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ABSTRACT


Hobbes has been long accused of providing a political philosophy that threatens individual liberty.  While some commentators have tried to rescue Hobbes from this criticism, no one has provided an in-depth analysis of the specifics of Hobbes’s statements on such topics as freedom of speech, censorship, freedom of association, and civic education.  In this paper, I examine what Hobbes says on these issues and conclude that his overwhelming priority is to defend liberty once peace has been secured.

INTRODUCTION

It is an old criticism of Hobbes that his sovereign is too powerful to allow any meaningful exercise of freedom.  It was launched at him by his contemporaries and it continues to be a dominant theme of contemporary commentators. For example, in the collection of essays in the book Liberalism and the Moral Life (1989), several of the authors conclude that Hobbes cannot be classed as a proponent of  liberalism because of his supposed tyrannical sovereign.  Hence Judith Shklar argues that the “convoluted genealogy of liberalism that insists on seeing its origins in a theory of absolutism” (1989, 24) is incorrect.  Susan Moller Okin, while not denying that Hobbes has had a deep impact on liberal ideas of freedom and equality concludes that “Hobbes was no liberal in his conclusions, advocating an absolute rather than restrained state” (1989, 257).  Okin’s comments are  a good example of the ambiguous feelings many liberals hold about Hobbes.  They are drawn to many of his ideas but they almost always conclude that his politics (as opposed to his understanding of the self) are fundamentally illiberal in character.  In the same volume, Benjamin Barber claims that despite the same liberal trends that Okin and many others identify,  “Liberals rightly pall at the idea of Hobbes as a liberal predecessor because his fear of anarchy leads him to embrace an authoritarian conception of the state incompatible with limited government” (1989, 261).  


More recent work by David Gauthier and Michael Ridge (1998) takes a similar stance.  The latter makes the following argument: Hobbes sees conflict as a necessary consequence of fallible human beings utilizing  private (natural) reason.  His solution to this problem is to replace the natural reason of all with the public reason of the one (expressed in the will of the sovereign).  Ridge (and Gauthier) see a major problem with Hobbes’s approach, primarily because they claim that the public figure of reason has to have absolute power.  The problem with setting up such a pubic authority, according to Ridge, is that it runs the “serious risk of creating a monster” (1998, 538).  Gauthier’s solution is to maintain the idea of reason residing in a public figure, but to limit the scope and  power of such an authority.  Ridge abandons the Hobbesian model and argues instead for a set of public principles that have legitimate authority.  In this paper, I argue that Ridge, Gauthier and most other commentators are incorrect to suggest that Hobbes’s sovereign is a great threat to liberty.  I also claim that Hobbes is more sophisticated than he is presented to be by Ridge; conflict resolution, according to Hobbes, is not only attained through the coercive power of the sovereign but comes also from the development of a certain form of civic culture. Given this, Ridge has not demonstrated that his system of authoritative constitutional principles is a step forward from Hobbes’s concept of public reason. 


It cannot be denied, however, that Hobbes does suggest the sovereign should have a wide range of powers. Most of these are largely uncontroversial, such as the capacity to raise taxes, have a militia, coin money, make laws etc. There are, however, some that are seen as a cause for concern, particularly given the way that Hobbes describes how these powers are to be used.  These include the powers of censorship, of dictating civil education, of deciding matters of freedom of association and of dictating a civil religion. Despite the fact that Hobbes is often accused of limiting freedom in all of these aspects of the human condition, the analysis of what Hobbes has to say on these issues is almost nonexistent in the secondary literature.  Even the few commentators who are broadly sympathetic to the idea that Hobbes’s is not out to destroy personal liberty (Strauss 1952; Oakeshott 1975; Ryan 1983, 1988;Baumgold 1988; Flathman 1993) have not really examined Hobbes’s views on these matters in any depth. I wish to suggest that a closer look at these issues reveals that Hobbes is not guilty of some of the abuses suggested by his critics.  

EDUCATION, CENSORSHIP, RELIGION, FREE SPEECH, FREE ASSOCIATION AND THE PRESERVATION OF PEACE AND FREEDOM 

Education and Order



Hobbes's solution to the problem of maintaining a stable political order depends on fostering reason and rationality.  Without these characteristics persons are incapable of acting in accordance with the laws of nature.  This is why education becomes such a vital tool in Hobbes's work; without it we are likely to live in a condition of disorder and hence place the commonwealth in danger.  We have to be schooled to overcome such passions as partiality, pride, revenge, vain-glory, etc.  We also have to be capable of making contracts with each other and Hobbes tells us repeatedly that without reason we cannot be the authors of our deeds and hence cannot be held responsible for our actions and promises.


Subjects have to acquire opinions that do not threaten the very existence of the commonwealth and they must be taught that the laws of nature relating specifically to civil society dictate that everyone does unto others as they would have done unto themselves.  As Hobbes says, "the actions of men proceed from their opinions: and in the well governing of opinions, consisteth the well governing of mens actions, in order to their peace and concord" (1968, 233).  Hobbes is usually interpreted to mean here that the sovereign can and should control the thoughts of men.  I argue that when Hobbes talks of well-regulated thoughts he is really talking of self-regulation, in particular that reason controls the passions.  He knew that force alone can never guarantee peace. Ultimately people have to be rational enough to recognize and live by the universal code of reason found in the laws of nature.  Once they do this, and make a deliberate effort to follow the main maxim of these laws, which is basically the golden rule, commodious living is possible for everyone.  As Holmes notes, "Hobbes stressed the self-defeating character of attempts to change people's minds by brutal means" (1990, 140).  When men can control passion they can also control their actions "in order to their peace and concord."  Peace, comfort, progress, science, all of which Hobbes supports, are impossible without "the well governing of opinions."  As Hobbes says in De Cive, "Man is made fit for society not by nature, but by education" (1949, 110).  The passions seem to have two well-springs for Hobbes; one is from “the Constitution of the body” (1968, 138) and the other is from education.  Those springing from the latter are more easily structured towards peace and can be tempered, but the sovereign should not try to eradicate them.  Hobbes starts from the assumption that we are free thinkers; he does not want to beat this out of us, nor does he think it is possible to do so. 


Hobbes was convinced that his task was bound to fail without some form of tutelary sovereign.  But with the correct environment, beliefs and opinions can be guided in the direction of peaceful actions and mutual accommodation.  This does not mean that the sovereign should try and brainwash his subjects.  Such tactics are a greater threat to peace than is freedom of thought. The sovereign has to teach respect for the government and toleration towards one's fellow subjects because without obedience to the law the state cannot exist.  As Ryan notes, Hobbes recognized that peace, control of nature, and human comfort are all dependent on expanding human knowledge which is not possible if indoctrination takes the place of education and freedom of thought and expression.


The first thing the sovereign has to do, however, is to make sure that the subjects are educated to know what their rights are and to explain the “grounds and reasons” (1968,377) for these rights. This is what every American child is taught in civics class.  It is the general principle that should underpin the sovereign’s teachings and there is nothing here that is necessarily anti-liberal. But what of the particular teachings?  Perhaps Hobbes goes too far in the specifics of what is necessary to ensure peace and to make sure that the sovereign’s rights are known.  Hobbes suggests that the people should be taught to love their own form of government above that of others.  This could perhaps be seen as objectionable, but it seems reasonable, for example, to suggest that a democracy should promote the idea that democracy is best; this is certainly what liberal democracies do in practice. Note Hobbes does not suggest that other forms of government cannot be taught, he only suggests that the sovereign body itself should promote the view that it is the best form of government. 


The populous is also to be taught that no one person should be so honored as to be deemed the equal of the sovereign in terms of obedience. Again, this seems quite reasonable and in line with liberal politics; it would be a strange argument to suggest that a particular individual had the same legitimate use of force, for example, as the state.  Hobbes also suggests that the people be taught that they should not speak evil of the sovereign nor talk irreverently of the body. This clearly is too severe a restriction for a liberal to endorse, even if  the recent trend in contemporary politics is not the answer.  But Hobbes immediately tones down this statement. The solution to the problem of fostering respect for the institution of sovereignty is not to enforce a strict speech code, but rather to set aside periodic times when people are to be told simply and clearly what the rights and duties of being a subject entail. This may still worry the modern liberal, but it is hardly  indoctrination, especially when we consider what the sovereign is supposed to teach.  In particular, the sovereign has to uphold the precepts of justice that dictate that men ought "not to deprive their neighbors, by violance, or fraud, of anything which by the Sovereign Authority is theirs" (1968, 383).  The sum of the teachings that the sovereign imparts is not “I am all mighty” or “I am a tyrant, so beware.”  Hobbes tells us instead, that the message “is reduced to this one commandment of mutual charity: Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself” (1968,383). 


The key is to safeguard peace “and this is intended should be done, not by care applied to individuals, further than their protection from injuries when they shall complain, but by a general providence, contained in public instruction, both of doctrine and example, and in the making and executing of good laws, to which individuals may apply their own cases.” (1968,376). Hence the task for the sovereign is to set a good example, make laws that individuals will apply to themselves and educate them into certain doctrines. This is certainly not a prescription to terrify and indoctrinate the subjects into obedience: “these rights have to be diligently and truly taught, because they cannot be maintained by any civil law or terror of legal punishment” (1968,377).  


Hobbes’s concept of education is clearly not one that attempts to be value neutral.  On the few occasions when Hobbes is recognized as a liberal it is always of the modus-vivendi type in which institutions are constructed to arbitrate between individuals (about whose moral character the state is indifferent), in a neutral manner. As Amy Gutmann and many others have noted, this is an impossible position to hold because even the claim to neutrality is a moral argument. I think, therefore that Hobbes would agree with her when she states that “Any defensible understanding of education depends on some conception of a good society, and every conception worth defending threatens some conception (or conceptions) of a good life” (1989, 82).  The type of Hobbesian education that supports the good life is not the platonic form of “horticultural imagery [of] pruning and weeding children’s desires, carefully shaping their character” (1989, 74).  In many respects it is like the one supported by Gutmann in which the state should be interventionist but nonrepressive and should attempt to inculcate the virtues of veracity, toleration, nonviolence, respect for others, and respect for reasonable difference. In a liberal society “we do have a right, even a duty, to shape the character and bias the choices of children for the sake of cultural coherence” (Gutmann, 1989, 74).


Hobbes’s ideas also fit with those of William Galston who claims that civic education, which is crucial for any liberal polity to flourish, differs from a purely philosophic education because: “Its purpose is not the pursuit of and acquisition of truth, but rather the formation of individuals who can effectively conduct their lives within, and support, their political community...[n]or is civic education homogeneous and universal.  It is by definition education within, and on behalf of, a particular political order” (1989, 90). In fact Galston, who is clearly a liberal, goes as far as to make the suggestion that:

On the practical level, very few individuals will come to embrace the core commitments of liberal society through a process of rational inquiry.  If children are to be brought to accept these commitments as valid and binding, it can only be through a pedagogy that is far more rhetorical than rational.. For example, rigorous historical research will almost certainly vindicate complex ‘revisionist’ accounts of key figures in American history.  Civic education, however, requires a more noble, moralizing history: a pantheon of heroes who confer legitimacy on central institutions and constitute worthy objects of emulation (1989, 91). 

Contemporary liberals, such as Gutmann and Galston, who accept that liberalism cannot sustain itself without a moral core, and whose “liberalism allows, supports, inculcates, and preserves a defensible view of the moral life” (Rosenblum,1989, 4),  should not be so quick to shy away from Hobbes as an early proponent of a similar view.


It is also worth noting that Hobbes is not envisioning that the sovereign should go out table thumping and brow beating; he things that the best arenas for such teachings are in the universities i.e. Oxford and Cambridge.  The key to success is not to brainwash the common people but to make the political elite recognize their responsibilities.  Given that the universities were in fact teaching doctrine, Hobbes thinks that they should at least teach one that promotes peace, equality and stability.  As he says in Behemoth,“The core of rebellion, as you have seen by this, and read of other rebellions, are the Universities; which nevertheless are not to be cast away, but to be better disciplined” (1990, 58).  Instead of the doctrines of the schoolmen, universities need to teach that one should obey the law of the land, that Christianity recognizes the second coming in the future, that no one should injure another person, that everyone should act charitably to all others persons, rich and poor alike and that all should try to live soberly.  As Flathman notes (1993, 149), given Hobbes's epistemology he cannot expect the sovereign to inculcate more than a few basic values and the fact that Hobbes thinks that the sovereign needs to teach is symptomatic of the lack of coercive power his sovereign actually has.  If he could use force he would not have to worry about education. 

Censorship


A related topic to education is the seemingly worrisome power of censorship that Hobbes places in the hands of the sovereign.  Hobbes claims that the sovereign should decide “how far, and what men are to be trusted withal, in speaking to multitudes of people, and who shall examine the doctrines of all books before they are published” (1968,233).  This has often led to the claim that Hobbes’s sovereign would tend to censor too much information and interfere too much with the freedom of association.  The first thing to note in Hobbes’s defense is that he makes it clear that the sovereign should only exercise these powers in relation to preserving peace. Such power is “annexed to the sovereignty to be judge of what opinions and doctrines are averse, and what conducing, to peace...It belongeth therefore to him that hath the sovereign power to be judge (or constitute all judges) of opinions and doctrines , as a thing necessary to peace, thereby to prevent discord and civil war”” (1968,233).  


Hobbes does not suggest that we cannot publish on many and varied topics or associate for many reasons that do not directly threaten the commonwealth. The sovereign has to be able to judge all opinions and doctrines, but it is not suggested that they should all be banned.  It is worth reiterating the point that Hobbes does not extend this power beyond the preservation of peace- for example, he does not suggest that the government should ban books because they are morally unsavory.  In fact, given that civil society is prized over the state of nature precisely because it is a realm of arts, science, and letters, I think Hobbes would have preferred a public arena of lively debate.  


It has yet to be demonstrated, therefore, that because the sovereign has the power to censor that he will do so in a heavy handed manner. He, she or it should use this power only to censor those texts that threaten the peace. In practice this may mean that very few books will be denied to the public-less so than today, perhaps, where books are censored for reasons concerning public sensibilities rather than reasons concerning peace.  Where things get more tricky for those wishing to defend Hobbes is when he writes passages that seem to suggest that he would like to ban certain histories of the Greeks and Romans-this because their content suggests it is acceptable to kill monarchs. On close reading, however, Hobbes does not say that such texts should be banned, even though they are listed as things that are likely to weaken a commonwealth. Instead, he says that “I cannot imagine how anything can be more prejudicial to a monarchy than the allowing of such books to be publicly read without present applying such correctives of discreet masters as are fit to take away their venom” (1968,369-70). They are not to be banned, even though the venom is described by Hobbes as comparable to the biting of a rabid dog.  Quite to the contrary; they are allowed but they are to be challenged by other works of “discreet masters.” One such masterful corrective, for example, would be his own work.  If the sovereign is not a monarch, as is quite possible, then they are even less of a threat because they do not supply any threat to public peace. I suggest, therefore, that Hobbes will be very sparing in what is to be banned, and only books that really do threaten the peace (and presumably even the advocacy of killing the monarch does not do this) should be prohibited.  In Behemoth the following exchange on censorship takes place:



B. It is a strange thing, that scholars, obscure men, and such as could receive no clarity but from the flame of the state, should be suffered to bring their unnecessary disputes, and together with them their quarrels, out of the universities into the commonwealth; and more strange, that the state should engage in their parties, and not rather put them both to silence.

A. A state can constrain obedience, but convince no error, or alter the minds of them that believe they have the better reason.  Suppression of doctrine does but unite and exasperate, that is, increase both the malice and power of them that have already believed them” (1990, 62).


Finally, it is also claimed that freedom of speech is crushed in Hobbes’s Leviathan because the sovereign is to be the judge of good and evil actions, or in other words, Hobbes demands that each individual has to give up private judgement if he or she wishes to live in a peaceful commonwealth.  The first thing to note is that no society, liberal or otherwise, could survive if its citizens do not lay down the right of private judgement on certain issues.  I will soon find the long arm of the law grasping for my collar if I conclude that I can judge whether or not I can abuse the life, liberty, property and well-being of other members of society, no matter how much my own private judgement suggest that it is good to do so.


  The second thing to note is that we never actually do fully give up this right, because if the sovereign ever attempts to use force against us, we are entitled to fight back.  The whole point of giving up the right of nature is that by doing so we secure our person; consequently our obligation lasts only as long as the sovereign provides security, and security in such a manner that we do not become weary of our existence.  In one sense, Hobbes actually gives a stronger right of rebellion than Locke, a right that few other philosophers would accept as valid.  For Locke, one can only rebel after a long train of abuses, and serious abuses at that. For Hobbes, one is removed from the obligation to obey if the sovereign uses force: “A covenant not to defend myself from force by force is always void.  For (as I have showed before) no man can transfer or lay down his right to save himself from death, wounds, and imprisonment...and therefore the promise of not resisting force in no covenant transferreth any right nor is obliging” (1968,199).  This is a very startling statement for Hobbes to make because it means that we are not obliged even when the sovereign is using force in the form of legitimate punishment.  If I break the law and the police come to take me away, all bets are off as far as Hobbes is concerned. His theory of rebellion is less strong than Locke’s in the sense that if the sovereign is not using force then one should obey, even if he does engage in a long string of abuses.  Finally, it is worth remembering that when Hobbes suggests that we need public principles of good and evil he is mainly suggesting that the laws of nature should be made into positive law.  As he also tells us that the laws will be few,  the bulk of the decisions concerning what is necessary for an ethical life will be determined individually and extra-legally.  Put these three considerations together and I suggest that there is every bit as much private judgement in Hobbes’s commonwealth as there is in any well-ordered liberal polity.

Freedom of Association


Hobbes tells us that when any number of men join together to promote their interests, it is called a system. Of systems there are two types; the first is called regular, and is identified by the fact that it has a representative body that promotes the interests of its members.  Of the regular associations, some are absolute and independent, by which Hobbes means that the members answer to no body other than their own representative.  The only such regular, absolute systems are commonwealths. All other regular systems are dependent. Of these, some are private, some are political.  Of the private, they are lawful or unlawful depending on whether they are allowed by the commonwealth.  A family is a lawful private system, in which the father is the head of the family.  Unlawful private regular systems would be “those that unite themselves into one person representative, without any public authority at all, such as are the corporations of beggars, thieves and gypsies...and the corporations of men that by authority from any foreign person unite themselves on another’s dominion, for the easier propagation of doctrines, and for making a party against the power of the commonwealth.” (1968,285). 


All other types of system, and the ones we are most interested in in terms of free association, are called irregular and consist of people gathering together informally.  Such gatherings are to be allowed unless the intention is evil, or the number is very large and the intention is unknown.  This suggests that there will be considerable freedom to assemble; the basic requirement is that such gatherings stay within the law:

concourse of people is an irregular system the lawfulness or unlawfulness whereof dependeth on the occasion and on the number of them that are assembled.  If the occasion be lawful and manifest, the coucourse is lawful (as the usual meeting of men at church, or at a public show) in usual numbers; for if the numbers be extraordinarily great, the occasion is not evident, and consequently he that cannot render a particular and good account of his being amongst them is to be judged conscious of an unlawful and tumultuous design.  It may be lawful for a thousand men to join in a petition to be delivered to a judge or magistrate; yet if a thousand men come to present it, it is a tumultuous assembly, because there needs but one or two for that purpose.  But in such cases as these, it is not a set number that makes the assembly unlawful, but such a number as the present officers are not able to suppress and bring to justice (1968,287-8).


It is worth keeping in mind a couple of the things that Hobbes particularly wanted to prevent.  Freedom of association should not stretch to allow for private armies; nor should it be expanded to allow religious factions to gain political control.  These are the two biggest threats to peace and security and should be vigorously watched for by the sovereign.  Hobbes summarizes these statements in the following colorful way: “And this is all I shall say concerning systems and assemblies of people, which may be compared (as I said) to the similar parts of man’s body; such as be lawful, to the muscles; such as are unlawful to wens, biles, apostems, engendered by the unnatural conflux of evil humours.” (1968,288).  Once again, Hobbes is very consistent; freedom of association should be limited only for those gatherings and groups that actively threaten the commonwealth.

Religion and Order


At least half of Leviathan is devoted to the question of religion and many have accused Hobbes of being intolerant towards freedom of religious expression.  Hobbes was not necessarily against religious speech but he did think it necessary to regulate public expressions of faith if they undermine peace.  According to Lloyd (1992), Hobbes saw religious transcendental interests as the major threat to peace and security.  The proper regulation of religious expression is crucial, because the major cause of disorder for Hobbes is the tension between having to obey one's sovereign and one's God.  Here, in particular, we cannot expect the fear of punishment to overcome our ultimate duty to God.  


Hobbes's solution is in the well governing of opinions concerning beliefs that we hold most dearly.  As he says in Chapter 18, "It belongeth therefore to him that hath the Sovereign Power, to be Judge, or constitute all Judges of Opinions and Doctrines, as the thing necessary to Peace; thereby to prevent Discord and Civill Warre" (1968, 233).  This passage does not suggest that the sovereign should limit all forms of speech, but only those that are particularly prone to creating discord and war.  Nor does it suggest that the sovereign has to indoctrinate subjects into a particular belief system; what Hobbes is calling for is a basic but uniform civil religion that is broad enough for all to embrace.  As Ryan says, the "effect is to make uniform public worship a political good and not a religious issue in the usual sense, while strongly suggesting that private opinion can be left unfettered" (1983, 207).  Hence, the sovereign basically gives broad guidelines for the public interpretation of scripture, but does not try to enforce this in private.  The sovereign does this in part by interpreting the Kingdom of God in scripture in such a way that it cannot be identified with the beliefs of a particular religious sect. 


The task is to control rather than suppress belief systems through the creation of a civic religion, accessible to all, which does not rest for its validity upon religious elites.  In particular, it is the role of the sovereign to make sure that the civic religion fits well with the laws of nature, which means that to practice religion publicly one has to "accommodate oneselfe to the rest."  It is the task of the sovereign to make good laws, for if he does make good laws he will not suffer disobedience because subjects are obliged to obey all commands "not repugnant to the laws of God" (1968, 395). As Hobbes says in Behemoth,  “I confess I know very few controversies amongst Christians, of points necessary to salvation.  They are the questions of authority and power over the Church, or of profit, or of honour to churchmen, that for the most part raise all the controversies” (1990, 63).  The major component of the civil religion is that we should believe in Christ and God.  More or less everything else is left to the individuals' own conscience.  As Ryan says, such a basic public belief allows for "a large measure of speculative freedom" (1983, 204).  The sovereign "who understands Hobbes's philosophy will remember the injunction of de Corporo Politico to leave his subjects as much natural liberty as he can.  He will not stretch their willingness to obey him to things necessary to peace by enquiring minutely into their private opinions" (1983, 206).


If the sovereign can manage in this task, he will have succeeded in conscripting the strongest passions of men to work for rather than against order.  This is the task Hobbes sets himself in the latter half of Leviathan.  I would argue, therefore, that the role of the sovereign is to be tolerant towards religious beliefs that do not threaten the survival of the state.  Hobbes realized that any attempt to ban religious practices will have a very destabilizing effect; as long as these belief systems do not infringe upon the practices of others and do not directly threaten the commonwealth, the sovereign's task is to promote religious freedom.  As Fuller puts it:

Hobbes's proposals for seeking religious and civil peace conjointly are such, he thinks, as to enhance the capacity of individuals to take personal responsibility for civic and spiritual virtue, consistent both with their inevitable dependence on their own understanding and judgement, and with their admitted need for reliable and unambiguous political authority, leading to a new level of liberty and dignity, and to a sophisticated appreciation for the importance of civil law (1992, 139).

In particular, the sovereign tells us what are the attributes of God as discovered through reason.  According to Fuller, Hobbes tells us that we can know God exists, that he is the cause of the world and hence not identical to the world, that he cares for the world which is an act demanding our respect, that he is infinite, and that as such there can only be one God.  The basis of the sovereign's public doctrine is very general and leaves considerable room for private belief: 

care of public doctrine is preservative, not revelatory.  Subjects retain the ability to read the Scriptures for themselves and to assess the consistency of the sovereign's laws with the Scriptures.  The subject is obliged to obey the sovereign unless there is a contradiction between Scripture and his commands (1992, 158).


Liberalism supposes a separation between religion and the state.  One may wish to argue that despite the arguments presented above, Hobbes's state is still overly intrusive in religious practices.  Clearly Hobbes does seem to be limiting freedom of religious speech; but one has also to take into account his circumstances.  In 17th century England there was little freedom of religious thought; the church dictated belief.  Hobbes at least tries to have religious belief controlled in a manner that preserves the peace, and it is obviously better, he thinks, to do this through the sovereign rather than the church.  He asks whether it is better to let the church or the sovereign make demands concerning civil obedience.  Obviously for Hobbes, the sovereign is the safest and most reasonable choice; he is less likely to be overly dogmatic because the source of his authority does not come from scripture but from authorization.  Hence, even when his solutions to problems are not fully liberal, they are still motivated by the desire to promote an arena where people can have the peace and freedom to worship unmolested.  The sovereign can be magnanimous and allow a broad freedom of conscience as long as peace is not threatened.  In this way, religious practice serves the individual rather than the church.  This is why Hobbes was so concerned to fasten religious and civil power in the same hands; he did not believe that peace was possible until "Kings were Pastors, or Pastors Kings" (Johnson, 1986, 177).

CONCLUSION


Two major criticisms can be leveled at the argument presented in this paper.  The first is that I have only demonstrated that Hobbes was not opposed to liberty; I have not shown that he is concerned to foster and promote it as a positive good.  The second is that liberty can never be made to sit well with Hobbes’s demand for absolutism.  Both of these objections are valid and need to be addressed if we are going to conclude that Hobbes is a friend of liberty.  If we begin with the first point, I would suggest that the very task set for the sovereign by Hobbes, which is to pass between the points of liberty and authority “unwounded” (1968, 75), suggests he is predisposed towards freedom.  Attaining the right balance between liberty and order is perhaps the most crucial issue for a liberal; as Mill said: "All that makes existence valuable to anyone depends on the enforcement of restraints upon the actions of other people.  Some rules of conduct, therefore, must be imposed" (1974, 63-4).  Hobbes and Mill, therefore are grappling with the same problem, which is, "where to place the limit--how to make the fitting adjustment between individual independence and social control.  What these rules should be is the principle question of human affairs" (1974, 63).  If Hobbes was not concerned with freedom as a good, then he would not have included it as one of the “points” that have to be successfully navigated.

Further evidence that Hobbes was an advocate of, rather than simply tolerant towards freedom, can be found in his assessment of human nature: "there are very few” he tells us, that are “so foolish that had not rather governe themselves" (1968, 211).  For reasons concerned with promoting personal choice and self-development, Hobbes suggests limited interference in the lives of peaceful citizens.  I have argued elsewhere in more detail than I can muster here, that one of Hobbes’s primary concerns is the development of autonomous individuals.  


We should also note that Hobbes tells us first, that freedom exists where the laws are silent, and then, that such laws should be few.  One can find this theme repeated throughout his writings.  In Leviathan he makes it clear that, "the use of Lawes...is not to bind the People from all Voluntary actions; but to direct and keep them in such a motion, as not to hurt themselves by their own impetuous desires, rashnesse, or indiscretion, as hedges are set, not to stop Travellers, but to keep them in the way.  And therefore a Law that is not Needfull, having not the true End of a Law, is not good" (1968, 388).  He makes this point even more forcefully  in De Cive where he suggests "there be few laws, few prohibitions, and those too such, that except there were forbidden, there could be no peace" (1949, 170).  The reason he argues for limited intervention is because he wants people to be unmolested except where very good reasons suggest the contrary. The liberty that is granted to subjects is wide ranging and includes the "Liberty to buy, and sell, and otherwise contract with one another; to choose their own aboad, their own diet, their own trade of life, and institute their children as they themselves think fit; and the like" (1968, 264), as well as to get "food, ayre, medecine, or any other thing without which he cannot live" (1968, 269).   In a nutshell, Hobbes wanted us to be left alone: “A plain husbandman is more prudent in the affairs of his own house than a privy councillor in the affairs of another man” (1968,138).  


Finally, I think it is worth paying attention to the distinction that Hobbes makes between natural freedom and civil freedom.  The latter fits closely with his description of the state of nature, and the basic point Hobbes wishes to emphasize is that the human condition manifests its most basic form when liberty is reduced to nothing more than license. Hence, it is true that Hobbes is not a supporter of the view that freedom is an unqualified good.  What Hobbes wants instead is a bounded condition of freedom that  he calls civil freedom.  This condition stands in sharp contrast to the one so famously described in Chapter 13.  Instead of a condition in which there is no arts, no society, and no commerce, we find a description of the opposite.  A flourishing society for Hobbes has to include space for the pursuit of science, industry, art, leisure and education; such things are lacking when there is either too much freedom, or when there is not enough.  Hence, we come back to the most crucial issue of all, the one that Hobbes tells us is his major concern, and that is not how to extinguish freedom but how to find the right balance between liberty and authority.


The second criticism is perhaps the most pressing of the two because if liberty is indeed incompatible with absolutism,  we will have to conclude that Hobbes does not succeed in his task of striking the balance discussed above, even if we grant that it is his intention.  As was noted at the beginning of this paper, many commentators remain convinced that Hobbes’s project fails precisely because it requires too much concentrated power.  A full response to this criticism requires a separate paper; in its stead I will provide a few rejoinders that will hopefully take most of the sting out of the attack.


It has to be granted that there is clearly a tension between the need to evaluate one's government critically, and the fundamental demand by Hobbes that the sovereign be virtually above criticism.  Perhaps the boundaries for self-expression in Leviathan are too narrow.  As Oakeshott noted, however, subjects are permitted to engage in all sorts of criticisms regarding the desirability of the law, as long as its authority remains unimpugned.  Hobbes's main concern was that the criticism of a particular law should be divorced from the question of the authority of the law.  As long as this distinction is maintained, a wide range of commentary is still compatible with a "civilized" society and political stability.  Members of the commonwealth certainly have the right to petition the sovereign: "If  a subject have a controversie with his soveraign...He hath the same liberty to sue for his right...and consequently...the liberty to demand the hearing of his cause" (1968, 271).  Hobbes seemed to have thought that the English system of appeal was adequate as an example: “These properties of just and rational judicature considered, I cannot forbear to observe the excellent constitution of the court of justice established both for common and also for Pubic Pleas in England” (1968, 292).  There should be as much public appeal to Hobbes’s sovereign as there is to the English courts.


A second point that needs to be made is that Hobbes thinks the sovereign’s interests coincide with those of the subjects: "It is a weak Soveraign, that has weak Subjects; and a weak People, whose Soveraign wanteth Power to rule them at his will" (1968, 388).  Hobbes makes a similar claim in A Dialogue Between a Philosopher and a Student where, in answer to the criticism that the sovereign will harm the people he says:



but they have no reason to think he will, unless it be for his own profit; which cannot be, for he loves his own power; and what becomes of his power when his subjects are destroyed or weakened, by whose multitude and strength he enjoys his power and very one of his subjects his fortune?  And lastly, whereas they sometimes say the King is bound, not only to cause his laws to be observed, but also to observe them himself; I think the King causing them to be observed is the same thing as observing them himself” (English Works, Vol 6. 1966, 34). 

 In fact, this whole text is basically defending the English legal system of the time, which Hobbes did not think allowed for tyranny.  


Hobbes repeatedly makes the claim that the sovereign is limited in what it can do by religious and moral considerations.   In The Questions Concerning LIBERTY, NECESSITY AND CHANCE, he distinguishes the justice of a law in relation to a particular people and to God.  He says that in relation to a polity, what the sovereign decides cannot by unjust but that:

 

in relation to God, if God have by a law forbidden it, the making of such a law is injustice.  Which law of God was to those heathen princes no other but salus populi, that is to say, the properest use of their natural reason for the preservation of their subjects. If therefore, those laws were ordained out of wantonness, or cruelty, or envy, or for the pleasing of a favorite, or out of any other sinister end, as it seems they were, the making of those laws was unjust. And for the Pharisees, who had the same written law of God that we haven their excommunication of the Christians, proceeding, as it did, from envy, was an act of malicious injustice.  Nevertheless, as it was a law to their subjects the law was not unjust.  But the making of it was an unjust action, of which they were to give account to none but God. I fear the Bishop will think this discourse too subtile; but the judgement is the reader’s” (English Works, Vol 5. 1966, 178). 

Moral limitations also apply. In Chapter 26 of Leviathan, Hobbes makes the rather strange claim that the sovereign cannot act contrary to the natural (i.e. moral) law: "for whatsoever is not against the Law of Nature, may be made law" (1968, 333).  This is a peculiar remark from a man who repeatedly tells us that whatever the sovereign declares, is, by definition, law. What Hobbes is getting at here, is that the sovereign is only acting as it should if it makes civil laws that coincide with the laws of nature.  


It will help us assess whether the head of the commonwealth is too powerful if we look at what Hobbes actually says about the sovereign body.  It is usually assumed that he only has a single person in mind, but in fact:  “the sovereign is either in one man or in an assembly of more than one, and into that assembly either every man hath right to enter or not every one (but certain men distinguished from the rest), it is manifest there can be but three kinds of commonwealth” (1968, 239).  The three kinds are monarchy, aristocracy and democracy. Hobbes does not,

 therefore,  rule out democracy as a legitimate form of sovereign power.  He is in no doubt that it is unwieldy, and positively dangerous,  but it is not logically ruled out by his science of politics. His antagonism to democracy is based in his rhetorical rather than his scientific arguments: “the difference between these three kinds of commonwealth consisteth not in the difference of power, but in the difference of convenience or aptitude to produce the peace and security of the people” (1968, 241).  It is important to note that the“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; and by consequence the government not monarchy, but either democracy or aristocracy” (1968,246-7). This suggests that even some form of representative democracy is compatible with what Hobbes has to say about sovereignty.  


The crucial thing to note is that  whichever body has the power to say who can and cannot exercise the rights outlined in Chapter 18 is the sovereign power and this could be the people at large.  Hence, “elective kings are not sovereigns, but ministers of the sovereign; nor limited kings sovereign, but ministers of them that have the sovereign power” (1968,246).  These considerations are important when weighing the claim that Hobbes’s sovereign is too powerful. Only if we claim that liberty cannot exist except in a form of polity that resembles the American system can we conclude that Hobbes’s form of sovereignty is inimical to liberty.  I think that freedom can be promoted by principles other than those currently in vogue in the American brand of liberalism. If we examine the British political system, we find that it is much closer to the Hobbesian model, lacking as it does the checks and balances and separation of power that we find in the U.S.  This seems to take place, however,  without a noticeably different level of freedom in each country. 


The critic may still be unpersuaded.  When push comes to shove, it can be claimed that it is still the case that there is nothing concrete preventing the political state from rampaging over the interests of the people.  At this point I would like to fall back to a more philosophical position and move away from Hobbes’s texts.  The reason for this is that it is no longer a problem just for Hobbes, but for every political philosopher.  It is one of the great paradoxes of politics that if the state is powerful enough to provide adequate protection to its citizens, then it is also powerful enough to cause them great harm.  Hobbes was well aware that threats are not enough to maintain safety, but he was right also to recognize that political principles, neatly formulated and placed into authoritative documents that spell out rights, separations of power, and institutional boundaries will not, in and of themselves, do the trick any better.  As Judith Shklar noted, “Liberalism has been very rare both in theory and in practice in the last two hundred odd years...let us not forget that the United States was not a liberal state until after the Civil War, and even then often in name only”“ (1989,22). 


  The point is that political power is necessary but because of this it is also necessarily dangerous.  Hobbes thought that the use of such coercive power will usually end in a disruption of the peace and hence is bad for all involved.  Therefore, the real key to safety, stability, and ultimately to what Hobbes refers to as commodious living, is not through force; it is better achieved through the development of civic minded members of a commonwealth.  This is why Hobbes is more concerned with educating than with coercing.  What Ridge and others miss about Hobbes is that he recognizes that the problems of peace and conflict resolution have to be approached from a variety of angles.  One of them is through an authoritative public figure; a second is to educate citizens into a civic culture; and a third is to educate them also into the moral philosophy embedded in the laws of nature.  This last approach is actually quite close to Ridge’s own position because the laws of nature can be viewed as the embodiment of a public philosophy of reasonableness.  


It is difficult to find a passage in Leviathan where Hobbes argues for an extension of sovereign power beyond what he thinks is minimally necessary for the preservation of peace.  Hobbes is famous for claiming that there is no summun bonum, but at times he comes close to suggesting that there is certainly one good that should have the highest priority with everyone: "The Finall Cause, End or Designe of men...is the foresight of their own preservation, and a more contented life thereby" (1968, 223).  If this is the goal of all men, it would seem very strange for Hobbes to argue for a sovereign who does not foster such a good.  In essence, Hobbes's enterprise is not to set up a power to prevent individuals from pursuing their peaceful endeavors but rather to restrain people from harming others.  It is crucial to recognize that the sovereign is necessary not so much to force a person to perform a contract as to make it so that a person can actually perform a contract safely; the laws of nature, when enforced by the sovereign, provide a protective barrier from the unjustified interference of others.  Rather than political authority being a threat to individual liberty, Hobbes thought that freedom was only possible with the type of sovereign he proposed.  While Hobbes clearly sees the need for political authority, therefore, he cannot be accurately described as authoritarian.


If we think of liberalism as a doctrine that is concerned with liberty, equality, (and the tension that can exist between these two ideals), autonomy, a diversity of human goods, the rule of law, due process, a conception of a particular form of the moral life (which modern liberals now tend to endorse), a distinction between public and private life, religious toleration, a desire to contain passions with rational constraints, a belief in progress, and at least a minimal safety net for all persons, then we can say, at least, that these are features of Hobbes’s political philosophy.  Judith Schklar distances herself from the Hobbesian project, but her major concern, expressed in “The Liberalism of Fear” is perhaps also that of Hobbes: “Liberalism has only one overriding aim: to secure the political conditions that are necessary for the exercise of personal freedom” (1989, 21).  What better title could we use for Hobbes’s liberalism that the liberalism of fear?   Hobbes was a psychologist as well as a philosopher and he recognized (as did Shklar) that cruelty, pain, torture, and undiluted fear greatly impede agency.  Hobbes, therefore, would also surely agree with Shklar that “Systematic fear is the condition that makes freedom impossible” (1989, 29).  For both theorists there is no difficulty identifying a summum malum.
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