


316 QUENTIN SKINNER

Almighty in our nature) antecedent to all humane covenants \227 He had instead
made 'Civil laws the rules of good and evil'.228 So far from seeing in Hobbes
any traditional elements of natural law doctrine, they regarded his utilitarian
account of political obligation as the most dangerous attack on it. 'Where
these principles prevail', as Bramhall almost despairingly concluded, 'adieu
honour and honesty and fidelity and loyalty: all must give place to self-
interest.'229

Some modern commentators have taken the heroic course of denying that
any of this contemporary evidence matters, on the grounds that' any modern
reader can see the general irrelevance' of Hobbes's critics.230 But to concede
this point would only be to complete the paradox, and to make the entire
intellectual milieu impossible to understand. Hobbes himself is turned into
the most incredible figure of all. He must be represented as presenting a
traditional type of natural law theory of politics in a manner so convoluted
that it was everywhere taken for the work of a complete utilitarian, a political
calculator prepared (in Bramhall's memorable phrase) to 'take his sovereign
for better but not for worse \231 And despite Hobbes's own predilection for the
quiet life, his terror at being arraigned for heterodoxy,232 he never once
attempted either to disown the alarmingly radical writers who cited his
authority, or to disarm his innumerable critics by pointing out their miscon-
ception of his intentions. In Hobbes's only known reply to a critic of his views
on obligation it is clear that the issue for both of them was still the pre-eminent
place that Hobbes had allowed to self-interest.233

The followers and the critics are turned into scarcely less incredible figures.
It becomes impossible to understand why Hobbes's opponents should have
felt so threatened. A more careful reading (we are assured) would have shown
them that there was 'nothing that is original in Hobbes's moral thought'.234

A reading of any of the authors who cited Hobbes, however, would have re-
vealed the same dangerous principles which they claimed to find in Hobbes.
And yet it was Hobbes, and not these seemingly much more radical followers,
on whom they continued to focus their attacks. In the same way it becomes
impossible to understand why any of Hobbes's avowed followers should have
taken such trouble to cite his authority. All of them had worked out a political
outlook more radical than any exponent of Natural Law doctrines could ever
attain or endorse. All of them (we are assured) had in any case completely
misunderstood the intentions of the writer whom they gave as their most
radical authority. It becomes clear, in short, that to accept a deontological
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interpretation of Hobbes's views is to remove any meaningful points of con-
tact between Hobbes and his own intellectual milieu.

It has been intended in this study to emphasize a link, commonly ignored
or even denied, between the activities of philosophers and historians. An
attempt has been made to elucidate the ideological context of one classic set
of texts, and to construct around them the framework of their appropriate
intellectual milieu. The implication has been that where such a framework is
lacking the classic text itself may be ' understood' by philosophers in ways that
are historically absurd. The aim has been to show that the historian's task of
understanding climates of opinion is not disconnected from the philosopher's
attempts to interpret texts.235 It is still for the historian to point out that even
the philosopher's most plausible interpretation must still be tested, and might
even have to be abandoned, in the light of historical evidence.236

235 This essay is thus intended to supply a particular case-history for a more general theory
about methods of trying to understand the history of ideas. I have tried to set out the theory
itself in more abstract terms in my article 'The Limits of Historical Explanations', Philoso-
phy, XLI (1966), 199-215.

236 This essay owes a great deal to correspondence with Professor J. G. A. Pocock and
Professor J. M. Wallace, and to discussions with Mr Peter Laslett and Mr John Dunn, to
whom I am indebted not only for reading various drafts but also for correcting mistakes
and helping with several references.


