augment scientific demonstration with
persuasion.
As Tom Sorell remarks, ‘Hobbes’ use of cause-effect reasoning

is [such] that at the same time as it tells us something about the
effects of the passions, it engages our passions and motivates us to
inhibit those effects’ (Sorell 1990b, 107). That is, the need for
persuasion means that rhetoric is indispensable. Even a political
philosophy avowedly based on reason, like Hobbes’, cannot abjure
it. And indeed Leviathan is replete with rhetorical devices (Skin-
ner 1996). So we find Hobbes confessing that ‘reason and elo-
quence (though not perhaps in the natural sciences, yet in the
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moral) may stand very well together’ (L 483–84). Even political
philosophy has to rely on the political methods of persuasion –
that is, rhetoric. The ineliminability of politics reaches back into
political philosophy itself.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter we have examined Leviathan’s theory of political
representation. We have trodden a rather winding path, so I shall
summarise the main landmarks in the journey. Hobbes stipulates
that the sovereign – the person or body who wields supreme
political power – represents individual subjects not directly, but
by representing a corporate individual, which he calls the ‘state’.
In chapter 16 he distinguishes two main varieties of personation,
corresponding to different ways in which the relation of repre-
sentation can be understood: natural persons, where somebody
represents themselves, and artificial persons, where one natural
person represents another, or a thing other than a natural person.
We can then ask which of these forms of personation applies

to the sovereign’s representation of the people. I argued that we
can rule out artificial personation where that requires that what
is represented is a natural person, as the ‘state’, the thing
represented, is not a natural person, but a construct. It might
seem, therefore, that what I earlier called ‘fictional’ personation
captures the relation we are seeking, since on the argument just
given the ‘state’ is a represented thing, which taken literally, is a
fiction. However, there is no pre-existing thing that the sovereign
represents: what is represented, the people, is created in the very
act of creating the representer or sovereign.
Of course, this leaves it open that what is represented is a fiction,

just as a stage actor who plays the part of Agamemnon represents
a fiction. But Hobbes insists that what is represented is real: the
person of the ‘state’ is ‘a real unity of them all, in one and the
same person’, as he stresses (L 120; emphasis added). I suggested
that there is no insuperable obstacle to seeing political repre-
sentation as an instance of natural personation. The sovereign-
and-people, taken together, is a natural person, seen from one
aspect as the representative, and from another as represented. It is,
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in the image with which Hobbes opens Leviathan, a person that we
create, through a collective act of imagination. Political authority
involves self-representation. Unlike a fictional object, the political
author is thus self-created by the very act of being represented,
just as natural persons create themselves through acting as their
own representative.
Finally, I argued that sovereignty must be indivisible for

Hobbes, but that the ‘regress’ argument has to bear too much
weight. His argument must be that with divided powers, there is
no reasonable expectation that constitutional breakdown will not
occur, and thus the state of ‘war’ persists. This is why he is at
pains to exclude politics, as we would recognise it. Nonetheless,
Hobbes knows the risk of ‘intestine discord’ remains ineradicable.

FURTHER READING

Leviathan, chapter 16; chapters 18–19; chapters 22–24; ‘Review,
and Conclusion’

HOBBES AND REPRESENTATION

Pioneering work on Hobbes’ theory of representation is contained in
Hanna Pitkin, ‘Hobbes’ Concept of Representation – Part I’, Amer-
ican Political Science Review 58 (1964), 328–40; and ‘Hobbes’
Concept of Representation – Part II’, American Political Science
Review 58 (1964), 902–18. See also Pitkin’s The Concept of Repre-
sentation (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1967). A
more philosophical treatment of the concept of representation,
both in general and in specific relation to Hobbes, appears in two
articles by David Copp: ‘Collective Actions and Secondary
Actions’, American Philosophical Quarterly 16 (1979), 177–86; and
‘Hobbes on Artificial Persons and Collective Actions’, Philosophical
Review 89 (1980), 579–606.

SKINNER ON SOVEREIGNTY

I have interpreted Hobbes in a way that casts doubt on Quentin
Skinner’s interpretation of Leviathan’s theory of sovereignty, the
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main point of difference being that in my view Skinner is mistaken
in thinking that Hobbes regarded the person in personation as
identifiable determinately with either the representer or the
represented, and further mistaken in reading certain passages in
Leviathan as making the relevant identification with the repre-
sented; Hobbes in my view is less concerned with identity than
with differentiation, and what differentiates persons is distinctness
of representers.
See Skinner, ‘Hobbes and the Purely Artificial Personality of

the State’, Journal of Political Philosophy 7 (1999), 1–29, reprinted
in Skinner’s Visions of Politics, vol. III: Hobbes and civil science
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), ch. 6. See
especially p. 189: ‘Hobbes … makes it clear that his preference
is for using the terminology of artificial persons to describe per-
sons who are represented’. Although Skinner cites the passage in
his own support, Hobbes says what amounts to the opposite at
L 338, where he says that ‘God is one person as represented by
Moses, and another person as represented by his son the Christ.’
Another decisive statement of the same view of personation
appears at L 228, where Hobbes is discussing the evils of
dividing political representation among different agencies:

if the King bear the person of the people, and the general assembly
bear also the person of the people, and another assembly bear the
person of a part of the people, they are not one person, nor one
sovereign, but three persons, and three sovereigns.

But Skinner’s work on Hobbes’ theory of sovereignty remains of
fundamental importance. Skinner re-examines more sympathetic-
ally than Pitkin or Copp Hobbes’ conception of representation,
arguing that for Hobbes the person of the state must be seen as
‘purely artificial’. I believe however that the text of Leviathan
decisively refutes Skinner’s claim that the identity of artificial per-
sons for Hobbes was reducible to that of the person represented
rather than the representer.
The most illuminating commentator on Hobbes’ theory of

personhood, as it features in the theory of representation given in
Leviathan, is David Runciman; see Pluralism and the Personality of
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the State (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), ch. 2.
For Runciman’s critique of Skinner, see ‘What Kind of Person Is
Hobbes’ State? A reply to Skinner’, Journal of Political Philosophy 8
(2000), 268–78. See also Runciman, ‘The Concept of the State:
The sovereignty of a fiction’, in Quentin Skinner and Bo Stråth
(eds), States and Citizens: History, theory, prospects (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), ch. 3. Christine Chwaszcza
argues that the sovereign is to be seen as an office rather than as
an abstract person in her ‘The Seat of Sovereignty: Hobbes on the
artificial personality of the commonwealth or state’, Hobbes Studies
25, no. 1 (2012), 123–42.

CRITICS OF HOBBES ON SOVEREIGNTY

For a critique of Hobbes’ theory, see the Pitkin and Copp articles
cited above, and Maurice Goldsmith, ‘Hobbes’ “Mortall God”: Is
there a fallacy in Hobbes’ theory of sovereignty?’, History of Poli-
tical Thought 1 (1980), 33–50. Deborah Baumgold defends
Hobbes’ position in her Hobbes’ Political Theory (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1988), ch. 4.
Further discussion of Goldsmith’s criticisms can be found in Jean

Hampton, Hobbes and the Social Contract Tradition (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1986), 98ff.; see also Edwin Curley,
‘Reflections on Hobbes: Recent work on his moral and political
philosophy’, Journal of Philosophical Research 15 (1990), 169–250.
For further criticism, arguing that Hobbes must see that contract
as being made with the sovereign if he is to be consistent, see
S.W. Wood, ‘Confusions in Hobbes’ Analysis of the Civil Sovereign’,
Southwestern Journal of Philosophy 2 (1971), 195–203.

HOBBES AND POLITICS

On the details of political and institutional organisation, see
Baumgold, Hobbes’ Political Theory, especially chs 5 and 6. See also
her ‘Hobbes’ Political Sensibility: The menace of political ambi-
tion’, in Mary Dietz (ed.), Thomas Hobbes and Political Theory
(Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 1990). For further
details on Hobbesian politics, see Jeremy Waldron, ‘Hobbes and the
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Principle of Publicity’, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 82 (2001),
447–74; and Susan Okin, ‘“The Soveraign and His Counsellours”:
Hobbes’ re-evaluation of Parliament’, Political Theory 10 (1982),
49–75. Johann Sommerville, Thomas Hobbes: Political ideas in
historical context (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1992), chs 3 to 5, refers
the doctrines of Leviathan and Hobbes’ other political writings
to contemporary debates over the locus and divisibility of
sovereignty.

LEVIATHAN’S RHETORIC

Skinner

The doyen of the revival of interest in Hobbes’ rhetoric has been
Quentin Skinner. See Skinner, Reason and Rhetoric in the Philosophy
of Hobbes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). As
noted above, Skinner argues that Leviathan marks a dramatic shift
from an outright rejection of rhetoric to a qualified espousal of its
methods. A useful shorter statement of the main thesis of Skinner’s
book may be found in Skinner, ‘Thomas Hobbes: Rhetoric and
the construction of morality’, Proceedings of the British Academy 76
(1991), 1–61, especially 31–61.

Others

On the rhetoric of Leviathan, see also Tom Sorell, ‘Hobbes’ Persua-
sive Civil Science’, Philosophical Quarterly 40, no. 3 (1990), 342–51.
An important early statement of the revisionist treatment of rhetoric
in Leviathan was David Johnston, The Rhetoric of Leviathan: Thomas
Hobbes and the politics of cultural transformation (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1986). F.G. Whelan, ‘Language and
Its Abuses in Hobbes’ Political Philosophy’, American Political
Science Review 75 (1981), 59–75, rejects the view later upheld by
Skinner that Hobbes abandons his earlier hostility towards
rhetoric in Leviathan.
Terence Ball’s Reappraising Political Theory: Revisionist studies in

the history of political thought (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996),
focuses on Hobbes’ attempts to generate a transparent language
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for philosophical argument and his conventionalist account of the
meaning of normative terms.

NOTES

1 See Tuck 1993a, 327. Hobbes does foreshadow a representational theory of
roughly this form in De cive, ch. 5, §9, where he says (Hobbes 1998, 73)
‘a commonwealth then (to define it) is one person whose will by the agreement
of several men be taken as the will of them all’. This unitary person seems to be
identified with the sovereign. In Leviathan however Hobbes says instead that the
mass becomes a person, and that person is the one whom the sovereign
represents. It could thus be said that the title-page illustration depicts, not the
sovereign, but the corporate person (in Hobbes’ terminology, the ‘state’) whom
the sovereign represents (recall Figure 2.1).

2 As Noel Malcolm discovered (Malcolm 1981), Hobbes had had his own experience
of ‘personation’, as part of his duties in the Cavendish household. For repre-
sentative purposes, Hobbes was given a nominal single share in the Virginia
Company. He was also used to carrying out other commissions (such as paying
bills) on the Cavendishes’ behalf.

3 ‘Persona est is qui suo vel alieno nomine res agit: si suo, persona propria, sive
naturalis est; si alieno, persona est ejus, cujus nomine agit, repræsentativa’
(Hobbes 1841, vol. IV, 143).

4 Though, even here, actors can create actions through the act of representing
them dramatically. So, although an actor can represent an action through
mimesis (as in, say, pretending to drink something from a cup), he or she can
also represent actions by performing tokens of that very action (such as running
across the stage).

5 Of course, if the sovereign is an assembly rather than an individual, the repre-
sentative will not be a natural person, either. Since Hobbes allows explicitly for this
possibility, we have to conclude that he is allowing that political representation
may involve neither artificial nor fictional personation, both of which depend on
the representative’s being a natural person.

6 Hobbes argues, however, in chapter 19 that monarchy is preferable.
7 According to Hampton this argument is to be found in chapters 19, 20, 22 and
29 of Leviathan, as well as De cive. However, several of the passages she cites
(e.g. L 144–45, 155–56, 223–24) merely state that the sovereign power is unlimited,
and limits the power of subordinate agencies.

8 I explore this theme further in my book After Politics: The rejection of politics in
contemporary liberal philosophy (Newey 2001).
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