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That ‘Dreadful Name, Leviathan’:  
Biblical Resonances in the Title of Hobbes’ 
Famous Political Work

Abstract: Hobbes’ choice of the word “Leviathan” as the title for his major work on po-
litical theory is a little unusual, to say the least. His work was soon associated with a 
tradition that linked it with monsters, devils, and bestiality. So why would Hobbes, who 
knew the Bible, who knew biblical criticism, and who knew about biblical and other 
monsters, deliberately undermine his work by drawing attention to its “dreadful name, 
Leviathan”? While Hobbes does give what appear to be mutually incompatible meanings 
for the title in three different passages in his text, scholars have not sufficiently explored 
its divergent uses or its resonances in the biblical text. By exploring the exegetical tradi-
tion of the leviathan, the complex political meaning of the leviathan in the Bible, and the 
way Hobbes uses the word in his political work, this essay will argue that the very mystery 
of the name adds an important component to his political thought.

Shortly before his death in 1679, Thomas Hobbes wrote an autobiograph-
ical poem in which he draws attention to the name of his most notorious 
work of political theory:

The Book at London Printed was, and thence 
Hath visited the Neighbouring Nations since; 
Was Read by many a Great and Learned Man, 
Known by its dreadful Name, leviathan.1

An earlier version of this essay was presented at the annual meeting of the American 
Political Science Association in Chicago, August 30–September 2, 2007. I would like 
to express my gratitude to the editors of Hebraic Political Studies and especially to two 
anonymous readers for their insightful comments.
 1 Thomas Hobbes, Life of Mr Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury (London, 1680), p. 10. 
Hobbes’ Latin original is a little less whimsical but still manages to capture the sense 
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Hobbes may be referring to the less-than-stellar reputation his book 
received among his contemporaries,2 but ostensibly “the dreadful Name” 
recalls the mythological leviathan of the Bible. one may well ask why 
Hobbes, who knew the Bible and biblical criticism, and who knew about 
biblical monsters and monsters in general, would deliberately undermine 
his work on political theory by drawing attention to its “dreadful name, 
Leviathan.” Furthermore, even in the unlikely event that his readers would 
not immediately understand the biblical allusions, the frontispiece of the 
work—depicting a giant rising out of the waters, wielding a sword and a 
scepter—was hardly likely to put fears of the “dreadful name” to rest. This 
was indeed a “monstrous” book. But what was the significance of this 
strange title, and why did Hobbes choose it for his work on politics?

A comprehensive answer to this question would require a more nu-
anced understanding of the role of the leviathan (as sovereign) in Hobbes’ 
commonwealth and a deeper appreciation of the nature of his biblical 
criticism than I can effectively examine in this essay. While I will touch 
briefly on these ventures, my main purpose is to explore the image of the 
leviathan—both textually and iconographically—from a biblical perspec-
tive. I want to suggest that Hobbes’ choice of title was far from accidental, 
and that the image evoked by the biblical leviathan is itself an important 
component of his political theory.

1. Biblical Criticism

It is perhaps true that if a less profound thinker than Thomas Hobbes 
had used the biblical name “leviathan” as the title of a work on politics, 
the matter would not have caused such a stir and would perhaps have 
been quickly forgotten. But Hobbes’ book was indeed monstrous. It could 
not be ignored, and the name “Hobbes” immediately became associated 
with materialism, infidelity, bestiality, and atheism.3 Modern scholarship 

of “notorious”: “Londinóque typis Liber evolat in Regiones / Vicinas, notus nominie 
Leviathan.” Thomas Hobbes, Thomae Hobbesii Malmesburiensis Vita (London, 1679), 
p. 8.
 2 G.A.J. Rogers comments: “Hobbes generated more hostile literature than any oth-
er thinker in the seventeenth century. Indeed, if he is judged by the number of hostile 
books and pamphlets he generated, he may well be the most maligned philosopher of 
all time.” See Rogers, “Hobbes and His Contemporaries,” in Patricia Springborg, ed., The 
Cambridge Companion to Hobbes’ ‘Leviathan’ (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 
2007), pp. 413–440, esp. p. 413.
 3  For the idea that Leviathan was rejected right from the outset, see the classic study 
by Samuel Mintz, The Hunting of ‘Leviathan’ (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 
1969), pp. 39–62. More recent scholarship has indicated that while the reception of 
Leviathan may have been hostile, the book was not rejected outright and in fact became 
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on the question of Hobbes’ “atheism,” and the sincerity of his use of the 
Bible, however, is by no means unequivocal. on one side of the divide, 
Leo Strauss and others argue that Hobbes is merely “proof-texting” in his 
use of the Bible, that he has no firm commitment to Christianity (or any 
other religion, for that matter), and that, if not a self-confessed atheist, 
he is, at the very least, trying to undermine the Bible and biblical faith.4 
on the other side, there are those who find, like Howard Warrender, 
that although there is an admittedly unorthodox dimension to his read-
ing of the Bible, Hobbes was basically theistic and used the Bible fairly 
judiciously in his treatment of political matters.5 establishing Hobbes’ 
commitment to Christianity has proven more difficult. In a famous study, 
however, J.G.A. Pocock argued that Hobbes’ use of eschatological mo-
tifs, his mortalism, and his God of history are polemical weapons used 
to undermine the “enthusiasts” and the Catholic schoolmen. According 

an integral part of the vibrant intellectual debate in the late seventeenth century. See es-
pecially Quentin Skinner’s study of Hobbes’ influence on his contemporaries in Skinner, 
“The Context of Hobbes’ Theory of Political obligation,” in M. Cranston and R. Peters, 
eds., Hobbes and Rousseau (New York: Anchor, 1972), pp. 85–108. For more recent 
studies on the impact of Leviathan on contemporary discourse, see Mark Goldie, “The 
Reception of Hobbes,” in J.H. Burns and Mark Goldie, eds., The Cambridge History of 
Political Thought 1450–1700 (Cambridge: Cambridge university Press, 1991), pp. 589–
616; Noel Malcolm, “Hobbes and the european Republic of Letters,” in Malcolm, Aspects 
of Hobbes (oxford: oxford university Press, 2002); and Jon Parkin, “The Reception 
of Hobbes’ Leviathan,” in Springborg, Cambridge Companion to Hobbes’ ‘Leviathan,’  
pp. 441–459.
 4 See Leo Strauss, The Political Philosophy of Hobbes: Its Basis and Genesis, trans. 
elsa Sinclair (Chicago: university of Chicago Press, 1957). other works take up vari-
ous aspects of Strauss’ line of inquiry, particularly the idea of esoteric writing. See 
Thomas Pangle, “A Critique of Hobbes’ Critique of Biblical and Natural Religion in 
Leviathan,” Jewish Political Studies Review 4 (1992), pp. 25–57; Paul Cooke, Hobbes and 
Christianity: Reassessing the Bible in ‘Leviathan’ (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 
1996). For studies on the rhetorical (and allegedly insincere) nature of Hobbes’ reli-
gious writings, see Victoria Kahn, Rhetoric, Prudence, and Skepticism in the Renaissance 
(Ithaca: Cornell university Press, 1985), pp. 152–181; David Johnson, The Rhetoric of 
the ‘Leviathan’: Thomas Hobbes and the Politics of Cultural Transformation (Princeton: 
Princeton university Press, 1986). For a comprehensive treatment of Hobbes’ atheism, 
see edwin Curley, “‘I Durst Not Write So Boldly,’ or How to Read Hobbes’ Theologico-
Political Treatise,” in Daniela Bostrenghi, ed., Hobbes e Spinoza (Naples: Bibliopolis, 
1992), pp. 497–593.
 5 See Howard Warrender, The Political Philosophy of Thomas Hobbes: His Theory of 
Obligation (oxford: oxford university Press, 1957). Richard Popkin also argues that 
there is no compelling reason to doubt Hobbes’ theism and that, compared with his 
contemporaries, Isaac La Peyrère, Baruch Spinoza, and Richard Simon, Hobbes’ skepti-
cism is quite tame. See Popkin, “Hobbes and Skepticism II,” in Richard H. Popkin, The 
Third Force in Seventeenth-Century Thought (Leiden: Brill, 1992), pp. 27–49. Similarly, 
Tracy B. Strong makes the point that even if Hobbes’ contemporaries labeled him an 
atheist, it doesn’t necessarily establish that he was one. See Strong, “How to Write 
Scripture: Words, Authority, and Politics in Thomas Hobbes,” Critical Inquiry 20:1 
(1993), p. 151 n. 65. 
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to Pocock, however heterodox Hobbes’ Christianity may have been, 
“[n]either the use of apocalyptic in Leviathan, nor its mortalism and ma-
terialist literalism, suffice[s] to place Hobbes outside the mainstream of 
Protestant thinking.”6 F.C. Hood and A.P. Martinich have, in the wake of 
Warrender’s thesis, proposed that Hobbes was a sincere Christian, com-
mitted to a kind of mechanistic determinism, and that his religious views 
draw on the Calvinistic theology of his day.7

While modern interpretations of Hobbes’ Christianity or his use of 
the Bible are divided, it is highly problematic simply to disregard theo-
logical and biblical matters set forth by a thinker in his work.8 For good 
or ill, the Reformation’s principle of sola scriptura placed the Bible front 
and center in the political, religious, and imaginative life of the West well 
into the nineteenth century.9 It comes as no surprise, then, that Hobbes 
(and all his contemporaries, for that matter) had to deal with the Bible 
in their political platforms. What tarred Hobbes with the name “atheist,” 
therefore, was not that he didn’t use the Bible, but the way he used it. 

A good example of Hobbes’ controversial use of the Bible occurs in 
chapter 33 of Leviathan, where he boldly states that Moses was not the 
author of the Pentateuch. In his discussion of the original writers of the 
Bible, Hobbes makes the point that even if a biblical book is named after 
an individual, there is no guarantee that he wrote it. This is true also for 
the Five Books of Moses: “For the Pentateuch, it is not argument enough 
that they were written by Moses because they are called the five Books of 
Moses.”10 Hobbes goes on to argue that numerous anachronisms in the 

 6 See J.G.A. Pocock, “Time, History, and eschatology in the Thought of Thomas 
Hobbes,” in Pocock, Politics, Language and Time: Essays on Political Thought and History 
(New York: Atheneum, 1971), pp. 148–201, esp. p. 180.
 7  See F.C. Hood, The Divine Politics of Thomas Hobbes (oxford: oxford university 
Press, 1964); A.P. Martinich, The Two Gods of ‘Leviathan’ (Cambridge: Cambridge 
university Press, 1992).
 8 See especially the numerous student editions of Leviathan which contain only 
parts 1 (Of Man) and 2 (of Common-Wealth), and leave out the more explicitly theo-
logical parts 3 (Of a Christian Common-Wealth) and 4 (Of the Kingdome of Darknesse). 
While C.B. Macpherson is to be commended for bringing out a full version of Leviathan 
for the mass market, his introduction omits any reference to theological matters or in-
deed to the last half of the book. See Macpherson, ed., Leviathan (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1968), pp. 9–70.
 9  See, for instance, Christopher Hill, The English Bible and the Seventeenth-Century 
Revolution (London: Penguin, 1993); and, more recently, Jonathan Sheehan, The 
Enlightenment Bible (Princeton: Princeton university Press, 2005).
 10 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck (Cambridge: Cambridge university 
Press), book 3, ch. 33, p. 261. All further citations of Leviathan are from this edition and 
appear in the body of the essay as “L.” followed by the book, chapter, and page number. 
Hobbes’ spelling, punctuation, and italics are retained unless otherwise stated.
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Pentateuch suggest that the books were written long after Moses’ death 
and after the people of Israel had entered the Promised Land. Near the 
end of the book of Deuteronomy, for instance, the text mentions that “no 
man knoweth of [Moses’] sepulchre to this day” (L. 3:33, p. 261), a state-
ment that could not have been made if Moses were still alive. 

While modern academic study of the Bible understands the Pentateuch 
to be a composite of sources deriving from a much later period in Israel’s 
history,11 most commentators of Hobbes’ time were convinced that Moses 
was the sole author of the Pentateuch. This was an important and poten-
tially subversive issue, because tradition held that the Pentateuch had been 
dictated directly by God to Moses.12 Moses, in turn, gave it to Joshua, and 
Joshua passed it to the elders, who gave it to the prophets, who then gave 
it to the men of the Great Synagogue, all in an unbroken chain of trans-
mission.13 Thus, for the traditional interpreter of the Pentateuch, every 
word, every syllable, every letter was filled with divine meaning. Indeed, 
according to the Westminster Confession of 1658, God guaranteed the 
transmission of his message to Moses and preserved it for all time.14 To 
doubt Mosaic authorship, therefore, was to cast doubt on nothing less 
than the authority and accuracy of the revealed Word of God.

But was Hobbes really so radical in questioning Moses’ (or the di-
vine) authorship of the Pentateuch? Seemingly not.15 In the first place, 

 11 The classic study of the so-called source or documentary hypothesis was conduct-
ed by Julius Wellhausen in his Prolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel (Prolegomena 
zur Geschichte Israels) (1883). For a reliable modern study of the Pentateuch, see Joseph 
Blenkinsopp, The Pentateuch: An Introduction to the First Five Books of the Bible (New 
York: Doubleday, 1992).
 12 In the late seventeenth century, the French Catholic theologian Louis ellies Du 
Pin realized that the attack on the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch had profound 
effects: “de tous les Paradoxes, que l’on a avancez en nôtre siécle, il n’y en à point à mon 
avis plus temeraire, ni plus dangereux, que l’opinion de ceux, qui ont osé nier que Moise 
fut Auteur de Pentateuque.” Cited in Richard Popkin, Isaac La Peyrére (Leiden: Brill, 
1987), p. 72. 
 13 The idea of an unbroken chain of tradition is attested to in the early rabbini-
cal text Pirkei Avot 1:1. See “The Chapters of the Fathers,” in Herbert Danby, ed., The 
Mishnah (oxford: oxford university Press, 1950), p. 446.
 14 The relevant passage of the Westminster Confession (London, 1658), reads: “The 
old Testament in Hebrew (which was the Native Language of the People of god of 
old) and New Testament in Greek (which at the time of the writing of it was generally 
known to the Nations) being immediately inspired by God, and by his singular care and 
Providence keep pure in all Ages, are therefore Authentical.” (p. 6).
 15 Nevertheless, Hobbes was worried that his biblical criticism, not his political 
views, would get him into trouble. In his letter to Francis Godolphin, which prefaces 
Leviathan, Hobbes remarks that “that which perhaps may most offend, are certain Texts 
of Holy Scripture, alleged by me to other purpose than ordinarily they use to be by oth-
ers” (L. preface, p. 3). Later, however, in the preface to a manuscript entitled, “Seven 
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the question of the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch was not alto-
gether new. It had been raised, albeit in cryptic form, a few centuries 
before Hobbes. The medieval Jewish scholar Abraham ibn ezra (1092–
1167) pointed out in his commentary on Deuteronomy (first printed in 
1488) that Moses could not have recorded his own death and therefore 
could not have written the passage in Deuteronomy 33. Ibn ezra did 
not draw the conclusion that Moses did not write the Pentateuch; he 
merely suggested that the verses Moses did not write had some special 
status.16 Hobbes, too, made the point that Moses wrote everything in the 
Pentateuch “which hee is there said to have written” (L. 3:33, p. 262). 
ultimately, what made Hobbes’ biblical criticism so unpalatable was that 
it raised the question of the authority of the Bible: If there is no guaran-
tee that Moses wrote the Pentateuch and therefore no guarantee that it is 
God’s word, who or what gives the Bible its authority? 

For Hobbes, the question of the authority of the Bible calls for a political 
rather than a theological answer. Since the Bible is not self-authenticating, 
it is up to the sovereign to decide what is to be authoritative or not. 
Leaving the issue to various groups or individuals would result in anar-
chy, and humans would quickly return to the state of nature. As Hobbes 
writes, “those Books only are Canonicall, that is, Law, in every nation, 
which are established for such by the Sovereign Authority…. I can ac-
knowledge no other Books of the old Testament, to be Holy Scripture, 
but those which have been commanded to be acknowledged for such, by 

Philosophical Problems to Charles II,” Hobbes defends his religious views and asks 
the king to excuse his “short Apologie for my Leviathan.” Hobbes claims that “[t]here 
is nothing in it against episcopacides. I cannot therefore imagine what reason any 
episcopall man can have to speake of me (as I heare some of them doe) as of an Atheist, 
or a Man of no Religion unless it be for makeing the Authority of the Christ to depend 
wholly upon the Regall power, wch I hope yor Majtie will thinke is neither Atheism nor 
Heresy…. There is therefore no ground for so great a caluminy in my writing.” British 
Library, Sloane MS 3930, 1v, 2r.
 16 Noel Malcolm’s research into the history of scholarly approaches to the Mosaic 
authorship of the Pentateuch between the time of Ibn ezra’s commentary and the publi-
cation of Leviathan puts Hobbes’ biblical criticism in a new perspective. Malcolm points 
out that the text-critical tools used by Hobbes were already in place in the fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries through the work of Alfonso Tostado, Andreas Masius, 
and Cornelius à Lapide. For Tostado, Masius, and À Lapide, however, textual criti-
cism was always performed within the confines of the tradition. What made Hobbes’ 
ideas about the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch (as well as those of his contem-
poraries La Peyrére and Spinoza, with whom he is often associated) so challenging is 
that they were outside the established tradition. See Malcolm, “Hobbes, ezra, and the 
Bible: The History of a Subversive Idea,” in Malcolm, Aspects of Hobbes, pp. 383–431; 
Malcolm, “Leviathan, the Pentateuch, and the origins of Modern Biblical Criticism,” 
in T. Sorell and L. Foisneau, eds., ‘Leviathan’ After 350 Years (oxford: Clarendon Press, 
2004), pp. 241–264.
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the Authority of the Church of England” (L. 3:33, p. 260). The epistemo-
logical question of authenticity is turned into an ontological question of 
authority: Biblical criticism was thus in the service of political ends, and 
the sovereign is given the sole power of interpreting the Bible.

2. The Word ‘Leviathan’

If one role of the sovereign is to establish order in the commonwealth 
by not allowing an anarchy of interpretations, it is odd, to say the least, 
that Hobbes calls the sovereign “leviathan,” for a leviathan was popularly 
regarded in the ancient world as a monster of chaos, something that 
threatens our order rather than establishing it.17 Hobbes seems to provide 
an answer to the question partway through his book: 

Hitherto I have set forth the nature of Man, (whose Pride and other 
Passions have compelled him to submit himselfe to Government;) 
together with the great power of his Governour, whom I compared 
to Leviathan, taking that comparison out of the two last vers-
es of the one and fortieth of Job; where God having set forth the 
great power of Leviathan, calleth him King of the Proud. (L. 2:28, 
pp. 220–221)

on the surface, then, Hobbes’ use of the biblical name leviathan is 
fairly clear and fits well with his political theory thus articulated: The 
leviathan is the artificial being who represents the state because of its 
“stature and strength” (i.e., the Church cannot have a power superior to 
it), the unity of its members (i.e., the problem of anarchy is solved by 
the body politic, whereby all members are subordinated to the state), 
and, importantly, its function as the “King of the Proud” (the problem 
of pride being the political problem par excellence). The passage from 
Job 41 clearly associates Hobbes’ conception of political power with the 
biblical account. But therein lies the difficulty. For not only does Hobbes 
not allude to the mythological significance of the sea creature in the book 

 17 The Hebrew word liwyatan is related to the Hebrew noun liwya, “wreath,” and  
the meaning of the root is believed to be “twist, turn.” See F. Brown, S.R. Driver, and  
C.A. Briggs, eds., A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament (oxford: Clarendon, 
1906), p. 531. Most modern biblical scholars agree that the word owes its origin to 
the ugaritic word litanu. See J.A. emerton, “Leviathan and Ltn: The Vocalization of 
the ugaritic Word for the Dragon,” Vetus Testamentum 32 (1982), pp. 327–331; John 
Day, “Leviathan,” in David Noel Freedman, ed., Anchor Bible Dictionary, vol. 4 (New 
York: Doubleday, 1990), pp. 295–296. In the ugaritic texts, the leviathan is depicted 
as a mythological sea serpent and personified as the god of chaos. See Marvin Pope, 
Job (New York: Doubleday, 1965), pp. 329–332; K. Van der Toorn, B. Becking, and  
P.W. Van der Horst, eds., Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible (Leiden: Brill, 
1999), pp. 511–515.
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of Job, but the account of leviathans elsewhere in the Bible is far from 
straightforward. A much more simple and less controversial route for 
Hobbes to have taken would have been to call his book The Governour, 
with whom he compares the leviathan in the passage cited above. 

Nevertheless, Hobbes’ choice of title is not accidental or superficial. 
The word “leviathan” is used only three times in the entire work, so there 
is good reason to believe that it is a late insertion into the text and care-
fully chosen with the whole of his work in mind. This raises the question 
of why Hobbes, who loathed metaphors, used a metaphor of a monster for 
the title of his book on politics. For Hobbes, metaphors are “senslesse and 
ambiguous words” (L. 1:5, p. 36) and a primary case of the abuse of lan-
guage, because they are used “in other sense than that they are ordained 
for; and thereby deceive others” (L. 1:4, p. 26). To argue or reason with 
metaphors is likened by Hobbes to “wandering amongst innumerable 
absurdities; and their end, contention and sedition, or contempt” (L. 1:5, 
p. 36). His attack on metaphorical language, moreover, is also apparent 
in his biblical criticism, reducing words like “spirit,” “inspiration,” and 
“the Kingdom of God” to a much more prosaic signification (especially in 
chapters 34 and 35). Robert Stillman, however, argues that this contradic-
tion is appropriate in a work such as Leviathan, which seeks to overthrow 
conventional uses (and abuses) of language by introducing a new philo-
sophical logic and linguistic medium in their place. To do this, Hobbes 
initially has to use metaphors before moving into his geometric method; 
“the medium of Hobbes’ text is its message.”18 While Stillman’s arguments 
need to be developed further, he is justified in claiming that Hobbes’ use 
of the name leviathan was deliberately provocative and that the author 
knew full well about the exegetical tradition of the monstrous. 

There is, of course, the possibility that Hobbes was unaware of the 
“dreadful” connotations of the name leviathan and chose the word for his 
work merely because it, like the state, was exceedingly large and powerful. 
This view has been put forward by Robert Farnetti, who maintains that 
“Hobbes was not aware of [the leviathan’s] buried mythical and symbolic 
meanings.”19 Yet we have already seen how well-read Hobbes was in bib-
lical literature and criticism, and it is likely that he, like most educated 
people in the seventeenth century, would have been aware of the biblical 
commentaries.

 18 Robert Stillman, “Hobbes’ Leviathan: Monsters, Metaphors, and Magic,” ELH 62 
(1995), pp. 791–819 (p. 799).
 19 R. Farnetti, “The ‘Mythical Foundation’ of the State: Leviathan in emblematic 
Context,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 82 (2001), pp. 362–382 (p. 366). 
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even if Hobbes wasn’t aware of the association of a leviathan with a 
monster, his critics were. This was apparent soon after the book’s pub-
lication and in the decades that followed. Reflecting on the turbulent 
years of the interregnum, John Whitehall distinguished between “mon-
sters in nature” and “monsters in policy.” He writes: “examples of the 
first have been frequently produced, but the Year 1651 (A time when 
our Nation groaned under the Dissolution of all Ligaments of our an-
cient Government) only produced such an example of the latter, I mean 
Mr. Hobbes Leviathan.”20 Hobbes was even known as the “Monster of 
Malmesbury.”21 In responding to one contemporary, Bishop Bramhall, 
Hobbes wrote: 

now this Leviathan he calleth Monstrum, horrendum, informer, 
ingens, cui lumen ademptum. Words not farre fetcht, nor more ap-
plicable to my Leviathan, than to any other writing that should 
offend him. For allowing him the word Monstrum (because it 
seems he takes it for a monstrous great Fish), he can neither say it 
is Informe. For even they that approve not the Doctrine allow the 
Method. Nor that it is Ingens; for it is a Book of no great Bulk. Nor 
cui lumen ademptum; for he will find very few Readers that will not 
think it clearer than his Scholastic Jargon.22

one has to admire the audacity of Hobbes’ response to Bramhall, and 
to consider the possibility that Hobbes deliberately chose a name that 
would draw attention to his work. But in an age when books were reg-
ularly banned and burned, this may not have been the best rhetorical 
strategy, as the effect was likely to sabotage the work’s dissemination or 
at least undermine its credibility by associating it with a monstrous sea 
creature. And even if Hobbes’ work is an exercise in public persuasion 
or, as Stillman argues, “a prelude to educational instruction,”23 calling a 
work on political theory Leviathan is still a risky business. 

Another possibility is that the name “leviathan,” despite its negative 
connotations, also had a more positive or at least neutral connotation in 
the literature of the seventeenth century. This theme was touched on by 
John Steadman, who argues that “Hobbes was following a minor exegeti-
cal tradition that was well established, though by no means central, in 

 20 John Whitehall, The Leviathan Found Out (London, 1670). The quotation appears 
in Stillman, “Hobbes’ Leviathan,” p. 793.
 21 Mintz, Hunting of ‘Leviathan,’ p. vii.
 22 Thomas Hobbes, The Questions Concerning Liberty, Necessity, and Chance 
(London, 1656), p. 20.
 23 Stillman, “Hobbes’ Leviathan,” p. 794.
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the biblical criticism of the mid-seventeenth century.”24 Recently, Noel 
Malcolm developed this line of inquiry further and pointed out that, by 
the mid-sixteenth century, other interpretations of “leviathan” were be-
ginning to appear on the horizon.25 Malcolm notes that, initially, early 
Church fathers such as origen, Jerome, and Augustine clearly associated 
the leviathan with the devil, and Gregory the Great’s influential com-
mentary on the book of Job influenced medieval commentators such 
as Aquinas and the many others of the early modern period to do the 
same. Beginning in the mid-sixteenth century, however, other meanings 
of “leviathan” started to surface. Calvin, for instance, took a more literal 
approach and associated the leviathan with a whale, as did a number 
of other Catholic commentators in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies. Malcolm finds this hermeneutical stance to reflect an interest in 
harmonizing the Bible with new research in ancient history and natural 
science.26

 Philological and etymological arguments also began to appear which 
associated the leviathan with political concepts. In the early fifteenth 
century, Paul of Burgos pointed out that “leviathan” meant “society” 
based on the Hebrew consonants “l-w-h,” which mean “joining togeth-
er,” an interpretation developed by Spanish commentators Ribera and 
Pineda in the late sixteenth century.27 By the seventeenth century, many 
philologists, such as Jacques Boulduc, were attaching a symbolic mean-
ing to the word in the sense of a “joining together” of a people under 
a leader. For Boulduc, the word “leviathan” is used for kings “because 
of the way in which the inhabitants and subjects of the whole kingdom 
are gathered together in an ordered way.” 28 Although Boulduc’s work 
does not seem to have had a large impact in the seventeenth century, he 
piqued the interest of an influential member of Hobbes’ circle of friends 
in Paris, Marin Mersenne. Mersenne was one of Boulduc’s few admir-
ers, possibly being one of the few people who had access to his work 
before it was published, and praising his commentary on Job in person 
and in print. 

 24 John Steadman, “Leviathan and Renaissance etymology,” Journal of the History 
of Ideas 28 (1967), pp. 575–576 (p. 576).
 25 See Noel Malcolm, “The Name and Nature of Leviathan: Political Symbolism and 
Biblical exegesis,” Intellectual History Review 17 (2007), pp. 29–58. 
 26 Ibid., p. 40.
 27 Brown et al., Hebrew and English Lexicon, lists “joining together” as one of three 
possible meanings of the root l-w-h (p. 530).
 28 Malcolm, “Name and Nature of Leviathan,” p. 42.
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Malcolm’s research does suggest that Hobbes may have been aware of 
exegetical tradition regarding the etymology of the leviathan as a symbol 
of the relationship between the ruler and his people through Mersenne, 
even if he didn’t directly know of the tradition himself.29 This is an impor-
tant finding and distances Hobbes’ choice of the word from that tradition, 
which saw it only as symbolic of the devil. Hobbes may have chosen the 
name Leviathan for other reasons, however, which may have more to do 
with the biblical text itself and the ancient world in general.

3. Biblical Leviathans

Perhaps the answer lies not so much in the history of the meaning of the 
word “leviathan,” or in Hobbes’ unique use of language (though these 
reasons should not be discounted), but in the very notion of the mon-
strous itself. The association of chaos, politics, and monsters is evidenced 
in some of the oldest extant myths of the ancient Near east. Hobbes, in 
fact, may have known about the ancient Near eastern deities through his 
reading of the histories of ancient religion by such authors as Gerardus 
Vossius, Philip Clüver, John Seldon, Hugo Grotius, and Francis Bacon.30 
He certainly refers to Gentile religions throughout his Leviathan, argu-
ing that the religious impulse in humanity is natural (as did Vossius) 
and noting that the political function of ancient pagan religions was to 
maintain civil order (as did Clüver, Seldon, and Grotius).31 Hobbes also 
refers to Baal (L.1:12, p. 85; L. 3:40, p. 328) and Moloch (L. 3:38, p. 313) 
in his discussion of various biblical passages, so these gods would have 
been familiar to him, even if he did not have direct access to the ancient 
texts. But even if Hobbes was not directly familiar with Mesopotamian 
religions through the ancient texts (most of which were discovered in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries), he would have had a profound 
understanding of their underlying political concepts, if only from his in-
tense study of the Bible. For instance, cosmologies of the ancient Near 
east often revolve around a creation out of chaos and an apocalyptic vi-
sion of a return to chaos. This motif can be seen in the books of Genesis 

 29 Ibid., pp. 40–44.
 30 For Hobbes’ interest in ancient religions, see Patricia Springborg, “Hobbes, 
Heresy, and the Historia Ecclesiastica,” Journal of the History of Ideas 55 (1994), pp. 553–
571; Springborg, “Hobbes and Cluverius,” Historical Journal 39 (1996), pp. 1075–1078. 
See also the very valuable discussion in Jeffrey R. Collins, The Allegiance of Thomas 
Hobbes (oxford: oxford university Press, 2005), pp. 49–54.
 31 Collins, Allegiance of Thomas Hobbes, pp. 49–52.
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(a world emerging out of waste and void) and Revelation (a world utterly 
transformed), with which Hobbes would, of course, have been familiar. 

In the ancient Near east, however, chaos was often deified and politi-
cized, as evidenced in one of the oldest stories from ancient Babylon, the 
Enuma Elish. After killing Tiamat, goddess of chaos, the Babylonian cham-
pion Marduk cuts her in half to form the sky above and the earth below. 
Marduk then establishes rituals devoted to himself and makes Babylon 
the political center of the world. The establishment and maintenance of 
cosmic order is thus related to the establishment and maintenance of po-
litical order.32 other stories involving the overcoming of chaos and the 
imposition of political order can be seen in the ancient ugaritic fertility 
myths of Baal and Anat. Here, Baal, the rain god, defeats Yam, god of 
chaos (who is similar to but not identical with the leviathan), only to lose 
his life to Mot, god of death. Anat, Baal’s sister/lover, however, kills Mot, 
and Baal is subsequently resurrected. At the very end of the epic (prob-
ably corresponding to the new year’s eve), the defeat of another dragon 
(tnn) is anticipated. The cycle continues, and order—both political and 
cosmological—is maintained by a series of rituals (laws, sacrifices, sacred 
prostitution, etc.), though chaos is never far away. Religion in the ancient 
world thus involves a tension between order and chaos and is maintained 
by the enactment of rituals.33 

Biblical leviathans also reflect the ancient Near eastern association of 
politics, chaos, and monsters. In fact, many names of the chaotic deities 
in the ugaritic pantheon—such as yam, tanin, and litan—recur in the 
Bible. In naming the sovereign after the chaos monster “leviathan,” there-
fore, Hobbes might be suggesting that (1) chaos should rule, or (2) he has 
misunderstood the biblical image of the leviathan. But neither of these 
possibilities is correct: Hobbes wants an orderly realm, and his biblical 
interpretation is anything but incidental or superficial. A third possibility 
might take us closer to what Hobbes may have had in mind in his choice 
of the name “leviathan.” For the biblical image of the leviathan is far from 
homogeneous, and I want to suggest that the complexity of this image is 
particularly appropriate for a complex sovereign.

The fact that a leviathan is generally regarded as monstrous indicates 
an important aspect of Hobbes’ conception of it, for a monster can also 

 32 See Stephanie Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia (oxford: oxford university Press, 
1987), pp. 233–277.
 33 The idea of religion as establishing and maintaining sacred order amid the forces 
of chaos is discussed in Mircea eliade’s classic The Sacred and Profane, trans. William 
Trask (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1959).
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be a revelation of the sacred other—our attempt to get in touch with the 
other or to see the radical other as an emissary of the divine. Though 
this understanding of the monster is unusual, the sheer “otherness” of the 
monster—or the unheimlich, in Freud’s sense—often brings us in contact 
with the supernatural.34 Nowhere is this better described than in Rudolph 
otto’s classic study, The Idea of the Holy (Das Heilige, 1917). For otto, re-
ligious experience is an encounter with the mysterium tremendum—that 
is, the radically “other” that brings on a sense of mystery and dread.35 
It is something both “awesome” and “awful.” There is a certain fascina-
tion with the monstrous, and otto interprets the monsters behemoth 
and leviathan in the book of Job as the quintessential encounter with the 
monster as divine.36

The equivocal status of the monstrous, as otto notes, parallels a simi-
lar equivocation in the way monsters like the leviathan are described in 
the Bible. Psalm 104, for instance, praises the world that God has created. 
everything has a part to play in the order, even leviathans. Within this 
vision, the psalmist highlights the playfulness of the divine order:

o Lord, how abundant are your works! 
In wisdom, you have made them all. 
The earth is full of your creatures. 
This is the sea, great and broad, 
Creeping things without number are there, 
Living creatures both small and great. 
There go the ships 
And the leviathan that you formed to play in it. 
These all wait for you 
To give them their food in due season.37

The psalm goes on to praise the wondrous creations of the world and 
ends with the hope that the wicked and blessed shall get their just deserts. 

 34 The idea of the leviathan as “other” has also been expressed recently by Johan 
Tralau, who writes, “If such indeterminate, contradictory mythic creatures represent ab-
solute otherness, then this early modern leviathan represents the absolute otherness and 
hence authority of the sovereign, and there is an astounding analogy between the image 
of the monster as radically ‘different’ and that of the sovereign.” See Tralau, “Leviathan, 
the Beast of Myth: Medusa, Dionysos, and the Riddle of Hobbes’ Sovereign Monster,” 
in Springborg, Cambridge Companion to Hobbes’ ‘Leviathan,’ pp. 61–81, esp. p. 74. 
 35 Rudolph otto, The Idea of the Holy, trans. John Harvey (oxford: oxford university 
Press, 1950), p. 28. 
 36 See otto, Idea of the Holy, p. 80; Timothy K. Beal, Religion and Its Monsters (New 
York: Routledge, 2002), pp. 1–10. Much of this section is inspired by Beal’s imaginative 
insights.
 37 Psalms 104:24–27. Further citations will be given in the body of the text. All 
translations of biblical passages are my own unless otherwise stated.
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Far from posing a threat to God, the leviathan is a kind of domesticated 
beast that plays with him. Closely related to this psalm is the story of 
creation in Genesis 1:21, where God creates the “great sea monsters” (the 
taninim) and other fish and fowl on the fifth day of creation. Here, as in 
Psalm 104, the taninim (or tanin) is no chaos monster but a creature in-
tricately linked to the divine whole and the ordering of creation. 

A very different picture of the leviathan emerges in Psalm 74. Here the 
leviathan is among other monsters about to wreak havoc on the divine 
order. The psalm laments the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonian 
army in 586 B.C.e. For the ancient Israelites, Jerusalem was not only their 
political center, but also the center of the world. If its political health was 
threatened, so was the health of the cosmos. It is because of the cosmic 
proportions of the political defeat by the Babylonians that the psalmist 
warns of the cosmic chaos that could result if Jerusalem is destroyed. The 
dragon, the sea monster, and the leviathan are recalled this time among 
God’s ancient enemies:

Yet God is my King from of old, 
Working salvation in the midst of the earth. 
You divided the dragon (yam) by your strength; 
You broke the heads of the sea monster (tanin) upon the waters. 
You crushed the heads of the leviathan (liwyatan); 
You gave it as food for the creatures of the wilderness. 
You broke open the springs and torrents; 
You dried up ever-flowing rivers. (Psalms 74:12–15)

In this case, the dragon, sea monster, and leviathan are primordial 
forces of chaos that God destroyed in bringing about divine order.38 In 
reminding God of his earlier triumph over the forces of chaos, the psalm-
ist hopes God will come to the aid of Israel in the midst of its political 
chaos. The hope is that the “savior God” will defeat the “chaos gods” and 
thereby achieve, at least for the time being, political stability for human-
kind.39 Behind the notion that political enemies are chaotic monsters is 
the idea that religious order and political order are intimately connected, 
as we saw in the examples from the ancient Near east. 

 38 See the discussion in Beal, Religion and Its Monsters, pp. 23–33.
 39 Numerous other biblical passages depict political enemies as cosmic, chaotic 
monsters. See, for instance, Psalm 89; Isaiah 27:1, 51:9–11; ezekiel 29:3–6, 32:2–6; 
Jeremiah 51:34–40. In Isaiah’s eschatological vision, a day will come when the Lord 
with his great, cruel, and mighty sword will “punish the leviathan, the fleeing serpent, 
the leviathan, the twisting serpent / he will slaughter the sea monster that is in the sea.” 
Here the leviathan (presumably egypt or some other world power), like the monster of 
Jeremiah 51 and unlike the leviathan of Psalm 74, is yet to be defeated, reminding the 
reader that chaos is still lurking out there somewhere. 
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We now turn to Job, the book Hobbes cited as his inspiration in depict-
ing the sovereign as a leviathan. Job, the story of the righteous man who 
suffers, is one of the most powerful narratives in the Bible. It questions 
the nature of innocent suffering and God’s role in it but offers no satisfac-
tory answers. Job himself longs for chaos and death to end his suffering. 
He says, “let there be darkness” (yehi hoshech, Job 3:4), a grim parody of 
God’s “let there be light” (yehi or, Genesis 1:3) on the first day of crea-
tion. Job longs for the monster of Psalm 74, the leviathan chaos monster, 
to reclaim the day he was born, and although not presuming he can rouse 
the leviathan, he summons those who can curse the day he was born: “Let 
those who curse it curse the day, those who are skilled to rouse up the 
leviathan” (Job 3:8). In cursing the day of his birth, Job indirectly curses 
God and his creation. Instead of siding with God’s created order, Job iden-
tifies with chaos and says as much to God later: “Am I the dragon (yam) or 
the sea monster (tanin) that you set a guard over me?” (Job 7:12). In this 
passage, however, Job wonders why he, a mere mortal, is being crushed as 
God would crush a monster. Job’s problem lies in the disparity between his 
theology (that the righteous are rewarded and the wicked are punished) 
and his experience (that innocent people suffer). He is caught between the 
good God of the covenant and the demonic God of experience.

If Job has identified himself with the leviathan, or at least thinks God 
identifies him with a monster of chaos that needs defeating, he certainly 
gets a surprise when God appears out of the whirlwind. Rather than de-
feating the leviathan (and, by implication, chaos, or the chaotic world 
in which innocent people suffer), God conjures it up as if to glorify or 
revel in its monstrosity. In fact, the leviathan is so terrifying that even 
other gods are afraid of it: “When it raises itself up, the gods are afraid, / 
at the crashing they are beside themselves” (Job 41:25; Hebrew 41:17).40 
This leviathan is a highly ambiguous image, combining the two extremes 
of the dreadful chaos monster of Psalm 74 and the divine “plaything” of 
Psalm 104. While God gleefully, it seems, describes the awesome power 
of the leviathan, he himself is not frightened. In fact, God identifies with 
the leviathan; here, the third-person monstrous object (it) merges with 
the first-person divine subject (me):

Behold, any hope [of capturing it] will be disappointed! 
Were not even the gods overwhelmed at the sight of it? 
No one is so fierce as to stir it up! 
Who can stand before me? 

 40 Most english translations of the Bible follow the chapter and verse numbering of 
the Greek Septuagint and the Latin Vulgate, which sometimes differ from the Hebrew 
text. The Hebrew text of Job 41:1 begins at 41:9 in english. Hobbes’ versification follows 
that of the Vulgate.
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Who can confront me and be safe? 
under all the heavens, he is mine! (Job 41:9–11; Hebrew 41:1–3)41

This last verse implies either that God is claiming everything under 
the heavens as his own or, as in my translation, that God identifies with 
the leviathan (the phrase li hu means literally “he/it is for me”). We are 
back to otto’s fear and fascination with the “other,” and back to Hobbes’ 
leviathan. This is the one image of the leviathan in the Bible in which fear 
and desire merge with terror and fascination—an image of the “sublime,” 
as Kant would later articulate it.42 The picture of the leviathan in the book 
of Job is indeed frightening and terrible, a picture of awful chaos that 
lies just beneath the surface. But it is also a picture of a God who rouses 
chaos, stirs it up, and revels in it. The leviathan of Job gives us a sense of 
God’s mystery, but this sense is disorienting.

4. Hobbes’ Leviathans

As we have seen, the biblical worldview is fraught with tension. on the 
one hand, an omnipotent God creates and sustains the order of the cos-
mos; on the other hand, just below the surface, tremendous forces of 
chaos threaten to destroy that order. This can result in a kind of dual-
ism in the later biblical tradition, as noted in particular in the book of 
Revelation. But in the old Testament, I would suggest that there is a 
more integrated worldview, in which the very forces of the orderly and 
the chaotic are embedded within the biblical idea of God. one need only 
recall that the flood, the plagues, and the political and theological chaos 
wrought by the Assyrian and Babylonian invasions are disasters for which 
God claims responsibility.43 The biblical vision, then, is caught between a 
God who creates a stable, cosmological, moral order in which he defeats 

 41 The ambiguity of the leviathan in the old Testament is somewhat reconciled in the 
New Testament. The leviathan (liwyatan) and the sea monster (tanin) are usually trans-
lated as “dragon” (drakon) in the Septuagint, the Greek version of the old Testament. 
This dragon appears in the apocalyptic book of Revelation, chapter 12, as a monster of 
chaos that threatens the divine order. Its destruction leads to the rebirth of the world and 
the establishment of the new political center of Jerusalem. Furthermore, this monstrous 
dragon is identified with the devil or Satan (Revelation 12:7–9, 20:2–3), giving the old 
Testament “adversary” (satan) unprecedented powers (cf. Job 1–2). Thus, the ambigu-
ity of the leviathan of the old Testament turns into a dualism of good (God) versus evil 
(Satan) in the New (see Beal, Religion and Its Monsters, pp. 71–85). While the association 
of Satan with the dragon in Revelation accounts for the Church’s early understanding of 
the leviathan as the devil, Hobbes seeks a much more complex meaning.
 42 See Immanuel Kant, “Analytic of the Sublime,” in Kant, Critique of Judgement, ed. 
J.C. Meredith (oxford: oxford university Press, 1987).
 43 See, for instance, God’s part in the flood (Genesis 9:11), the plagues (exodus 
7:8–11:10; also Psalms 78:44–51 and 105:28–36), and the destruction of the northern 
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monsters and reigns over chaos, and a more problematic image of a world 
always on the edge of an abyss, where monsters are alive and well, and it 
is not clear if God is for us or against us. I want to suggest that this very 
inscrutable God serves as a model for Hobbes’ leviathan. 

For Hobbes, of course, the primal battle of chaos that required politi-
cal control was the one waged by competing individuals in the state of 
nature, virtually a state of war. When they surrender their wills to the le-
viathan, peace (or order) is established. Thus, just as the Bible—and the 
ancient Near east in general—depicts order as emerging out of chaos, so 
political order emerges out of a violent chaos in Hobbes’ account. The 
parallel between Hobbes’ account of the emerging order in Leviathan and 
the biblical account of emerging order from “waste and void” in Genesis 
1:2 is explicitly mentioned in his opening paragraph. By recalling the 
creation story, Hobbes initially presents the reader with the “tame” levia-
than, the leviathan of Psalm 104 and Genesis 1. This leviathan is a friend 
to God, his plaything; no need to fear this monster. A few sentences later, 
Hobbes notes that human artifice as manifested in technology can paral-
lel the work of God, as manifested in nature, not only as a creator but as 
a sustainer of life; the divinely created order of nature and the humanly 
created order of the commonwealth mirror one another. Hobbes writes, 
“Nature (the Art whereby God hath made and governes the World) is 
by the Art of man, as in many other things, so in this also imitated, that 
it can make an Artificial Animal” (L. introduction, p. 9). The political 
corollary to God’s art is, for Hobbes, the artificial man whom he names 
“Leviathan”:

Art goes yet further, imitating that Rationall and most excellent 
worke of Nature, Man. For by Art is created that great Leviathan 
called a Common-Wealth, or State, (in latine Civitas) which 
is but an Artificiall Man; though of greater stature and strength 
than the Naturall, for whose protection and defence it was intended.  
(L. introduction, p. 9)

Hobbes goes on to describe the body parts of the leviathan relative 
to the various offices of the government, and concludes with language 
drawn explicitly from Genesis 1: “Lastly, the Pacts and Covenants, by 
which the parts of this Body Politique were at first made, set together, 
and united, resemble that Fiat, or the Let us make man, pronounced by 
God in the Creation” (L. introduction, pp. 9–10). 

kingdom of Israel in 722 B.C.e. (II Kings 17:6–18; Isaiah 10:5–6) and the southern king-
dom of Judah in 586 B.C.e. (II Kings 21:10–15; Jeremiah 25:8–11).
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In chapter 17, the word “leviathan” makes its second appearance, and 
the language is almost the same as in the first, although here Hobbes 
emphasizes the biblical idea of covenant-making to show how this ar-
tificial man is created: “This is more than Consent, or Concord; it is a 
reall unitie of them all, in one and the same Person, made by Covenant 
of every man with every man” (L. 2:17, p. 120). Hobbes conceives of the 
commonwealth as a human creation of the sovereign “Body Politique” 
through a covenant whereby all members are subordinated to the state, 
and the state is granted its particular power through the subordination 
of the wills of its members:

I Authorise and give up my Right of Governing my selfe, to this Man, 
or to this Assembly of men, on this condition, that thou give up thy 
Right to him, and Authorise all his Actions in like manner. This 
done, the Multitude so united in one Person, is called a Common-
Wealth, in latine Civitas. This is the Generation of that great 
Leviathan, or rather (to speake more reverently) of that Mortall 
God, to which wee owe under the Immortal God, our peace and 
defence. (L. 2:17, p. 120)

Thus, the account of the creation in Genesis is mirrored by Hobbes’ 
account of a providential sovereign. In linking this leviathan of Genesis 
1 and Psalm 104 to his own description of the leviathan in the introduc-
tion and chapter 17, Hobbes presents his sovereign, at least initially, as a 
caring, compassionate creation, a leviathan that creates and sustains life 
in the manner of the creator God. This leviathan would rule by the con-
sent of the people, which allows them the freedom to make and break 
covenants in a manner which emulates biblical covenant-making. 

The picture of the leviathan that has the best interests of the people 
in mind, however, slowly yields to something more horrific. Perhaps an 
omen of what was to come could have been discerned by noticing that 
the language of an “Artificiall Man” (L. introduction, p. 9) used to de-
scribe the leviathan in the introduction gives way to the idea of a “Mortall 
God” (L. 2:17, p. 120) in chapter 17. In any event, we do not have a spe-
cific biblical explanation of why Hobbes calls the sovereign “Leviathan,” 
until well into the work, near the end of book 2, in chapter 28:

Hitherto I have set forth the nature of Man, (whose Pride and other 
Passions have compelled him to submit himselfe to Government;) 
together with the great power of his Governour, whom I compared 
to Leviathan, taking that comparison out of the two last verses of 
the one and fortieth of Job; where God having set forth the great 
power of Leviathan, calleth him King of the Proud. There is nothing, 
saith he, on earth, to be compared with him. He is made so as not to 
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be afraid. Hee seeth every high thing below him; and is King of all the 
children of pride. But because he is mortall, and subject to decay, as 
all other earthly creatures are; and because there is that in heaven, 
(though not on earth) that he should stand in fear of, and whose 
Lawes, he ought to obey; I shall in the next following Chapters 
speak of his Diseases, and the causes of his Mortality; and of what 
Lawes of Nature he is bound to obey. (L. 2:28, pp. 220–221) 

This is the third and last mention of the Leviathan, and it explicates 
the symbolic leviathan Hobbes has in mind for his sovereign: a leviathan 
that is a terrifying creature to Job and other gods but is also presented as 
an aspect of God. God and the leviathan can do what they want because 
of their absolute power.44 What Hobbes conjures up, in fact, is the idea 
of a political ruler who rules by absolute terror. Peace is brought about 
by the imposition of order at any cost, as the terror of social chaos is 
controlled by the greater terror of one sovereign lord. This is a creature 
so powerful that it is second only to God in terms of the strength and 
awe-inspiring power it commands. Hobbes’ reading of Job, then, and his 
political vision coalesce in the image of the leviathan. 

Indeed, the image of the leviathan as described in the book of Job 
fits well with how Hobbes defines religion earlier, in chapter 6: “Feare of 
power invisible, feigned by the mind, or imagined from tales publique-
ly allowed, Religion; not allowed, Superstition. And when the power 
imagined, is truly such as we imagine, True Religion” (L. 1:6, p. 42). 
In chapter 11, Hobbes makes a similar claim about the fear which drives 
people to seek out religion: “And this Feare of things invisible, is the natu-
rall Seed of that, which every one in himself calleth Religion; and in them 
that worship, or feare that Power otherwise than they do, Superstition”  
(L. 1:11, p. 75). That our religious impulses are, as it were, a kind of fear 
is crucial to the conception of the Leviathan that Hobbes wants to con-
vey. This fear is alleviated only by having some specific object on which to 
focus—that is, the belief in “one God eternall, Infinite, and omnipotent”  
(L. 1:12, p. 77). However, since the nature of this God is incomprehensible, 
the best one can do is substitute the leviathan, a suitably fearful political 
icon that overcomes anxiety or fear by that very fear itself. Hobbes’ solu-
tion is the creation of the “Mortall God.” Human beings must create the 
biblical “monster” in order to achieve freedom from fear and anxiety. This 
is the same image to which Hobbes refers a few chapters later as the “vis-
ible Power to keep them in awe, and tye them by feare of punishment to 
the performance of their Covenants” (L. 2:17, p. 117).

 44 Martinich, Two Gods of ‘Leviathan,’ p. 158.
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Indeed, a visual clue to this “awe” is provided by the frontispiece of the 
first printed edition of Leviathan. Johan Tralau recently remarked on the 
“strange indeterminacy” of the image of the leviathan in both the textual 
passages in the frontispiece, especially surprising given Hobbes’ stress on 
clarity throughout Leviathan.45 In all likelihood, Hobbes had a say in the 
design of the frontispiece, as only he would have been so intimately fa-
miliar with the argument of his book as to encapsulate it in the drawing.46 
In its sheer size and grandeur the leviathan is indeed “godlike,” a “Mortall 
God” who reveals himself over the ridge of the hills, arms outstretched, 
clutching the symbols of religious and political authority. These symbols 
are, moreover, symbols of power (sword and crozier), not just symbols 
of office (such as a scepter and a cross). If one were to examine the body 
of the leviathan a little more closely, one would notice that it is made up 
of smaller bodies that have handed over their individual wills to the sov-
ereign, a literal “body politic.” The people appear as if stitched together, 
bodies pressed so tightly that they can see nothing but the leviathan itself. 
The gaze of the people is inward, in either obeisance or awe, creating the 
illusion that they have been swallowed by the great beast, pulled into its 
flesh to create an ordered whole. The powerful character rising over the 
hills reminds us of the leviathan of Psalm 74, a fierce creature conjured 
up from the depths.47 

Another frontispiece, however, bears mentioning: the hand-drawn 
version in the copy Hobbes presented to the prince of Wales, the future 
King Charles II.48 This frontispiece preceded the engraved ones and is 

 45 See Tralau, “Leviathan, the Beast of Myth,” p. 62. I am in essential agreement with 
Tralau’s argument that the image of the leviathan derives its power from its very mys-
tery, notwithstanding what Hobbes has to say elsewhere about the problems inherent in 
metaphors and inexact language. Tralau explores the image’s classical context, whereas I 
am more inclined to think Hobbes is more interested—in the first instance, at least—in 
its biblical context.
 46 See Keith Brown, “The Artist of the Leviathan Title-Page,” British Library Journal 
4 (1978), p. 26; Strong, “How to Write Scripture,” pp. 128–130.
 47 Horst Bredekamp offers the interesting argument that the frontispiece may have 
derived from the occult-hermetic text of Asclepius, “not the sea monster of the old 
Testament.” See Bredekamp, “Hobbes’ Visual Strategies,” in Springborg, Cambridge 
Companion to Hobbes’ ‘Leviathan,’ pp. 29–60 (p. 34). Bredekamp points out that Hobbes 
was familiar with Asclepius and, in particular, was probably intrigued by a passage which 
describes a man-made god, or living machine, who presides over the affairs of the com-
munity. While adding a new dimension to our understanding of the image, we should 
probably not discount the biblical antecedents altogether, given Hobbes’ preoccupation 
with the Bible and biblical matters.
 48 British Library, egerton Manuscript 1910 (hereinafter “MS”). Tuck argues that 
the MS copy was likely presented to the prince in November or early December 1651 
(Leviathan, pp. lii–liii) and that it is an earlier version of the manuscript sent to Andrew 
Crooke and his printers. Based on a meticulous study of the texts, G.A.J. Rogers and 
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very likely the frontispiece over which Hobbes had the most influence 
and which, therefore, better reflects his intention and conception of the 
leviathan.49 While there are a number of differences between the hand-
drawn version in the presentation copy and the engravings,50 the most 
significant difference is in the head and body of the leviathan. In the 
manuscript copy, some sixty-five to seventy heads cover the entire body 
of the leviathan (except for the face and fingers), and their faces are all 
turned outward, as if to suggest that there is no difference between what 
the leviathan wills and what the people will.51 Furthermore, there are 
no bodies in the manuscript copy, only heads, some of which have their 
mouths open, their eyes turned upward, or their heads bowed in either 
wonderment or terror. This frontispiece better encapsulates the leviathan 
of the whirlwind in the book of Job—a leviathan which represents both 
order and chaos, a muscular Titan who rises from the clouds clad in the 
tightly pressed faces of his victims/servants. If the drawing represents 
Hobbes’ original intention, this frontispiece conveys the sense of both 
power and unity he wants for his commonwealth.

Hobbes’ frontispieces are a contradiction of sorts, attempting to 
reconcile church and state, the mythical with the literal, and the gro-
tesque with the simplistic, all within one image.52 The mysteriousness or 
otherness of this image is certainly appropriate for instilling awe and 
fascination, desire and terror, or for invoking the mysterium tremendum 
(in otto’s words), the ideal “God” to control chaos. However strange and 

Karl Schuhmann also agree that the MS copy preceded the “head” edition. See Rogers 
and Schuhmann, Introduction to Thomas Hobbes’ ‘Leviathan’: A Critical Edition, vol. 1 
(Bristol: Thoemmes Continuum, 2003), pp. 48–70.
 49 See Brown, “Artist of the Leviathan,” pp. 28, 32.
 50 In the MS copy, for instance, the landscape beyond the first horizon and the sky 
is blurred, as if the leviathan rises up out of the ground like the “Mortall God” he rep-
resents (Brown, “Artist of the Leviathan,” p. 32). Also, the MS copy of the title page does 
not include the partial quotation of Job 41:24 from the Vulgate. In fact, the word order 
of the quotation differs slightly from the Vulgate. The Vulgate reads, “non est super ter-
ram potestas quae comparetur ei,” whereas the frontispiece reads, “non est potestas super 
terram quae comparetur ei,” the change in word order likely to fit the picture better.
 51 Noel Malcolm also demonstrates that having the faces turned outward creates an 
optical effect of indicating submission to the ruler and the unity of the sovereign and 
the people, something Hobbes was trying to achieve throughout his work. See Malcolm, 
“The Title Page of Leviathan,” in Malcolm, Aspects of Hobbes, pp. 200–229.
 52 Patricia Springborg presents evidence for a more literal interpretation of the 
frontispiece, suggesting that Hobbes had wanted to depict a “Gallic Hercules” in the 
form of Henry IV of France. See Springborg, “Hobbes’ Biblical Beasts: Leviathan and 
Behemoth,” Political Theory 23:2 (1995), pp. 353–375. While some earlier emblems may 
have inspired Hobbes’ conception of the frontispiece, I suspect that the artistic depic-
tion of the leviathan and its use in the text is much more metaphorical and complex. 
Cf. Samuel Mintz, “Leviathan as Metaphor,” Hobbes Studies 2 (1989), pp. 3–9.
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contradictory the leviathans are in Leviathan, there are biblical prec-
edences for both types. Just as the Bible presents the leviathan as part 
of God’s wondrous works, as a kind of benign divine friend, so Hobbes 
initially presents his Leviathan as the epitome of the people’s best inter-
ests, ruling through the consent of the people. But the Bible and Hobbes 
are both vividly aware of the need to maintain order in the state, and, at 
times, anarchy needs to be forcibly controlled. The overcoming of anar-
chy is wrought in the Bible by God’s defeat of the leviathan, as in Psalm 
74; in Hobbes’ work, it is by the Leviathan that rules absolutely. Finally, 
we saw both a playful leviathan and a chaotic leviathan merge in the 
book of Job. Here God reveals and revels in the monstrous to create 
an awe-inspiring spectacle for Job. The tension between order and cha-
os to which otto refers manifests itself in God’s speeches to Job from 
the whirlwind. Hobbes’ Leviathan does no less, for if political stability 
occupies the space between order and chaos, between anarchy and to-
talitarianism, a leviathan which exists in both worlds is, for Hobbes, an 
appropriate image upon which to draw.

5. Conclusion

Hobbes’ Leviathan allows a biblical scholar to follow many diverse 
threads—some productive, some eccentric, and some frustrating. In fact, 
his biblical interpretation presents the modern reader with its own le-
viathan. Given its massive size (over 600 biblical citations of one sort 
or another), it is a huge body of scriptural interpretation with which to 
contend. From the reactions of Hobbes’ contemporaries, it is doubtful 
whether his interpretations were all that convincing; Hobbes was vilified 
soon after Leviathan was published, and he remains a controversial figure 
today. As discussed throughout this essay, his biblical exegesis does take 
some unusual forms. He certainly raises the problem of the authority of 
Scripture but does not go as far as many of his radical contemporaries. 
His unique contribution in this respect is to resolve the theological ques-
tion of biblical authority in a political manner and set aside or discount 
the question of “truth.”

For Hobbes, the competing theological claims among human authori-
ties can be resolved only by a sovereign who becomes, in fact, the supreme 
authority in matters of truth. But that Hobbes should tag his sovereign 
with the metaphorical name “leviathan” is strange indeed, especially in the 
context of his overall suspicion of metaphors and metaphorical language, 
and in light of the tradition that associated the leviathan with the devil. 
And although there were other associations with the leviathan, of which 
Hobbes was surely aware, it is still somewhat problematic that one of the 
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great masters of clear thinking and precise language should use an exceed-
ingly ambiguous image as the title of his work. At the very least, Hobbes’ 
use of the monstrous metaphor, or the “dreadful Name, leviathan,” 
strongly suggests that the reader should pay close attention to it.

 Given Hobbes’ interest in the Bible and biblical imagery throughout 
Leviathan, a promising place to explore this question is the Bible itself. 
In some passages, leviathans are a part of God’s marvelous works of crea-
tion and pose no threat to the orderly realm (Genesis 1 and Psalm 104). 
elsewhere, leviathans are Israel’s political enemies writ large, deified in 
order to induce a savior God to come to the rescue (Psalm 74 and Isaiah 
27:1). In the book of Job, the image of the leviathan is stranger still, pre-
sented as terrible in power and majesty but also as part of God. All these 
images—the benign playmate, the powerful political state, and the mys-
terious creature from the whirlwind—merge in Hobbes’ conception of 
political order. I would also add that this is the image to which Hobbes 
alerts his readers in the (hand-drawn) frontispiece.

Hobbes’ Leviathan, therefore, combines order and chaos as manifested 
not only in the Immortall God but in the Mortall one as well. A world 
ruled by leviathans is a world we both need and fear; it manifests religion 
and politics in their most naked and raw form. But Hobbes doesn’t un-
dermine religion in the service of politics any more than he is ignorant 
of the political dimension of the Bible. For Hobbes, there is no question: 
The Bible is politics, and politics is the Bible. There is only “one master,” 
the leviathan, who unifies religion and politics.53 But in resolving the 
conflict between church and state, Hobbes creates another. In making 
the leviathan all-powerful, a terror to the mere mortal, a sublime figure 
beyond justice, Hobbes has created another monster, a monster of he-
gemony. The world has become, like the original drawing of the leviathan, 
a world where the sovereign is the people, and the people are the sover-
eign. Hobbes wanted a “Mortall God” to control chaos, but, in creating 
the leviathan, he creates a monster god of political order. 

Memorial university

 53 As Hobbes writes in De Cive, “no man can serve two masters; nor is he less, but 
rather more a master, whom we are to obey for fear of damnation than he whom we 
obey for fear of temporal death.” Hobbes, Man and Citizen (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1991), 
p. 179. Later, in Leviathan, Hobbes writes, “the Civill Power challenging to declare what 
is Law, every Subject must obey two Masters, who both will have their Commands be 
observed as Law; which is impossible” (L. 2:29, p. 227).
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