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It is widely known that Thomas Hobbes aspired to re-establish science, including the 
science of mind, will, and action, on a thoroughly materialist, mechanist, and determinist 
foundation.1 He found the view of human agency defended by late scholastics such as Francisco 
Suárez so nonsensical that he declared it “rightly … numbred amongst the many sorts of 
Madnesse.”2 On the “Mad” view of his scholastic predecessors, voluntary action arises from an 
incorporeal faculty, namely the will, which is free, self-determining, and capable of responding to 
practical reasons cognized and represented to it by an incorporeal intellectual faculty. External 
corporeal action (exterior actus) is thus voluntary just to the extent that it is commanded (imperati) 
by the uncaused, rationally motivated, and intrinsically voluntary internal act of willing (actus 
elicitus).3 Hobbes, by contrast, denied the existence of a non-corporal soul and of a distinct, higher 
rational faculty of judgement, described mental phenomena in terms of matter in motion, and 
repudiated the freedom of the will. His hard-nosed mechanism inspired a deceptively simple, rival 
account of voluntary action: it is action resulting from the will, but the will is nothing more than 
the last passion in deliberation, immediately prior to acting. There is no actus elicitus or voluntary 
act of willing.4 

Hobbes’s readers have also usually taken him to have denied that the will and voluntary 
actions can respond to judgements about practical reasons. On this widespread interpretation, 
Hobbes defended an entirely passive account of practical deliberation and willing, passive in the 
sense that they do not involve reflectively evaluating one’s desires and aversions, or endorsing and 
adopting them as one’s will on the basis of taking oneself to have a normative reason to do so.5 
“Hobbes’s non-normative conception of deliberation,” as Terence Irwin has put it, has “no place” 
for a will that “results from the judgment that one option is better than the other, or from the 

                                                 
1 Brandt, Hobbes’ Mechanical Conception; Lott, “Hobbes’s Mechanistic Psychology”; Friedle, 

“Hobbes and Epicureanism.” 
2 L Chapter 8, paragraph 27, 122. 
3 Pink, “Suarez, Hobbes”; Pink, “Thomas Hobbes.” 
4 For historical treatments of Hobbes’s account of deliberation and action, see Brett, Liberty, Right and 

Nature, chapter 6; James, Passion and Action; Overhoff, Hobbes’s Theory of the Will. 
5 Philosophers of mind frequently equate passivity in mental phenomena with innate associative 

structures, i.e., with “mental operations that are passively (that is, associatively) triggered in the agent,” and 
one common account of active agency is that it “consists in the capacity to respond rationally to practical 
reasons and to allow one’s behavior to be guided and justified by them.” Proust, “Mental Acts,” 209. My 
use of ‘passive’ follows this contemporary usage to characterize a feature of dominant interpretations of 
Hobbes; it does not reflect Hobbes’s own use of ‘activa’ and ‘passiva,’ which marks a distinction between 
a body that is the efficient cause of change and a body that undergoes change. See DC Chapter 10, Paragraph 
3, 114/EW Volume 1, 129. 
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judgment that we have stronger reasons for pursuing it.”6 Hobbesian practical deliberation is 
supposed not to be reason-responsive because either (a) it wholly consists in the alternation of 
purely conative mental states or urges, and so excludes cognitive mental phenomena altogether; 
(b) even if it includes cognitive mental phenomena, it excludes reasoning; or (c) even if it includes 
the cognitive process of reasoning, reasoning itself does not involve assenting to judgements about 
reasons for action.7 

This widespread interpretation, however, misconstrues Hobbes’s alternative to late-
scholastic views and obscures its historical significance. For Hobbes, (a) deliberation is a cognitive 
process; (b) amongst humans it normally involves reasoning; and (c) when it involves linguistic 
reasoning, it is a reason-responsive activity. It is true that some passages in Hobbes seem to suggest 
that even reasoning is passive, i.e., that although it is a cognitive process, it is one in which agents 
merely experience a succession of mental states following purely associative structures, rather than 
an activity in which they draw inferences from premises that they endorse and thereby take to be 
reasons for belief or action. Indeed, this passive interpretation is roughly accurate for non-linguistic 
reasoning in Hobbes. But in specifically linguistic reasoning, reasoners endorse or suppose 
propositions from which they inferentially reason.8 Hobbes repudiated incorporeal and self-
determining faculties, to be sure, but not the possibility of responding practically to reasons for 
action. The historical interest of Hobbes’s account lies precisely in his endeavor to provide a 
materialist, determinist account of reasoning, reason-responsive agency, and voluntary action that, 
by appealing to the artifice of language, bypasses any appeal to an incorporeal will or intellect and 
that relies instead on the same faculty by which we perceive, imagine, and remember. Hobbes 
pursued this agenda by characterizing responding to reasons as a causally determined activity in 
which agents form beliefs on the basis of rules for inference embedded in linguistic conventions. 

 
 

                                                 
6 Irwin, Development of Ethics 2, 105. Hobbes appears “to reduce deliberation to reaction or even to 

stimulus and response,” confuses “the persuasiveness of reasons with the determination of causes” and so 
leaves “no room for reasons, for judgment … [or] ‘determining oneself’ in terms of principles that one 
understands,” such that “reasons do not serve as motives.” Riley, Will and Political Legitimacy, 37–38, 40, 
43. Deliberation for Hobbes “does not seem to involve any articulated notion of the weighing of 
considerations pro and con. The agent does not conclude that all things considered, such and such is the 
thing to do; the succession of appetite and aversion merely stops and the agent acts accordingly. He is more 
the medium than the controller of the process of deliberation.” Sorell, Hobbes, 95. “Hobbes makes no place 
for critical reflection in his account of deliberation.” Darwall, “Normativity and Projection,” 331, note 31. 
For Hobbes “action itself is no longer a distinctive mode of responding to practical reason, but a mere effect 
of the motivation to perform it … the motivations that give rise to actions … themselves count not as actions 
but as passive.” Pink, “Thomas Hobbes and the Ethics of Freedom,” 558. 

7 For (a), see Hampton, Hobbes and the Social Contract Tradition, 19, who remarks that for Hobbes 
“the debate in deliberation appears to be between or among desires alone”; and Paganini, ““Passionate 
Thought”,” 327, who characterizes deliberation as a “causal mechanism which is entirely emotive or 
passionate”; and Frost, Lessons, 101. For (b), see Rutherford, “End of Ends?,” 207–208; Friedle, “Hobbes 
and Epicureanism,” 165–166; Blau, “Reason, Deliberation, and the Passions.” For interpretations according 
to which practical deliberation is passive either because of (b) or (c), but are unclear about which because 
they do not adequately distinguish between Hobbes’s account of deliberation and reasoning, see Riley, Will 
and Political Legitimacy, 34 ff; Irwin, Development of Ethics 2, 103–109. 

8 For a recent treatment of acting “from” a reason or in a reason-responsive way, see Skorupski, The 
Domain of Reasons, 57–59, 462–464.  
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1. Practical Deliberation: Conative or Cognitive? 
 

The passive, non-reason-responsive conception of deliberation widely attributed to Hobbes 
is of course not without textual basis. The opening chapter of the Elements of Law (1640), a 
monograph containing Hobbes’s first characterization of deliberation, draws a distinction between 
“Cognitive or Imaginative or Conceptive” mental states, namely sensory perceptions and 
imaginations, and “motive” or conative mental states, namely passions.9 Conceptions and passions 
both arise thanks to imperceptible, internal motions in our body—the former, Hobbes speculated, 
from motions in our brain, the latter from motions in “the Hart.”10 The passions are conative mental 
states in that they comprise an urge or disposition to act: they take the form of “appetite” or “desire” 
when they dispose us to favor some object, and “aversion” when they dispose us to disfavor it. 
The Elements repeatedly describes these “Passions of Man” as “the beginning of all his voluntary 
motions” or, equivalently, “the Indeavour, or internall beginning of animall motion.”11 That the 
Elements characterizes practical deliberation as a sequence of alternating passions, for and against 
undertaking some action, appears to confirm the purely conative origin of voluntary action:  the 
“alternate succession of appetite, and feare, during all the tyme the action is in our power to doe, 
or not to doe is that we call DELIBERATION.”12 The “will,” in turn, is merely “the last appetite” or 
aversion in deliberation, immediately prior to action, and the passions that precede and constitute 
the will are themselves involuntary: they cannot be willed into being via some internal actus 
elicitus. Therefore, while the will is the origin of all voluntary action, it is itself neither voluntary 
(in the sense of being willed) nor free (in the sense of being causally undetermined and/or self-
determining).13 

Deliberating and willing also have no necessary or intrinsic relation to reasoning. Hobbes 
asserted in his better known discussion in Leviathan (1651) that, although beasts do not reason, 
the “alternate Succession of Appetites, Aversions, Hopes and Feares, is no lesse in other living 
Creatures than in Man; and therefore Beasts also Deliberate.” Concomitantly, “In Deliberation, 
the last Appetite, or Aversion, immediately adhaering to the action, or to the omission thereof, is 
that wee call the WILL; the Act, (not the faculty,) of Willing. And Beasts that have Deliberation, 
must necessarily also have Will.” Hobbes contrasted this account of the will, as “the last Appetite 
in Deliberating,” to the absurd view propounded “by the Schooles” according to which the will 
“is a Rationall Appetite” and hence a faculty of only creatures endowed with reason.14 Moreover, 
although Hobbes called willing a mental “Act,” he did so in the sense that it is an actualized, 
occurrent mental state,15 not in the sense that one voluntarily chooses which desire or aversion to 
act on: a particular desire results in voluntary action because the internal motion or “endeavour” 
that constitutes the passion’s material basis is strong enough, and remains unopposed by the 

                                                 
9 EL Chapter 1, paragraph 7, 22. Spelling and punctuation for the Elements are according to Harley 

MS 4235 (British Library, London). 
10 EL 7.1, 43.  
11 EL 5.14, 39; 7.2, 43–44. 
12 EL 12.1, 71. Cf. AW Chapter 37, paragraph 4, 404–405/AW Jones, 447–448; AW 30.26, 360–361/AW 

Jones, 380. 
13 EL 12.2–6, 71–72. Cf. AW 30.27, 361/AW Jones, 380.  
14 L 6.51–53, 92. Cf. AW 30.28, 361/AW Jones, 381; AW 37.4, 405/AW Jones, 448. 
15 Compare with DC 10.1, 113–114/EW 1:127–128, where Hobbes equated actus with effectus to be 

produced. 
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contrary motion of any aversion long enough, actually to result in external bodily motion.16 No 
wonder that many conclude that Hobbesian deliberation (and, by implication, the genesis of 
voluntary action) is purely conative, non-reasoning, and hence does not involve responding to 
judgements about normative practical reasons. 

But this conclusion can be sustained only on the basis of a tendentious and rather selective 
presentation of the textual evidence. First of all, Hobbes was rather clear throughout his works that 
conative states themselves, and hence the will, are usually caused by other, purely cognitive mental 
states such as opinion. As he put it in the Elements, “externall objects cause conceptions, and 
conceptions appetite, and Feare”; this is partly why “our wills follow our opinions, as our actions 
follow our wills” or, as he put it Leviathan, “the Actions of men proceed from their Opinions.”17 
Indeed, by the time he wrote Leviathan, although he most certainly continued to hold that “a 
Voluntary Act is that, which proceedeth from the Will, and no other,” and that the will consists in 
a passion,18 he began his entire discussion of the matter with a definition according to which the 
differentia that distinguishes “Vitall” from “Voluntary motion” is that the former originates 
unconsciously, as when blood circulates, while the latter depends on the mind’s cognitive power 
of thought or imagination. The “small beginnings of Motion, within the body of Man,” which “are 
commonly called ENDEAVOUR” or conatus are in the case of voluntary actions to be found in the 
faculty of conception or imagination: because “Voluntary motions, depend alwayes upon a 
precedent thought … it is evident that the Imagination is the first internall beginning of all 
Voluntary Motion.”19 

Second, our conceptions or thoughts clearly have a causal role in deliberation. As Hobbes 
put in Leviathan, “in Deliberation, the Appetites, and Aversions are raised by foresight of the good 
and evill consequences, and sequels of the action whereof we Deliberate”—where foresight is a 
species of thought or imagination.20 According to the Leviathan’s definition of deliberation, 

 
When in the mind of man, [1] Appetites and Aversions, Hopes and Feares, 
concerning one and the same thing, arise alternately; and [2] divers good and evill 
consequences of the doing, or omitting the thing propounded, come successively 
into our thoughts; so that sometimes we have an Appetite to it; sometimes an 
Aversion from it; sometimes Hope to be able to do it; sometimes Despaire, or Feare 
to attempt it; the whole summe of Desires, Aversions, Hopes and Fears, continued 
till the thing be either done, or thought impossible, is that we call DELIBERATION.21 
 

This definition asserts that the successive “thoughts” (of consequences) play a causal role in giving 
rise to the passions involved in deliberation. The passage also assumes that such a “TRAYNE of 
Thoughts”—what Hobbes also called “Mentall Discourse”—occurs during (or at least occurs 

                                                 
16 Cf. DCv Chapter 13, paragraph 16, 204/PR 166: “deliberation is nothing else but a weighing 

[ponderatio], as it were in scales [in bilance], the conveniences, and inconveniences of the fact we are 
attempting; where, that which is more weighty [præponderat], doth necessarily according to its inclination 
prevaile with us.” 

17 EL 12.1, 70; 12.6, 72; L 18.9, 272. See also DC 25.9, 326/EW 1:401: “as appetites and aversions are 
generated by phantasms, so reciprocally phantasms are generated by appetites and aversions.” 

18 L 6.52, 92. 
19 L 6.1, 78. 
20 L 6.57, 94; 3.7, 42. 
21 L 6.49, 90, my underlining. 
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intermittently in between episodes of) deliberation.22 What is unclear from this passage, however, 
is whether Hobbes thought that such mental discourse plays a merely causal role, or whether it can 
also form a constitutive part of deliberation.23 

Considerable textual evidence from Hobbes’s other writings suggests that he did think of 
deliberation as in part constituted, and not just causally influenced, by the train of thoughts. 
Hobbes’s most extensive discussion of deliberation occurs in his treatise Of Liberty and Necessity, 
composed in 1645 in his debate with John Bramhall, the Anglican bishop who had urged Hobbes’s 
acquiescence to the late-scholastic view of agency and freewill.24 Hobbes there repeatedly 
described deliberation in constitutively cognitive terms, asserting that voluntary action 
“presupposes some precedent deliberation, that is to say, some consideration and meditation of 
what is likely to follow, both upon the doing and abstaining from the action deliberated of,” and 
that “deliberation is the consideration of the good and evil sequels of an action to come.”25 Nor 
was this some aberrant view with which Hobbes only temporarily flirted in 1645. Hobbes offered 
a cognitive characterization in De Corpore (1655) as well: “seeing living creatures have sometimes 
appetite and sometimes aversion to the same thing, as they think [putant] it will either be for their 
good or their hurt pleasing or hurtful to them; while that vicissitude of appetites and aversions 
remains in them, they have that series of thoughts [cogitationum] which is called deliberation.”26 
And he reaffirmed the view in The Questions Concerning Liberty, Necessity, and Chance of 1656, 
in which he defended his original treatise on free-will in response to Bramhall’s criticisms, 
insisting that “I do indeed conceive that deliberation is an Act of Imagination or Fancie.”27 

What is striking about Hobbes’s position in Of Liberty and Necessity is that it seems to 
equate this cognitive characterization with the conative characterization of deliberation that he had 
given in the Elements and would give again in Leviathan: 

 
I conceive when a man deliberates whether he shall do a thing or not do it, that he 
does nothing else but consider whether it be better for himself to do it or not to do 
it. And to consider an action is to imagine the consequences of it, both good and 
evil. From whence it is to be inferred, that deliberation is nothing but alternate 
imagination of good and evil sequels of an action, or, which is the same thing, 
alternate hope and fear or alternate appetite to do or quit the action of which he 
deliberates.28 
 

Hobbes’s contemporaries did not fail to notice Hobbes’s assumption that his cognitive and 
conative characterizations are equivalent. Bramhall attacked this as a clear equivocation on 
Hobbes’s part: 

 
Sometimes he makes it [deliberation] to be a consideration, or an act of the 

                                                 
22 Cf. Hobbes’s statement that counselling consists in the “expression of those Conceptions which 

cause in us the expectation of Good, while we deliberate.” EL 13.5, 75, my underlining. 
23 For an interpretation of Hobbesian deliberation according to which mental discourse is constitutive 

of it, see van Apeldoorn, “Reconsidering Hobbes’s Account of Practical Deliberation.” 
24 For the social and political context of their ongoing debate, see Jackson, Hobbes, Bramhall. 
25 LN §8, 18; §33, 39, my underlining. 
26 DC 25.13, 333/EW 1:408, translation modified. 
27 Q Animadversions Number 33, Section (e), 309/EW 5:401. 
28 LN §26, 37, my underlining. 
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understanding, sometimes an imagination, or an act of the fancy, sometimes he 
makes it to be an alternation of passions, hope and fear. Sometimes he makes it 
concerne the end, sometimes to concerne the means. So he makes it I know not 
what.29 
 

Hobbes directly responded to Bramhall on this point in the Questions, and to appreciate his 
response we must first more fully understand his philosophy of mind. 
 
 

2. Hobbes’s Intentionalism: Passions are Intrinsically Cognitive, 
Evaluative States 

 
Hobbes began his outline of the mind in chapter one of Leviathan by distinguishing 

between two types of cognitive mental state or “Thoughts”: sensory perception (“Sense”) and 
imagination (in the narrow sense that excludes perception). The former is a mental state produced, 
according to Hobbes’s mature account, when an “Externall Body, or Object” presently exerts 
pressure on one’s sensory organ, which consequently produces internal motions carried by nerves 
“inwards to the Brain, and Heart,” which provokes a reaction or “counter-pressure” in the heart 
“Outward,” which in turn produces an outward motion carried by the nerves to the brain, giving 
rise to a mental “Representation or Apparence” of the object. Imagination, in the narrow sense, 
arises when such a counter-pressure arises in response to internal motions persisting within one’s 
body despite the absence of external pressure on one’s sensory organs from the object 
represented—as in memory, when “after the object is removed, or the eye shut, wee still retain an 
image of the thing seen,”30 or fiction, “as when from the sight of a man at one time, and of a horse 
at another, we conceive in our mind a Centaure.”31 And in chapter six Hobbes turned to a third 
type of mental state: when the cardiac counter-pressure produces an endeavor or motion either 
“toward something which causes it” or “fromward something,” this motion gives rise to a 
passion—desire, when the motion is towards the object, or aversion, when the motion is away 
from it.32 

Hobbes usually used the terms ‘image’ or ‘imagination’ narrowly for the second type of 
mental state, but since sensory perceptions are representations or appearances as well, he also used 
“Imagination” somewhat more broadly to include sensory perception.33 Indeed, ‘imagination’ for 
Hobbes could be used in two further ways—one even narrower than his usual usage, the other even 
wider than the broad usage just indicated. On the one hand, given its Latin etymology, Hobbes 
suggested that in its narrowest and most literal sense ‘imagination’ means only visual 
representation, and is used for other types of representation only metaphorically, by extension—

                                                 
29 Bramhall, A Defence, 206; Bramhall, Works, vol. 4, 164. 
30 L 1.3, 22; 2.2, 26. 
31 L 2.4, 28. 
32 L 6.2, 78. By contrast, when there is “an immobility, or contumacy of the Heart, in resisting the 

action of certain things”—either because “the Heart is already moved otherwise, by other more potent 
objects; or from want of experience of them”—then “we neither Desire, nor Hate,” an absence of passion 
Hobbes called “CONTEMPT.” L 6.5, 80. 

33 E.g. L 45.1, 1012; 46.16, 1078. See also AW 30.4, 350–351/AW Jones, 366. For discussion, see 
Schuhmann, “Phantasms and Idols,” 20. 
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the more literal general terms being ‘representation’ and ‘appearance.’34 On the other hand, 
Hobbes used ‘imagination’ in the widest, most inclusive sense to comprise not just sensory 
perceptions and imaginations, but the passions as well. It is this widest usage that is of particular 
interest here. 

What justifies this widest usage for Hobbes is that he not only took the passions to be 
caused by cognitive mental states or conceptions, but themselves to be a species of cognitive 
mental state. It is true that, as we have seen, Hobbes distinguished between conception or thought 
in a narrow sense, on the one hand, and passion, on the other—a distinction illustrated by his 
remark in Leviathan that “The formes of Speech by which the Passions are expressed, are partly 
the same, and partly different from those, by which we express our Thoughts.”35 Whereas the 
passions are conative states, thoughts in the narrow sense are not. But on Hobbes’s account these 
two types of mental state do share an essential feature: they are both cognitive. What Bramhall 
failed to realize is that Hobbes was an intentionalist:36 he took all mental states to be intentional 
states in the sense that they are mental representations of some object.37 All mental states are 
therefore directed on an intentional object that they are about, and they represent that object in a 
particular or aspectual way, as having some specific properties. As Hobbes put it in Leviathan, 
“besides Sense, and Thoughts [LL: Imaginationem], and the Trayne of thoughts, the mind of man 
has no other motion,” and “the Thoughts [LL: Cogitationes] of man … are every one of them a 
Representation or Apparence, of some quality, or other Accident of … an Object.”38 Thus visually 
to perceive something is to see it as having a certain color and shape; aurally to perceive something 
is to hear it as having a certain (e.g. loud, high-pitched) sound; and so on. If the passions are mental 
states, if mental states are all conceptions, and if conceptions are all representations, then the 
passions themselves must also be conceptions of an intentional object and with cognitive, 
representational content. 

That Hobbes took the passions to be a species of conception or thought in the widest sense 
is not merely a matter of inference: he said so explicitly on numerous occasions. In the Leviathan, 
for example, he characterized “desire, or other passion” as a type of “Passionate Thought,” and 
flatly asserted that “all our affections are but conceptions.”39 Indeed, in its very definition, he 

                                                 
34 “And this is it, the Latines call Imagination, from the image made in seeing; and apply the same, 

though improperly, to all other senses. But the Greeks call it Fancy; which signifies apparence, and is as 
proper to one sense, as to another.” L 2.2, 26. 

35 L 6.55, 94. 
36 See, e.g., Crane, Elements of Mind. 
37 Strictly speaking, Hobbes equated the object of mental states with things—bodies—but he was 

perfectly comfortable characterizing intentional objects as events and states of affairs as well. See, e.g., L 
3.7, 42: “Sometimes a man desires to know the event [i.e., outcome] of an action; and then he thinketh of 
some like action past, and the events thereof one after another.”  An “action” here means an event, and, 
amusingly, an “event” means a state of affairs. Hobbes could speak in this way because events are 
“accidents” of bodies and states of affairs are composed of bodies in a given set of relations. Thus to say 
that a man “thinketh” of some action is, strictly speaking, to say that he thinks of a body-which-is-acting. 
In fact, although strictly speaking for Hobbes the objects of one’s passions are things—such as food (L 6.2, 
78)—the intentional object of a passion is always implicitly a body conceived of as involved in some event 
or composing some state of affairs: to say that one desires food is implicitly to say that one desires to 
possess, taste, or eat the food. See Kavka, Hobbesian Moral and Political Theory, 295–296. Cf. Parfit, On 
What Matters, vol. 1, 43–44. 

38 L 3.11, 46; LL Chapter 3, 47; L 1.1, 22; LL 1, 23. 
39 L 3.3, 38; 4.24, 62. See also EL 7.4, 44; DC 25.12, 331/EW 1:406–407. 
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characterized desire as a type of thought: “This Endeavour, when it is toward something which 
causes it, is called APPETITE, or DESIRE,” where “This Endeavour” Hobbes had already identified 
with “a precedent thought.”40 That passions are a type of thought or imagination is precisely what 
Hobbes asserted in the Questions, in response to Bramhall’s charge that his account of deliberation 
is equivocal. What Bramhall had failed to realize, Hobbes countered, is 

 
that consideration, understanding, reason, and all the passions of the mind; are 
imaginations. That to consider a thing, is to imagine it; that to understand a thing is 
to imagine it; that to hope and fear are to imagine the things hoped for and feared. 
The difference between them is, that when we imagine the consequence of any 
thing, we are said to consider that thing; and when have imagined anything from a 
sign, and especially from those signs, we call names, we are said to understand his 
meaning that maketh the sign; and when we reason, we imagine the consequence 
of affirmations, and negations joyned together; and when we hope or fear, we 
imagine things good or hurtful to our selves: insomuch as all these are but 
imaginations, diversly named, from different circumstances.41 
 

Hobbes’s claim that all mental states are “imaginations” is of course to be understood in the widest 
sense of the term: what Hobbes meant was that all mental states, including the passions, consist in 
an “apparence” representing some object as having certain properties. Hobbes was here expressing 
his intentionalism. 

We can therefore distinguish at least five components of Hobbes’s account of mental states: 
(1) the mental state itself, for which Hobbes’s most general names were “Representation or 
Apparence” and “seeming, or fancy” in English, and Apparitio and Phantasma in Latin; (2) the 
intentional object of the mental state, that is, what the mental state is about or represents in the 
mind; (3) the content of the mental state, comprising, for example, the aspect under which the 
object is represented (what the object is represented as); (4) the material basis of the mental state, 
which consists in internal bodily motions; and (5) the causal mechanism by which these internal 
motions arise.42 In the case of visual sensory perception, for example, Hobbes named the mental 
state itself “Sense” and more specifically “Vision,” deemed the causal mechanism by which it 
arises to involve the pressure exerted on the eye by the represented object, and the content to 
consist “in a Light, or Colour figured,”43 that is, in a representation of the object as having the 
properties of color and shape (and therefore extension). And, as we have seen, he speculated that 
the material basis of sensory perception consists in a motion in the brain. 

It is not entirely clear what Hobbes took the relation between a representation or mental 
state and its material basis to consist in. One possibility is that the relation is causal: that a mental 
state arises as the causal effect of the internal motions that constitute its material basis. Another 

                                                 
40 L 6.1–2, 78. See also Hobbes’s classification of the types of “Perception by Sense” in DC 2.15, 

24/EW 1:26, which he divides into primary perception by sense, including seeing, hearing, smelling, 
tasting, and touching, and secondary perception by sense, including imagination and affection.  

41 Q 26(a), 278–279/EW 5:358–359, my underlining. 
42 On the distinction between a mental state, its content, and its material basis in Hobbes, see Darwall, 

“Normativity and Projection.” Darwall calls the material basis of the mental state the “appearance 
substratum,” which is unfortunate because substratum denotes a substance or entity, whereas motion is, 
according to Hobbes, a property or “accident” of substantial entities, not a substance or entity itself. 

43 L 1.4, 22. For more extensive discussion, see Hobbes’s FDO.  
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possibility—suggested by Hobbes’s materialism—is that the relation is one of ontological identity: 
that a mental state just is the motions in the brain or heart.44 So, for example, Hobbes wrote in the 
Elements that “Conceptions or Apparitions are nothing really but motion in some internall 
Substance of the Head,” and in the Anti-White (1642/43) that “every perception [sensio] is a motion 
in the parts of an animal’s body.”45 Yet in Anti-White he also wrote that a phantasma “is none 
other than a motion in the brain, but yet appears [appareat] as some external thing,” a sentence 
that, in the first instance, identifies the mental state with the cerebral motion but that, in the second 
instance, distinguishes the motion from the appearance experienced by the agent.46 The same 
distinction appears in his remark, again in Anti-White, that the outwards “motion”—which I am 
calling the material basis of the mental state—“is experienced [sentitur] not as motion, but as the 
phantasma, or spectrum” of an object—an experience or phantasm that I am calling the mental 
state itself.47 The distinction also appears in Hobbes’s contrast in Leviathan between the “divers 
motions” within us, on the one hand, and the “Fancy” consisting in “their appearance to us,” on 
the other.48 Perhaps Hobbes supposed that the mental state itself (the first-person, subjective 
mental experience) could be fully reduced to internal motions describable from a third-person 
perspective49 (such that, although ‘appearance’ is distinct in meaning from ‘internal bodily 
motion,’ the concepts that they signify would both refer to the same property or accident, the way 
that ‘H2O’ and ‘water’ can differ in sense but refer to the same thing). But this suggestion is hard 
to square with Hobbes’s insistence that sensory qualities such as color are properties of things only 
as they appear to us, i.e., they inhere in (the content of) the mental state itself, rather than in any 
physical body: on Hobbes’s view, neither the leaf one sees, nor the motions in the brain that 
constitute the material basis for one’s perception of the leaf, are themselves green; one merely 
perceives the leaf as green. As he put it in the Elements, “Coulour is but an apparition unto us of 
that motion … in the braine.”50 

It is true that Hobbes did not have a distinct name for the motions constituting the material 
basis of purely cognitive mental states such as sensory perception or imagination. But he did have 
a distinct name for the internal bodily motions constituting the material basis of conative mental 
states or passions. If, according to the Leviathan, the material basis of a passion consists in the 
motions produced by the counter-pressure of the heart, then when such motions are towards the 
intentional object, they are called “desire” or “appetite,” and, when away from the object, 
“aversion.” Strictly speaking, therefore, ‘desire’ and ‘aversion’ are not the names of the mental 
state itself, but of its material basis—although Hobbes in practice often used ‘desire’ and ‘aversion’ 
loosely to denote the mental state as well (and I follow him in this). Strictly speaking, the name of 
the mental state itself is delight or pleasure in the former case, and trouble, molestation, or 

                                                 
44 Martinich, Hobbes, 35, takes this to be Hobbes’s evident view. But Watkins, “Philosophy and 

Politics in Hobbes,” 251, asserts that although Hobbes claimed to equate mental states with internal bodily 
motions, in reality his “account of the mind” was “an epiphenomenalist rather than a strictly materialist 
one.” Hurley, “Many Appetites,” argues that Hobbes did not have a consistent view about the nature of 
mental states in this respect. Cf. Brandt, Hobbes’ Mechanical Conception, 40; James, Passion and Action, 
126–131. 

45 EL 7.1, 43; AW 27.19, 327/AW Jones, 331. 
46 AW 30.3, 350/AW Jones, 365, translation modified. 
47 AW 9.4, 162/AW Jones, 102. 
48 L 1.4, 24. 
49 McNeilly, The Anatomy of Leviathan, 102. 
50 EL 2.4, 23. On sensory qualities, see also L 1.4, 22–24. 
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displeasure in the latter: “the apparence, or sense of that motion,” i.e., the mental representation 
to which the motion gives rise, “is that wee either call DELIGHT, or TROUBLE OF MIND.”51 And the 
content of such a mental state, that is, the aspect under which the intentional object of pleasure or 
displeasure is represented, is as having the property of being good or evil: 

 
Pleasure therefore, (or Delight,) is the apparence, or sense of Good; and 
Molestation or Displeasure, the apparence, or sense of Evill. And consequently all 
Appetite, Desire, and Love, is accompanied with some Delight more or lesse; and 
all Hatred, and Aversion, with more or lesse Displeasure and Offence.52 
 

A passion therefore has two aspects: a cognitive mental representation of an intentional object as 
a good or evil object, and a conative urge or disposition—an endeavor or conatus—to favor or 
disfavor that intentional object. The pleasure that accompanies “all Appetite” arises from 
conceiving the object of one’s desire as good: a pleasure of anticipation when one imagines it, a 
pleasure of satisfaction when one presently perceives its fruition. And Hobbes speculated that the 
motions that constitute the material basis of pleasure are motions that help or corroborate one’s 
“Vitall motion.”53 When Hobbes made this point in De Corpore, he once again argued that pleasure 
and displeasure are intentional, cognitive mental states, and so can be thought of as “another kind 
of sense” alongside sensory perception, “namely, the sense of pleasure and pain [sensio voluptatis 
et doloris].”54 

Here, in sum, is the picture of the mind that emerges from Hobbes’s account. Sensory 
perception lies at the origin of all mental states.55 When the internal motions giving rise to sensory 
perception persist even after there is no corresponding external object pressuring the sensory 
organs, the representation to which those motions give rise is called imagination (in the narrow 
sense). The internal motions giving rise to sensory perception or imagination can also result in 
motions that constitute the material basis of passions: desire when the object is conceived as good, 
aversion when it is conceived as evil. The evaluative component of the conception lying at the 
genesis of the passion thus becomes a part of the passion itself. 

Passions are therefore not, on Hobbes’s account, purely functional states or urges: they are 
hybrid mental states that join together a conception of some event or state of affairs as good or evil 
to the disposition or impulsion to favor or disfavor that event or state of affairs.56 Hobbes had 

                                                 
51 L 6.9–10, 82. I read the ‘of’ in “of that motion” as a possessive ‘of’ and not an ‘of’ of intentionality. 

Hobbes did not here mean that one’s internal motion is the intentional object represented to the mind, but 
that the internal motion gives rise to a representation of some intentional object. (It is of course also possible 
for one’s internal motion to be one’s intentional object, i.e., to imagine and so represent such motion to 
oneself; the point is that this is not the representational content of all pleasure as such.) 

52 L 6.11, 82. See Darwall, “Normativity and Projection.” 
53 L 6.10, 82. 
54 He here speculated that this “sense” proceeds “not from the reaction of the heart outwards, but from 

continual action from the outermost part of the organ towards the heart.” DC 25.12, 331/EW 1:406–407. 
Cf. DC 2.15, 24/EW 1:26. 

55 “The Originall of them all [“Thoughts of man”], is that which we call SENSE; (For there is no 
conception in a mans mind, which hath not at first, totally, or by parts, been begotten upon the organs of 
Sense.) The rest are derived from that originall.” L 1.2, 22. 

56 For the contrast between a conception of desires as purely functional urges and a conception of 
desires as hybrid states that include an evaluative component, see Scanlon, What We Owe Each Other, 37–
41. For an appreciation of the cognitive aspect of passions according to Hobbes, see Tuck, “Hobbes’s Moral 
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already intimated this hybrid view in his Objectiones (1641) to Descartes, suggesting that a passion 
consists in a cognitive thought or imagination joined together with a disposition or impulsion to 
act to which that thought gives rise (and the material basis of which consists in motions towards 
or away from the object of thought): “For what is fear of a charging lion if not the idea of a charging 
lion plus the effect which this idea produces in the heart, which in turn induces in the frightened 
man that animal motion which we call ‘flight’?”57 Indeed, a passion may include further, 
sometimes non-evaluative cognitive elements: the passion of hope, for example, is described in 
Leviathan as “Appetite with an opinion of attaining” one’s intentional object, while fear is 
“Aversion, with opinion of Hurt from the object.”58 

That the passions are intrinsically cognitive, evaluative mental states is precisely why 
although sometimes Hobbes characterized voluntary action as immediately preceded by a passion, 
at other times he characterized the moment prior to action in cognitive terms, as “the last dictate 
of the judgement, concerning the good or bad that may follow on any action.”59 This judgement 
becomes a constituent element of the last passion immediately prior to action. Hobbes took “the 
will necessarily to follow the last dictate of the understanding,” which simply means “that the will 
follows the last opinion or judgment immediately preceding the action, concerning whether it be 
good to do it or not.” By reiterating that “the last dictate of the understanding does necessitate the 
action, though not as the whole cause, yet as the last cause,” Hobbes was indicating that one’s 
evaluative opinion or judgement about the consequences both causes one’s final conative state 
prior to action, and becomes a constituent part of that state.60 This is why Hobbes could 
immediately restate the claim that a person’s voluntary action “necessarily follows the present 
thought he has of the good or evil consequence” or “follows his opinion of the goodness or harm 
of it” as the apparently equivalent claim that “those actions that follow immediately the last 
appetite are voluntary.”61 

This cognitive conception of passion, voluntary action, and deliberation leaves open the 
possibility that reasoning—which according to Hobbes is itself a cognitive process—could both 
help to determine how an agent acts and be a constituent part of practical deliberation. This is 
because voluntary actions result from passions, passions are caused by beliefs and are constituted 
by evaluative (and possibly other) judgements, and reasoning, according to Hobbes, is a process 
by which rational agents form beliefs—at the very least, about the likely consequences of their 
potential actions. 

Not only does Hobbes’s account of deliberation fail to rule out the possibility that reasoning 
could play a constitutive role in it, Hobbes suggested that as a matter of fact reasoning often does 
play such a role. Even in the Elements, for example, Hobbes wrote of “those Conceptions which 
cause in us the expectation of Good, while we deliberate,” and called the articulation of the 
consequences of potential actions the “arguments whereupon” the agent can “deliberate within 
himselfe.”62 In Leviathan, he asserted that since “in Deliberation, the Appetites, and Aversions are 
raised by foresight of the good and evill consequences, and sequels of the action whereof we 
Deliberate,” the agent who “Deliberates best himselfe” is one who “hath by Experience, or Reason, 

                                                 
Philosophy,” 183–185. 

57 O Number 6, 182/O Cottingham, 128. 
58 L 6.14–16, 84. 
59 LN §11, 20, my underlining. 
60 LN §23, 34, my underlining. 
61 LN §25, 36–37, my underlining. 
62 EL 13.5, 75–76, my underlining. 
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the greatest and surest prospect of Consequences.”63 And again: “in all Deliberations, and in all 
Pleadings, the faculty of solid Reasoning, is necessary: for without it, the Resolutions of men are 
rash, and their Sentences unjust.”64 His most explicit statement comes in the Questions, where he 
asserted that “the reason which a man useth in deliberation” is “the same thing that is called 
Deliberation”—not because Hobbes was asserting that “deliberation is alwayes (as it is not) 
rational,” but because deliberation can in part consist in the process of reasoning.65 Indeed, in 
creatures capable of reasoning, it usually does.66 

 
 

3. Is Hobbesian Reasoning Passive? 
 

We must therefore reject the view that Hobbesian deliberation is (a) purely conative and 
(b) excludes reasoning. Cognitive states and reasoning can determine desire and action, and 
reasoning is sometimes a constitutive element of practical deliberation. The question is whether, 
as commentators have often supposed, Hobbesian deliberation is nevertheless always a passive 
process, i.e., one that does not involve reflectively evaluating one’s passions and coming to form 
one’s will on the basis of taking oneself to have a reason to do so. If reasoning itself involved 
responding to reasons, then on those occasions in which it is a part of practical deliberation, 
deliberation too would be a reason-responsive rather than passive process. Against this possibility 
it might be objected, however, that according to Hobbes (c) even reasoning is a purely passive, 
albeit cognitive, process, i.e., that it involves a succession of mental states that one simply 
experiences following innate associative structures, and not mental states that are somehow 
reflectively endorsed. Reasoning would not, on this interpretation, involve reasoning from 
considerations that agents take to be normative reasons. If this were right, then even if deliberation 
were to include reasoning, it would nevertheless remain purely passive.67 

One way to understand such an interpretation is to distinguish between four, progressively 
stronger senses in which mental phenomena such as reasoning might be said to be cognitive. (1) 
In the weakest sense, to call mental phenomena cognitive is simply to say they are or involve 
intentional states with representational content: for example, a conception of an object O as having 
property x. (2) In a somewhat stronger sense, to call mental phenomena cognitive is to say that 
they are or involve intentional states with propositional content that is truth-apt: for example, a 
conception whose content is the proposition p that object O has property x. (3) In an even stronger 
                                                 

63 L 6.57, 94, my underlining. 
64 L Review & Conclusion.1, 1132. Hobbes was here stating a view expressed by others, and he was 

certainly at least treating collective deliberations. But the discussion that follows shows that he endorsed 
this element of the view he was stating, and since Hobbes drew a parallel between individual and 
intersubjective deliberation, there is ample reason to take “Deliberation,” which issues in “Resolutions,” to 
comprise individual deliberation—in contrast to “Pleadings,” which issue in “Sentences” (pace  Blau, 
“Reason, Deliberation, and the Passions,” section 6.) 

65 Q 26(a), 279/EW 5:359–360; Q 28(a), 284/EW 5:365, “rational” missing in the 1656 edition, italics 
removed. See also AW 30.28, 361/AW Jones, 381; AW 38.4, 405/AW Jones, 448. 

66 Cf. Rudolph, “Hobbes and his Critics.” 
67 Because Riley and Irwin fail adequately to distinguish between Hobbes’s discussion of deliberation 

and of reasoning, it is not clear whether they take the passivity of deliberation, i.e., the fact that it is not 
reason-responsive, to stem from (b) the fact that it excludes reasoning, or from (c) the fact that reasoning 
itself is passive. Riley, Will and Political Legitimacy, 33–44; Irwin, Development of Ethics 2, 103–109. I 
have already rejected the first possibility, and now take up the second. 
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sense, to call mental phenomena cognitive is to say that they are or involve intentional states with 
truth-apt propositional content to which the agent internally assents. Assenting to a proposition p 
does not amount to merely having a conception with the propositional content p, for one could 
have a conception with content p where one’s relation to that content—one’s propositional attitude 
or intentional mode—is to dissent from or merely to suppose the proposition, for example. Finally, 
(4) mental phenomena might be called cognitive in the strongest sense insofar as they consist in 
taking some fact to furnish a normative reason to endorse and internally assent to some proposition 
p, or in endorsing and internally assenting to a proposition on the basis of taking some fact(s) to 
furnish a sufficient reason to do so. Call these the representational, propositional, propositional-
attitude, and reason-responsive senses of cognition.  

(1) The evidence that Hobbes deemed mental phenomena cognitive in the first, weakest 
sense consists, of course, in the evidence for his intentionalism, according which all mental states 
have representational content: to have a mental state is to conceive of an intentional object in a 
certain aspectual way, as having some property or properties. (2) Moreover, Hobbes thought that 
the content of any merely representational, non-propositional mental state could in principle be 
transposed and articulated in propositional form: the conception of an intentional object O as 
having property x can be transformed into a conception that object O has property x. We can put 
this by saying that, according to Hobbes, any merely representational state is potentially 
propositional, or that it has implicit propositional content.68 But making the implicit propositional 
content of our conceptions explicit marks an important cognitive difference for Hobbes, as we 
shall see, and such a transformation is what we effect (and can effect only) when we “transferre 
our Mentall Discourse, into Verbal” discourse, by joining subject and predicate to form sentences 
via the copula.69 

The passive interpretation acknowledges that reasoning is cognitive for Hobbes in the first 
two senses; in a strict version it denies, although in a moderate version it grants, that reasoning is 
cognitive in the third, propositional-attitude sense; and in any version it flatly denies that mental 
phenomena can be cognitive in the fourth, fully reason-responsive sense. Mental life is therefore 
limited to conceiving of objects as having certain properties or to conceiving that they have certain 
properties; it possibly extends to assenting to such intentional contents; but it involves no mental 
act of judging that we have a reason to assent to a proposition, or of endorsing (the truth of) a 
proposition on the basis of such a judgement. As a result, the cognitive activity of reasoning could 

                                                 
68 Hobbes sometimes marked the fact that non-propositional conceptions have implicit propositional 

content by deploying the scholastic term considerare: to consider an intentional object in this sense is to 
conceive it as having distinct aspects or properties and, indeed, distinctively to focus on its aspectual 
features in such a way so as to be able to treat them in a reasoned account. See AW 2.1, 109/AW Jones, 30–
31; L 4.14–18, 58–60. See also Nuchelmans, Judgment and Proposition, 131–132. Hobbes also brought 
this out in his comparison between forming linguistic propositions (affirmations or denials) and so having 
intentional states with propositional content, versus having intentional states with merely representational 
content in O 6, 182/O Cottingham, 128: “As for affirmation and denial, these cannot be separated from 
language and names; thus brute beasts cannot affirm or deny, even in thought; and hence they cannot make 
judgements. Nevertheless the thought may be similar in man and beast. For when we assert that a man is 
running, our thought is no different from the thought that a dog has when he sees his master running. Hence 
affirmation and denial add nothing to simple thoughts except perhaps the thought that the names involved 
in the assertion denote the very things which the person making the assertion takes them to denote. But this 
is not a case of a thought’s including more than a likeness of a thing; it is a case of its including the same 
likeness twice.” 

69 L 4.3, 50; DC 5.9, 54/EW 1:61. On the copula, see DC 3. 
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not consist in reflectively responding to (what the reasoner takes to be) normative reasons. Rather, 
it involves a succession of conceptions that we are caused to experience in virtue of purely 
associative mental structures and not in virtue of being guided by rules or precepts: we do not 
directly reason from considerations we take (or suppose) to be reasons. 

Such an interpretation of reasoning therefore retains a crucial feature of the purely conative 
interpretation of deliberation. The latter involves three claims: (a) that deliberation is a purely 
conative process, (b) in which reasoning plays no part, and (c) that it is a passive process that 
excludes judgement about the normative justifiability of one’s alternating passions. The passive 
interpretation of reasoning can reject the first two claims about deliberation, but it retains the third 
and makes a parallel claim about reasoning—as well as about judgements of the normative 
justifiability of belief. 

The strongest evidence in favor of this passive reading is Hobbes’s cognitive monism: his 
rejection of a higher intellectual faculty distinct from the imagination.70 According to Hobbes, 
agents can certainly reflect on their own mental states, but such reflection merely involves 
remembering those states via the imagination. Even “the judgement” by which we observe 
differences between our conceptions is itself a species of the imagination, and does not involve the 
exercise of a distinct, higher faculty.71 Judging the differences between two conceptions—say, 
between a visual and an aural sensory perception of the same object—simply involves conceiving 
their differences by jointly remembering them in a single conception: as Hobbes put it in the Anti-
White, “comparatio is a mental discourse consisting of three acts [actibus] (i.e., three 
imaginationes continued among themselves), of which the first is of one thing, the second of 
another, and the third an imaginatio of the difference between the other two.”72 Notice that Hobbes 
was not using the term ‘actibus’ as the name of a genuine mental operation: it is the name of 
occurrent mental states, namely imaginations, arising in sequence. To scholastics who insisted that 
an independent, higher intellectual faculty is necessary to explain how one can reflect on or 
compare conceptions, Hobbes responded in De Corpore in the following terms: “you will say, by 
what sense shall we take notice of sense? I answer, by sense itself, namely, by the memory which 
for some time remains in us of things sensible, though they themselves pass away. For he that 
perceives that he hath perceived, remembers.”73 Even reasoning is a species of imagination for 
Hobbes, and not, as it was for the scholastics and Descartes, a distinct intellectual faculty. A 
partisan of the strict passive reading therefore concludes that for Hobbes reflecting on one’s 
conceptions cannot amount to, and reasoning cannot involve, judging and/or internally assenting 
to the veracity of the (implicit) propositional content of one’s conceptions (e.g. from some higher 
perspective outside of the flow of imaginations). 

A difficulty for the strict passive reading is that Hobbes clearly contrasted the mental states 
of perceiving or of imagining some event or state of affairs to the mental state of believing the 

                                                 
70 For Descartes’s distinction between the imagination and the intellect (or understanding), see the  

sixth meditation, in Descartes, Meditationes. For Hobbes’s disagreement with him, see O 5, 179–181/O 
Cottingham, 126–128. Cf. DC 5.9, 54/EW 1:61. 

71 On “the judgement” in this sense, see L 8.3, 104–106. 
72 AW 30.14, 355//AW Jones, 372, translation modified. See also AW 30.32, 362–363/AW Jones, 383. 
73 Sed quo, inquies, sensu contemplabimur sensionem? Eodem ipso, scilicet, aliorum sensibilium etsi 

prætereuntium, ad aliquod tamen tempus manente memoria. Nam sentire se sensisse, meminisse est. DC 
25.1, 317/EW 1:389. For discussion of Hobbes’s view, see Leijenhorst, Mechanisation of Aristotelianism, 
82–83. 
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implicit propositional content of the perception or imagination.74 To take up one of Hobbes’s own 
examples, it is one thing to perceive or imagine the sun in the water, and another to believe that 
the sun (as opposed to its reflection) is actually in the water.75 Furthermore, with respect to 
propositional contents, he explicitly distinguished between merely “conceding” or affirming a 
proposition, and genuinely “receiving” or internally assenting to it. As he put it in De Cive (1642, 
second edition 1647), “we grant [Concedimus] Propositions sometimes which notwithstanding we 
receive not into our mindes [in animum non recipimus],” such as when we provisionally suppose 
(supponere) a proposition in order to reason with it, outwardly profess (profiteri) or confess 
(confiteri) it out of “feare of the Lawes,” or simply concede (simpliciter concedere) it out of civility 
to others. Indeed, Hobbes distinguished between different modes of internal assent (assensu 
interno) or “inward perswasion of the minde [animi persuasio interna],” contrasting the 
propositional attitude of knowing (Scire) to those of thinking or opining (opinari) and of having 
faith (Fides).76 

Confronted with textual evidence such as this, a partisan of the passive reading might 
simply retreat to the moderate version: concede that (3) Hobbes distinguished between different 
intentional modes and held a notion of assenting to a proposition, but insist that (4) he had no 
notion of assenting to a proposition on the basis of taking some fact to furnish one with a reason 
to do so. Alternatively, one might defend the strict passive reading by insisting that Hobbes merely 
sounded as if he had a notion of assenting to a proposition, but did not genuinely have one. The 
issue is how to explain the structural difference, in the case of representational states, between a 
perception and a belief with identical content, and, in the case of propositional states, between the 
different types of attitude one might have towards the same propositional content. Given Hobbes’s 
cognitive monism, the explanation cannot appeal to a distinct intellectual faculty that stands above 
the imagination and judges which conceptions to assent to. 

The strict passive reading concludes that Hobbes did not appeal to any genuine structural 
difference or mental act of assenting at all: states such as belief or opinion, which Hobbes 
characterized in terms of a kind of internal assent, simply arise from an alternation of perceptions 
and/or imaginations in the same way that, on the purely passive account of deliberation, the will 
arises from an alternation of desires and appetites. The claim is that Hobbes provided a reductive 
analysis of assent in terms of simply experiencing a mental state: belief or opinion is nothing more 
than the last conception one has in a mental discourse about the matter. In chapter seven of 
Leviathan, Hobbes himself drew a tight parallel between the deliberative process of deciding what 
to do and the discursive process of making a judgement:  
                                                 

74 Hobbes contrasted at least two distinct senses of ‘belief’ in Leviathan. In the first sense, where one’s 
mental state is based on faith in another person’s epistemic authority and sincerity, and hence where one 
takes that person’s pronouncement for granted, “Beleefe” combines “two opinions; one of the saying of the 
man; the other of his vertue.” In the second, more restricted sense, ‘belief’ concerns simply the content of 
the proposition (and not anyone’s epistemic authority): “to beleeve what is said, signifieth onely an opinion 
of the truth of the saying.” L 7.5, 100. I am using ‘belief’ in the second, more restricted sense delineated by 
Hobbes. 

75 DC 5.1, 49–51/EW 1:55–57. See also O 5, 179/O Cottingham, 126: “When I think of a man, I am 
aware of an idea or image made up of a certain shape and colour; and I can doubt whether this image is the 
likeness of a man or not.” 

76 DCv 18.4, 282–285/PR 253–254. Cf. EL 6.2–7, 40–42. Compare this with his discussion, the year 
earlier in his Objectiones, of the difference between knowing and believing or giving our inner assent to a 
proposition, on the one hand, and affirming, defending, denying, and refuting propositions, on the other: 
the former are independent of our will, while the latter are all “acts of will.” O 13, 192/O Cottingham, 134. 
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And that which is alternate Appetite, in Deliberating concerning Good and Evil; the 
same is alternate Opinion, in the Enquiry of the truth of Past, and Future. And as 
the last Appetite in Deliberation, is called the Will; so the last Opinion in search of 
the truth of Past, and Future, is called the JUDGEMENT, or Resolute and Finall 
Sentence of him that discourseth. And as the whole chain of Appetites alternate, in 
the question of Good, or Bad, is called Deliberation; so the whole chain of Opinions 
alternate, in the question of True, or False, is called DOUBT.77 
 

The passage seems to characterize mental discourse as a process in which agents simply experience 
a succession of alternating conceptions (“Opinions”): the agent is, as it were, alternately in the 
grips of various conceptions with representational content, and settles on a “judgement” when the 
alternation of conceptions runs its course. An agent’s “Opinion” just seems to be whatever 
conception has gripped him at any given point in time: to perceive the sun in the water is, at least 
momentarily, to hold the opinion that it is in the water. One truly “judges” or “believes” that the 
sun is in the water only in the thinned out, reductive sense that the last conception one has in 
discoursing about the matter is a conception of the sun being in the water (rather than, say, having 
a conception in memory of the sun in the sky). On this account, there is nothing that structurally 
differentiates “Opinion” or “judgement” from other perceptual or imaginative conceptions. It is as 
if Hobbesian reasoners were thoroughgoing sceptics who suspend cognitive judgement over the 
conceptions that they experience during mental discourse—not because they are committed 
sceptics, but because, as Irwin suggests, they are incapable of doing otherwise.78 

It might be objected that this passive interpretation goes against Hobbes’s characterization 
of reasoning as the mental operation of adding or subtracting the constituent properties or the 
antecedent causes that we conceive the objects of our reasoning to have (both of which Hobbes 
called “causes”79). As Hobbes put it in De Corpore, 

 
By RATIOCINATION, I mean computation … Ratiocination, therefore, is the same 
with addition and substraction … So that all ratiocination is comprehended in these 
two operations of the mind [operationes animi], addition and substraction.80 
 

Similarly in Leviathan: 
 
When a man Reasoneth, hee does nothing els but conceive a summe totall, from 
Addition of parcels; or conceive a Remainder, from Substraction of one summe 
from another: which (if it be done by Words,) is conceiving of the consequence of 
the names of all the parts, to the name of the whole; or from the names of the whole 
and one part, to the name of the other part.81 

                                                 
77 L 7.2, 98. 
78 Irwin, Development of Ethics 2, 33–34. 
79 On these two senses of ‘cause,’ to mean an object’s constituent properties and the antecedent 

conditions of its genesis, see Engel, “Analogy,” 332–333; de Jong, “Hobbes’s Logic,” 136–138; Malcolm, 
Aspects of Hobbes, 153; Pettit, Made with Words, 22–23. 

80 DC 1.2, 3/EW 1:3. 
81 L 5.1, 64. For discussion of the significance of construing reasoning as calculation, see Losonsky, 

Enlightenment and Action, chapter 3. 



17 
 

 

 
But, in fact, Hobbes’s notion of mental calculation is here perfectively compatible with the passive 
interpretation according to which we merely experience a series of conceptions without reflecting 
on and being guided by a rule. 

We can see this feature of Hobbes’s notion of a mental “operation” by focusing on the case 
of non-linguistic reasoning. It is true that Hobbes characterized the mental calculations involved 
in reasoning as typically carried out in linguistically explicit, propositional form. Indeed, prior to 
1643, Hobbes held that language is necessary for reasoning, and some of Hobbes’s commentators 
have thought that he held his view throughout his career.82 But as the phrase “if it be done by 
Words” indicates, this interpretation is mistaken: in his mature works Hobbes allowed for non-
linguistic reasoning in which “a man reckons without the use of words.”83 In fact in De Corpore 
he explicitly addressed the question of “how by the ratiocination of the mind, we add and substract 
in our silent thoughts, without the use of words” by illustrating how reasoning could proceed prior 
to the development of language. Even when “no appellation had yet been given to anything,” if “a 
man see something afar off and obscurely,” he will “have the same idea of that thing for which 
now, by imposing a name on it, we call it body,” i.e., he will have a conception of it as a body. 
When, subsequently, he sees it “now in one place and now in another, he will have a new idea 
thereof” as animated.  Thirdly, when he observes the object more closely and sees in it “signs of 
a rational mind,” he will form a conception of it as rational. The moment of calculation finally 
arrives when, “by looking fully and distinctly upon it, he conceives all that he has seen as one 
thing,” such that he forms a new “idea … compounded of his former ideas, which are put together 
in the mind in the same order in which these three single names, body, animated, rational, are in 
speech compounded into this one name, body-animated-rational, or man.” That is to say, he forms 
a single, structured conception of the object as corporal, animated, and rational.84 The so-called 
mental “operation” simply consists in having a mental state of a particular (structured) kind. 

This description of purely mental, non-linguistic reasoning seems to confirm the strict 
passive interpretation. Reasoning here seems to amount to no more than a sequence of conceptions 
of an intentional object as having certain distinct properties, followed by a conception of those 
conceptions as having the same intentional object, and, finally, a compound conception of the 
object as having all of those properties combined. There is no indication of the agent internally 
assenting to the implicit propositional content of his perceptions and consequently taking those 
perceptions to provide him with reasons to draw a conclusion—reasons from which he draws 
conclusions. Rather, the agent simply has those conceptions in sequence. 

This passive reading is not completely off the mark: with one important qualification to be 
noted shortly, it provides an accurate interpretation of Hobbes’s account of purely mental, non-
linguistic reasoning. However, as we shall now see, it is wholly inadequate as an interpretation of 
linguistically articulated reasoning, in which “we turn the reckoning of the consequences of things 

                                                 
82 See, for example, Pettit, Made with Words, 42–43. For the recognition that reasoning can take non-

linguistic form, see Pécharman, “Le Discours mental selon Hobbes”; Jesseph, Squaring the Circle. See also 
the discussion in Losonsky, Enlightenment and Action, 49–52. For Hobbes’s early view, which rules out 
non-linguistic reasoning, see EL 5.11, 38; O 4, 178/O Cottingham, 125–126; AW 4.1, 126/AW Jones, 52; 
AW 30.22, 358/AW Jones, 377; AW 30.28, 361/AW Jones, 381. 

83 L 5.5, 68. This passage speaks directly against Gert’s attempt to distinguish reasoning from 
reckoning by restricting the latter to “verbal reasoning.” Gert, “Hobbes on Reason.” 

84 DC 1.3, 3–4/EW 1:3–4. 
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imagined in the mind, into a reckoning of the consequences of Appellations.”85 
 
 

4. Linguistic Reasoning is Strongly Cognitive 
 

Linguistic reasoning differs from non-linguistic reasoning in several important respects 
according to Hobbes.86 (1) The first and perhaps most decisive difference is that linguistic 
reasoning is, but non-linguistic reasoning is not, propositional. This is because, while there can be 
linguistically articulated mental propositions, there can be no purely mental, non-linguistic 
proposition. Propositions are essentially linguistic: a proposition by definition is “a speech [oratio] 
consisting of two names copulated.”87 There can be no purely mental proposition because the 
implicit propositional content of intentional states can be made explicit only linguistically. 
(Hobbes did not distinguish propositions from sentences and utterances: he took propositions to 
be sentences uttered in speech, whether out loud or silently in the mind.88) 

On the one hand, we cannot make the implicit propositional content of our intentional states 
explicit without language because, according to Hobbes’s nominalist account of mental states, all 
intentional states are representations of a particular object. We may very well have a conception, 
for example, of the hot celestial body that we call the sun. But we cannot, according to Hobbes, 
have universal conceptions, such as a conception of hot celestial body.89 Nor can we have purely 
abstract conceptions, such as a conception of the property of heat. We can conceive of a particular 
object as having some property—we can conceive, for example, the sun as hot—but we cannot 
have a conception of any property itself independently of the object whose property it is.90 For on 
Hobbes’s nominalist account, properties are not themselves entities; they are the features or 
“accidents” of objects. Yet to make explicit, without language, the propositional content that is 
implicit to a conception of ours would be at least to form a purely mental proposition consisting 
of, first, a conception of the intentional object (the proposition’s subject) and, second, a conception 
of the property of the intentional object independently of the object itself (the proposition’s 
predicate) as if it could have independent existence—which Hobbes took to be impossible. 

On the other hand, we can make propositional contents explicit linguistically because 
language does not merely consist in the semantic imposition of names on objects; it also consists 

                                                 
85 L 4.9, 52. 
86 For Hobbes’s philosophy of language, see Hungerland and Vick, “Hobbes’s Theory of Language”; 

Zarka, “Aspects sémantiques”; Soles, Strong Wits; Pettit, Made with Words; Abizadeh, “Absence of 
Reference.” For the historical context, see Dawson, Locke, Language and Early-Modern Philosophy. 

87 DC 3.2, 27/EW 1:30, italics removed. For discussion of Hobbes’s treatment of the proposition, see 
Nuchelmans, Judgment and Proposition, chapter 7; Zarka, Décision métaphyisique, chapter 3. 

88 Does this mean that for Hobbes two different people who utter the sentence ‘I am in London’ utter 
the same proposition? Not necessarily: not if a proposition consists in the uttered sentence along with the 
mental states that, according to Hobbes, the utterance is supposed to signify. 

89 EL 5.6, 36; L 4.6, 52; DC 5.8, 53–54/EW 1:60. It is true that at DC 6.15, 74/EW 1:84, Hobbes wrote 
of notionem universalem, but he immediately clarified that he was using the term for the image of a 
particular item. Nor does language make universal conceptions possible, contrary to a widespread 
interpretation of Hobbes (e.g. Pettit, Made with Words). 

90 The only apparent exception to this is conceiving (e.g. remembering) one’s own conceptions 
(conceptions are not things, but accidents of the brain). This apparent exception is explained by the fact that 
what we conceive, in conceiving a conception, is its content, which is itself of some thing (as having some 
properties). 



19 
 

 

in a syntactic structure by which names are “ordered in speech,” joined together as subject and 
predicate.91 As Hobbes put it in Leviathan, “SPEECH … [consists] of Names or Appellations, and 
their Connexion.”92 The syntactic structure of speech, which serves “to shew the Consequence, or 
Repugnance of one name to another,” is usually expressed by using some word as a copula, “as 
wee use the Verbe Is” in English, although Hobbes acknowledged that languages could also form 
propositions “without any Verb answerable to Est, or Is, or Bee,” since “the placing of two names 
in order may serve to signifie their Consequence” just as well.93 The copula, whether its function 
is performed via a syncategorematic word or purely via sentential syntax, is supposed to explain 
the unity of the proposition, i.e., to explain how a proposition such as ‘Socrates is a man’ differs 
from a mere list such as ‘Socrates, being, man.’94 According to Hobbes, the verb ‘to be’ or its 
purely syntactic equivalent unifies subject and predicate in virtue of enabling the proposition as a 
whole to signify our conception of the conception that would be signified by the predicate 
separately as being a conception of the same intentional object as that of the conception that would 
be signified by the subject separately. When we utter ‘Socrates is a man,’ for example, we signify 
our conception that our conception of Socrates and our conception of some rational, animate body 
are conceptions of the same intentional object: we do not, as with a list, merely conceive of 
Socrates and conceive of a man in two separate conceptions, but signify a single, structured 
conception of some intentional object, in which we consider the object first as possessing one 
property, then another.95 

(2) The second difference between non-linguistic and linguistic reasoning arises from the 
impossibility of universal conceptions. “When a man reckons without the use of words,” he can 
reason only about the particular objects that can be conceived, and hence may reason only “in 
particular things.”96 But once people have introduced “Universall” names, which are the names 
“imposed on many things, for their similitude in some quality, or other accident,”97 they can form, 
and reason with, universal propositions.98 

One might wonder how creatures incapable of having either universal or abstract 
conceptions could possibly invent universal names. The answer is that, for Hobbes, although all 
conceptions are of particular objects, all conceptions are both intrinsically aspectual (we conceive 
objects as having some particular properties) and inherently comparative  (we inherently conceive 
objects and their properties as being similar to or different from other conceptions’ intentional 
objects). To have a conception of an intentional object just is to conceive that object as similar to 
or different from other intentional objects: no faculty beyond imagination is needed. Indeed 
Hobbes argued that without comparing the representational content of our current conception to 
                                                 

91 DC 2.5, 15/EW 1:17. 
92 L 4.1, 48, my underlining. 
93 L 46.16–17, 1078–1080. On the copula and proposition, see also EL 5.9, 37; DC 3.2, 27–28/EW 

1:30–31. 
94 On the unity of the proposition, see Gibson, From Naming to Saying. Geach erroneously asserts that 

Hobbes held “that the copula was superfluous” and so did not adequately distinguish a proposition from a 
mere list. Geach, Reference and Generality, 60. But Hobbes merely conceded that the function of the copula 
can be performed syntactically; he deemed the function essential, not superfluous, to forming a proposition. 
For a correction to Geach, see Ott, Locke’s Philosophy of Language, 36. 

95 DC 5.9, 54/EW 1:61. For discussion of the kind of conception Hobbes took a proposition to signify, 
see Nuchelmans, Judgment and Proposition, 132–133. 

96 L 5.5, 68. 
97 L 4.7, 52. 
98 DC 4.8, 44–45/EW 1:49–50. Cf. DC 3.5, 31/EW 1:34. 
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previous ones that we hold in memory, we would not even have sensory perceptions. The lack of 
memory and hence inability to judge comparatively is the reason why inanimate bodies such as 
stones or trees react to external stimuli without having sensory perceptions: 

 
For by sense, we commonly understand the judgment we make of objects by their 
phantasms; namely, by comparing and distinguishing those phantasms; which we 
could never do, if that motion in the organ, by which the phantasm is made, did not 
remain there for some time, and make the same phantasm return. Wherefore sense 
… hath necessarily some memory adhering to it, by which former and later 
phantasms may be compared together, and distinguished from another.99 
 

Therefore for Hobbes, language is not necessary for comparing the properties of our intentional 
objects; language simply enables us to do explicitly, in propositional form, what we already did in 
representational form via consideration.100 It is this inherently comparative nature of conception 
that enables the formation of universal names (for example, on the basis of the similarities and 
differences that we conceive in sundry intentional objects).101 

(3) The third, related difference between non-linguistic and linguistic reasoning arises from 
the impossibility of abstract conceptions. Since we cannot conceive a property apart from the 
object of which it is the property, in non-linguistic reasoning we cannot treat or “consider” a 
property separately from the object of which it is the property.102 Once reasoning is linguistic and 
hence propositional, however, we can separate subject from predicate, and so can invent abstract 
names for properties and treat them separately from the concrete name of the object of which they 
are the properties. (For Hobbes, concrete names are the names of objects, and abstract names “are 
the names of the accidents and properties” by which one object “is distinguished from another”—
for example, the word ‘heat.’103)  

Precisely because there can be no abstract conceptions, Hobbes argued that humans were 
incapable of inventing abstract names for properties until after they could form linguistic 
propositions: it is only via a linguistic proposition, with its distinct subject and predicate, that one 
can make the propositional content of one’s intentional states explicit and treat the abstract name 
of the property independently of the concrete name of the object whose property it is.104 This grants 
to linguistic reasoning a tremendous advantage; indeed, “ratiocinating, that is, calculating the 
properties of bodies, cannot for the most part be undertaken” without abstract names.105 Yet 
abstract names also come with a danger: the ability to treat abstract names separately from concrete 
                                                 

99 DC 25.5, 320/EW 1:393. 
100 For an argument along these lines, see Pettit, Made with Words. 
101 It is also what enables purely mental reasoning in the form of subtraction, where we have a sequence 

of conceptions of the same intentional object but consecutively as having less and less properties. See DC 
1.3, 4/EW 1:4–5. 

102 Hobbes’s phrase of art for what is treatable in discourse or reasoning is “whatsoever can enter into, 
or be considered in an account.” To treat something is to “bring [it] into account, [or] consider” it. L 4.14–
18, 58–60. 

103 L 4.16, 58. See also LL Appendix, Chapter 1, paragraph 75, 1174–1177. 
104 Abstract names could not be invented “till there were propositions, from whose copula they 

proceed.” DC 3.4, 29/EW 1:33. See also DC 2.13, 20–21/EW 1:23; AW 27.1, 312–313/AW Jones, 311–312. 
Cf. Nuchelmans, Judgment and Proposition, 135–137. 

105 DC 3.4, 29–30/ EW 1:33. I have modified the translation to reflect the Latin word order: usus in eo 
quod sine his ratiocinari, id est, computare corporum proprietates plerumque non possumus. 
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names might lead some, as Aristotle and his followers had done, to think that one could conceive 
of properties separately from the objects whose properties they are, and hence absurdly to think 
that properties are themselves objects or entities with independent existence.106 The confusion of 
the power to treat names separately with the power to conceive properties independently is made 
possible only by failing to realize that abstract names in isolation do not mark or signify anything 
at all: they contribute to the power of a proposition to mark or signify, and the conception signified 
by a proposition containing an abstract name can be nothing but a conception of some particular 
intentional object considered in some way. Thus to say that abstract names are the names of 
accidents or properties is just to say that they are the names of concrete things insofar as we 
consider them in a particular way.107 

Of course one might ask how, if abstract names are possible only once linguistic 
propositions are formed, linguistic propositions themselves are possible in the first place. How 
could creatures incapable of abstract conceptions separate subject from predicate to form a 
proposition? The answer is that the predicates of the first propositions did not involve abstract 
names: they involved universal names more general than the name contained in the proposition’s 
subject—for example, ‘Socrates is a man.’ On Hobbes’s account, humans could form universal 
names, propositions, and consequently abstract names thanks to the inherently comparative nature 
of conception. No higher faculty is required.108 

(4) The fourth difference between the two types of reasoning is that, because language 
enables us to render the propositional content of our conceptions explicit, in the form of a linguistic 
proposition, it also enables us to conceive that proposition and hence explicitly treat its content as 
the object of judgement. Without language, we can conceive of the sun as hot, and we can conceive 
of our conception of the sun. But with language we can conceive that the sun is hot, and conceive 
of the proposition articulated linguistically in our initial conception; we can consequently 
explicitly assent to (or dissent from) the linguistically articulated propositional content of our 
conceptions. In other words, upon explicitly (linguistically) articulating propositional contents, we 
are able to treat the proposition as an object of thought, reasoning, and judgement, and thereby 
assent to (or dissent from or even merely suppose) its truth, because we can conceive of the 
proposition as true—indeed, we can have a conception whose propositional content is that the 
proposition (e.g. ‘object O has property x’) is true. Although “some brute creatures, looking upon 
the image of a man in a mirror, may be affected with it, as if it were the man himself, and for this 
reason fear it or fawn upon it in vain; yet they do not apprehend it as true or false, but only as 
similar; and in this they are not deceived.”109 By contrast, when language users assent to or dissent 
from the proposition that the image of a man in a mirror is itself a man, they conceive of the 

                                                 
106 L 46.18, 1082; 46.15, 1076–78; DC 3.4, 29–30/EW 1:33–34. 
107 Hobbes put this in the Appendix to the Latin Leviathan by saying that “abstract names are the names 

of concrete things, when they are considered apart from the other names of the same concrete thing.” LL 
Appendix 1.77, 1176–1177. 

108 Hobbes illustrated the second and third differences between non-linguistic and linguistic reasoning 
by comparing the reasoning of a non-linguistic human about a triangle to that of a linguistic human, in L 
4.9, 52–54. Cf. DC 6.11, 70–71/EW 1:79–80. 

109 Etsi enim animalia orationis expertia, hominis simulachrum in speculo aspicientia similiter affecta 
esse possint, ac si ipsum hominem vidissent, et obeam causam frustra eum metuerent, vel abblandirentur, 
rem tamen non apprehendunt tanquam veram aut falsam, sed tantum ut similem, neque in eo falluntur. DC 
3.8, 32/EW 1:36, translation modified, my underlining. Cf. DC 5.1, 50/EW 1:56. 
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proposition ‘spectrum est homo’ as true or false.110 Beasts, like sceptics, merely yield to their 
conceptions, but language users can judge and reflectively assent to propositional contents. 

Hobbes marked the difference between implicit and explicit propositional contents by 
distinguishing between veridicality and error in general, and truth and falsity in particular. A 
mental representation of a table’s surface as square-shaped may be veridical or erroneous, 
depending on the actual shape of the table represented. But a mental representation with merely 
implicit propositional content cannot, according to Hobbes, be true or false: only the proposition 
that the table’s surface is square-shaped can be true or false. Truth is intrinsically a property of 
propositions, not of things or of mental states: conceptions can be truth-apt only if they are 
linguistically articulated. As Hobbes put it in De Corpore, “these words true, truth, and true 
proposition, are equivalent to one another; for truth consists in speech, and not in the things spoken 
of.”111 Hence humans are subject to two fundamentally different types of error: errors of sensory 
perception (sentiendo, sensu) and of non-linguistic (tacita) thought (cogitatione), on the one hand, 
and errors of affirmation or proposition, on the other. Only the latter “error deserves the name of 
falsity, as arising not from sense, nor from the things themselves, but from pronouncing rashly.”112 
Errors of the former type “are common to all things that have sense,” while the latter “have no 
place but amongst such living creatures as use speech.”113 

A critic might grant Hobbes’s view that language enables us (a) to make the propositional 
content of our conceptions explicit, and thereby enables us (b) to treat propositions as an object of 
thought, but she might nevertheless object that it remains unclear, on Hobbes’s account, how 
language could enable us (c) to assent to the propositions that language enables us to conceive, if 
it is true that prior to language we could not assent to our conceptions. It is, after all, one thing to 
hold an explicitly articulated proposition in view, and another to adopt a particular propositional 
attitude towards it. The response is that, according to Hobbes, just as pre-linguistic intentional 
states have implicit propositional content, which can be made explicit linguistically, so too are pre-
linguistic agents able implicitly to have distinct intentional modes towards the representational 
content of their conceptions. In other words, even non-linguistic reasoning does not fully accord 
with the strict passive interpretation (according to which Hobbes did not genuinely differentiate 
between different intentional modes such as merely perceiving and assenting). Hence the necessary 
qualification, which I announced earlier, to the strict passive account of purely mental reasoning. 

We can see this feature of Hobbes’s thought rather clearly in his account of perspective. 
The question that Hobbes sought to answer in chapter 3 of part II of his A Minute or First Draught 
of the Optiques (1646) is how a drawing in a two-dimensional plane surface can come to represent 
a three-dimensional object for an observer, that is, how it can cause the observer to have a 
conception of the represented, three-dimensional object. Hobbes answered that the illusion of a 
three-dimensional object is created when the sight of the two-dimensional figure triggers in us the 
memory of a three-dimensional object like the one that the drawing represents, so that we end up 
conceiving the three-dimensional object of memory rather than the two-dimensional object of 

                                                 
110 DC 3.7, 32/EW 1:35, translation modified. 
111 DC 3.7, 31/EW 1:35. Cf. L 4.11, 54. 
112 DC 5.1, 49–50/EW 1:55–56. That by tacita Hobbes meant non-linguistic (rather than just silent, as 

the English translation renders the term) is indicated in his repetition of the word at DC 6.11, 70/EW 1:80: 
“by thinking of the same tacitly, without any use of words either understood or expressed [idque rem ipsam 
tacite cogitando sine omni verborum tam conceptorum quam prolatorum usu].” 

113 DC 5.1, 50/EW 1:56; 3.8, 32/EW 1:36. Compare with Descartes’s distinction between formal and 
material truth (discussed in Nuchelmans, Judgment and Proposition, 50–51). 
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vision before us—or, more precisely, we end up conceiving the two-dimensional object of vision 
before as having the properties we conceive in the three-dimensional object of our memory: 

 
the Reason why those figures generally have an apparence [different] from their 
figures made in the playne of perspective is this: That when we have in memory 
the Originalls which they are made to represent, the plaine itselfe is not (to speake 
properly) seene, butt the Originall remembred, and the memory thereof maintained 
by the proportions of the lines drawne … So that when wee behold a perspective 
and acknowledge nott anything it represents butt itselfe, then is the fancie of the 
beholder vision, namely the vision of the plaine. Butt when wee conceyve by it a 
Gallery, Lanscep or other thing represented by it, then is the fancy of the beholder 
to bee called memorie, though that memorie bee raised and confirmed by the lines 
drawne on the plaine. And hence it is, That to judge of perspective, a man has need 
of Experience in the Originall appearance of objects and a steady fancy … whereby 
the natural Judgement of the Eye may be confounded.114 
 

It is true that the plane is not, according to Hobbes, seen in the “proper” or literal sense that we see 
it as a two-dimensional plane. But to imagine the two-dimensional plane as a three-dimensional 
object—to experience the illusion of perspective—one must form a compound conception arising 
from simultaneously seeing the two-dimensional drawing and remembering the three-dimensional 
object it resembles. If one did not see the two-dimensional drawing at all—if memory were not 
“raised and confirmed” by what one visually perceives—then one would be merely imagining a 
three-dimensional object, as one does when one is day-dreaming, rather than imagining the two-
dimensional drawing before one’s eyes as three-dimensional.115 Moreover, those who remember 
having seen drawings in the past will, even while imagining the drawing as three-dimensional, be 
aware that they are not actually seeing a three-dimensional object: they will recognize that their 
conception is a compound of sensory perception and memory. This is the moment of implicit 
dissent from or assent to (“acknowledgement,” as Hobbes put it here) the implicit propositional 
content of one’s conception. Such acknowledgement is implicit at least in the sense that one simply 
experiences, passively, the content of one’s mental state as veridical or illusory. This experience 
is not something intrinsic to the intentional content, but is an attitude that agents implicitly hold 
towards that content. As Hobbes put it in De Corpore, in non-propositional errors of perception or 
imagination, “as when, by seeing the image of the sun in water, we imagine the sun itself to be 
there,” or “when from any sign we vainly imagine something to be signified, which is not [rem 
significatam frustra fingimus],” the “deception proceeds neither from our senses, nor from the 
things we perceive; but from ourselves while we feign such things as are but mere images to be 
something more than images.”116 In other words, one may (or may not) take the content of one’s 
conception to signify the presence of an object with certain objective, mind-independent 
properties, but if one does, one does so only implicitly, not in the form of explicit propositions. 
One cannot explicitly adopt or endorse such an attitude until language allows one to make the 

                                                 
114 FDO Part II, Chapter 3, paragraph 9, 446, my underlining, and taking on the emendation suggested 

by Malcolm, Aspects of Hobbes, 226. 
115 As Malcolm rightly notes, “Hobbes requires us to look at the image in the picture in two different 

ways at once: as the thing illusorily depicted, and as the shape that needs to be matched against the similar 
shapes in our memories.” Aspects of Hobbes, 227. 

116 DC 5.1, 50/EW 1:56. 
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implicit propositional content of one’s conceptions explicit. 
This speaks decisively against the strict passive interpretation of reasoning because we 

cannot reductively analyze this notion of explicitly assenting into merely having or experiencing 
(whether presently or as one’s latest conception in a sequence) a conception with representational 
content. At best, a partisan of the strict passive reading must claim that, although Hobbes wanted 
and thought that he had a notion of structurally distinct intentional modes, unbeknownst to him his 
cognitive monism ruled out any such notion. Yet even that claim would be unmotivated: since 
whenever we conceive something we must conceive it in some particular way, there is no reason 
why intentional modes must be explained by a faculty distinct from the faculty of mental 
representation itself. 

A more promising objection might be that, in the case of intentional modes that are 
specifically propositional attitudes, Hobbes’s account proves too much. The worry here is not that 
his account fails to accommodate the notion of assenting to a proposition, but that, to the contrary, 
it fails to accommodate any other propositional attitude (such as supposing or merely 
contemplating), because it cannot distinguish between forming a proposition and assenting to it. 
The implication would be that, on Hobbes’s account, one cannot but help to assent to a proposition 
whenever one unites subject and predicate. As Walter Ott has pointed out, philosophers since the 
time of John Stuart Mill have often accused their early-modern predecessors of conflating the unity 
of the proposition and assenting to its content in this way,117 and Hobbes might be thought to be a 
typical culprit insofar as he equates ‘proposition’ with ‘affirmation’ (or ‘negation’).118 But Hobbes 
need not be saddled with such an obvious mistake. Affirming does not, for Hobbes, carry assertoric 
force: as we have seen, he explicitly distinguished between merely affirming or “conceding” a 
proposition and internally assenting to or “receiving” it. To affirm a proposition in Hobbes’s sense 
is merely to form a proposition via the copula, that is, to connect a subject to predicate rather than 
produce a mere list. It remains a separate question whether one assents to it or, indeed, asserts its 
truth.119 

We must therefore reject the strict passive interpretation of Hobbesian reasoning: Hobbes 
distinguished between different intentional modes, including the propositional attitude of assenting 
to and supposing the content of a proposition, and these attitudes play a constitutive role in 
reasoning. A partisan of the passive interpretation must retreat to the moderate version, which 
denies only that Hobbesian reasoning involves assenting on the basis of taking some fact to be a 
reason. As I shall now argue, even this moderate interpretation fails. 

(5) That linguistic reasoning is propositional also explains its fifth distinctive feature: it is 
inferential. Non-linguistic reasoning consists in a series of conceptions that the agent is caused to 
have in virtue of innate associative mental structures—for example, structures in virtue of which 
one is caused to conceive of two previous conceptions as being of the same object and, 
subsequently, to form a compound conception of the object that combines all the properties 
represented in those previous conceptions separately. This is calculation (addition), and it ends 
with conceiving the “consequences” of one’s train of thoughts, but it is not inference: one is not 
guided by any rule.120 Hobbes assimilated “consequences” here to temporal succession, not logical 

                                                 
117 Ott defends Locke against this charge in Ott, Locke’s Philosophy of Language, 41–49. For 

something like this charge, see Mill, Works VII, Book I, Chapter 5, paragraph 1, 87. 
118 See EL 5.9, 37; cf. DC 3.6, 31/EW 1:35. 
119 Thus an “affirmative” proposition is merely one “whose predicate is a positive name.” DC 3.6, 

31/EW 1:35. 
120 Contrary to what is asserted by Losonsky, Enlightenment and Action, 47, 50. 
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derivations.121 In linguistic reasoning, by contrast, the calculative process of conceiving 
consequences consists in drawing inferences: it is constitutively governed by the rules or 
prescriptions that compose “the Method of Reasoning,” which, for Hobbes, amount to the rules of 
logic that the reasoner applies to derive consequences.122 Non-linguistic reasoners could not be 
guided by any such rules. Hence linguistic reasoning does not involve merely assenting to (or 
supposing) propositions, but involves assenting to (or supposing) propositions on the basis of 
having already assented to (or supposed) prior propositions: it involves reasoning from the content 
of premises treated as a reason to assent to (or suppose) some further proposition. 

The upshot is that the passive reading of Hobbes, whether in its strict or moderate version, 
is unstable: what enables mental phenomena to be cognitive in the second sense, i.e., propositional 
and truth-apt, is precisely what on Hobbes’s account enables them to be cognitive in the strongest 
sense, i.e., involving assent to some proposition on the basis of taking some fact(s) to furnish a 
sufficient reason for doing so. 

(6) We can reiterate this point by articulating a sixth way in which non-linguistic reasoning 
differs from its linguistic counterpart. While in the former one’s sequence of thoughts is governed 
wholly by innate associative mental structures, in the latter it can proceed via artificial relations 
previously established by human beings themselves and governed by the rules of language such 
as syntax. Language is an artificial tool enabling human beings to transform and hence alter, via 
propositions and inferences, the innately determined patterns of mental discourse. It is true, of 
course, that Hobbes flatly rejected the view that reasoning could be an uncaused activity or that 
one could choose to experience a particular conception voluntarily at will. But neither his 
determinism nor his denial that conceptions could be conjured up at will rules out the possibility 
of influencing one’s train of thought via assenting, judging, and calculating.123 Humans can use 
language to affect the sequence of their thoughts, not in the sense that they can somehow escape 
from the determinist chain of causes, but in the sense that their succession of thoughts can follow 
patterns governed by rules that they themselves have previously established by convention. 

Hobbes’s description of the origin of language highlights this transformative role.124 
Hobbes argued that language originally arises privately, when, as he put in the Elements, an 
“arbitrarily imposed” vocal sound is used by someone “for a marke to bringe to his minde, some 
Conception, concerninge the thinge on which it is imposed.”125 The motivation for using names as 
marks in this way lies in the fact that mental discourse amongst non-linguistic creatures suffers 
from an important “defect”: it follows purely innate patterns of association. Without language, in 
“the Succession of Conceptions in the minde … one Conception followeth not another according 
to our Election, and the neede we have of them, but as it chanceth us to heare, or see, such things 
as shall bring them to our minde.”126 Without language, a particular conception comes to mind 

                                                 
121 See Pécharman, “Le Discours mental selon Hobbes.” 
122 L 46.11, 1060. 
123 For an exploration of the implications of Hobbes’s determinism for his conceptions of deliberation 

and freedom, see von Leyden, Hobbes and Locke. 
124 This paragraph and the next draw on Abizadeh, “Absence of Reference.” 
125 EL 5.2, 35. On the private origin of language see DC 2.3, 13/EW 1:15; cf. L 4.3, 50. See also  

Watkins, Hobbes’s System, 99. Hungerland and Vick, “Hobbes’s Theory of Language,” deny that Hobbes 
posited a private origin or nature for language, but their reading is decisively refuted in Ross, “Hobbes’s 
Two Theories of Meaning.” 

126 EL 5.1, 34, my underlining. Cf. EL 4.2, 31. See also L 3.2, 38: “as wee have no Imagination, whereof 
we have not formerly had Sense, in whole, or in parts; so we have not Transition from one Imagination to 
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either because an external object stimulates one’s sensory organs, leading to sensory perception, 
or because one has just had a conception that one’s mind is disposed to associate with another 
conception thanks to previous temporal conjunctions of the same two conceptions. One will 
imagine rain, for example, only after perceiving or imagining something else—such as a thick 
cloud—that one has previously perceived or imagined immediately before or after rain. One’s 
sequence of thoughts may even be guided or “regulated by some desire”:127 one might take events 
observed in regular temporal succession to be signs of each other’s presence, but also to stand in 
a means-end relation, such that when one imagines a desired end, one might be especially disposed, 
in regulated mental discourse, to think of its presumed means. Thus if seeing thick clouds causes 
one to imagine rain, then the desire to avoid getting wet, which involves representing in one’s 
mind staying dry during rain, might prompt one next to imagine being in a cave, which one has 
previously experienced in conjunction with staying dry during rain. The latter sequence is an 
example of prudential thinking, and both animals and humans are capable of it. But both 
unregulated and regulated trains of non-linguistic thought operate strictly on the basis of innate 
associationist laws of psychology.128 

By using names as mnemonic devices or marks humans can fundamentally alter the nature 
of this mental discourse. The first point to make is that, on the associationist principles just noted, 
if each time upon perceiving or imagining rain one utters the sound “rain,” then one will be causally 
disposed to remember or imagine rain simply by uttering “rain” in the future. (Language 
presumably need not be vocalized to work: after a while, one can cause oneself to think of rain 
simply by thinking of the word ‘rain.’) Yet it is clear that this does not get us very far: merely 
imposing marks in this way would be insufficient in itself for transforming one’s sequence of 
thoughts. This is because one could still not cause oneself to utter “rain” or think of the word ‘rain’ 
in the first place if nothing in the external world has already caused one to perceive rain or triggered 
one’s memory of it.129 Hobbes understood this: he certainly did not think that one could recall, at 
will, individual conceptions in isolation. Rather, he was trying—and this is the second point—to 
show how we could affect the sequence or “succession of conceptions” one after another. 
According to Hobbes, the genesis of language involves not just the invention of names qua marks, 
but also the invention of rule-governed ways to connect names together into sentences or 
propositions: not just using vocal sounds semantically as marks, but syntactically combining 
names into sentences to affirm relationships between the names—paradigmatically “by the helpe 
of this little verb IS or somethinge equivalent.”130 

It is therefore the invention of propositions, and not just names, that transforms the 
sequence of our thoughts, by enabling us to have trains of thought that do not necessarily follow 
associations experienced in the past. For once names are combined to form propositions and to 
draw inferences, one’s train of thoughts is governed not merely by empirical relations such as 
constant conjunction, but also by the extended activity of reasoning made possible by the rule-
governed relations embedded in linguistic syntax: “the invention of names” and ways to connect 
them enable humans to call “to their remembrance the necessary coherence of one conception to 

                                                 
another, whereof we never had the like before in our Senses.” 

127 L 3.4, 40. 
128 See L 3.3–9, 38–44. 
129 A question like this is raised by Martinich, Hobbes, 141–142. 
130 EL 5.9–10, 37–38. In this I disagree with Nuchelmans, Judgment and Proposition, 125, who argues 

that for Hobbes the mnemonic function of language can do without the function performed by the copula. 
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another” in a chain of “RATIOCINATION or reasoning.”131 Hobbes’s point was not that we could 
now conjure up whatever particular thought we would will; his point was that the sequence of our 
thoughts could now be ordered according to the rules governing language use that we have 
ourselves established by artifice—and hence by patterns established according to our own previous 
will or “Election.”132 

Hobbes made this point even clearer in his more mature formulation in Leviathan, which 
specifies that marks do not serve to recall particular conceptions in isolation, but are used for “the 
Registring of the Consequences of our Thoughts”—i.e., for recording the results of our 
ratiocination—“which being apt to slip out of our memory, and put us to a new labour, may again 
be recalled, by such words as they were marked by.” “Speech serveth to the remembrance” of 
conclusions, not merely through the imposition of names, but by “the imposing of Names, and the 
Connexion of them.”133 Names serve as mnemonic devices, but language also requires logical 
devices for ordering names.134 This is why, although pre-linguistic humans may reason in the sense 
of calculating, only those who possess language are “capable of Inferring, Concluding, and of all 
kind of Reasoning.”135  

(7) This points to a seventh and final difference between non-linguistic and linguistic 
reasoning, which arises from the fact that, without language, agents have very limited memory. As 
we have seen, the primary and indeed original function of language, even prior to its intersubjective 
use to communicate, is to enhance memory: humans originally invented names privately as marks 
or mnemonic devices to keep track of the sequence of their own conceptions in mental discourse. 
Yet, as we have also seen, the imposition of marks is insufficient to enhance memory: to do so 
language must also enable us, via the copula, to form propositions and make inferences. Without 
language, one can remember isolated experiences, and one’s train of memories can even be 
regulated by desire, but it is practically impossible to keep track of one’s memories in the orderly 
manner required for extended reasoning: it would not be possible, Hobbes asserted in De Corpore, 
to reason “beyond a syllogism or two, by reason of the weakness of memory.”136 And as he put it 
in Leviathan, “without words, there is no possibility of reckoning of Numbers; much lesse of 
Magnitudes, of Swiftnesse, of Force,” since a “naturall foole that could never learn by heart the 
order of numerall words, as one, two, and three, may observe every stroak of the Clock, and nod 
to it, or say one, one, one; but can never know what houre it strikes.”137 

                                                 
131 EL 5.13, 38, 5.11, 38. 
132 It is true that after the Elements Hobbes no longer used the term “Election” to characterize the way 

in which language can transform mental discourse. But all that Hobbes meant by the term is willing (“to 
will, to elect, to choose … are all one” (LN §20, 33; cf. Q 20(l), 232/EW 5:295)), and he continued to 
characterize language itself as artificial or “arbitrary” and hence based on the will. (See, e.g., EL 27.13, 
170; DCv 15.16, 229/PR 194; DCv 18.4, 283/PR 253; L 31.38, 570; DC 5.1, 50/EW 1:56.) He presumably 
avoided ‘Election’ in this context in works after his 1645 debate with Bramhall because of how the term 
connoted, in late scholastic thought, an actus elicitus—which Hobbes emphatically rejected. See Pink, 
“Suarez, Hobbes.” 

133 L 4.3, 50; 4.5, 52, my underlining. Although Hobbes did not define marks in this way in the 
Elements, he nevertheless made the same point: “the Invention of names hath beene necessary for the 
drawing of Men out of Ignorance, by callinge to their remembrance the necessary coherence of one 
conception to another.” EL 5.13, 38. Cf. DC 2.1, 12/EW 1:13–14. 

134 Cf. Engel, “Philosophy of Language”, vi, 77, 85. 
135 L 46.17, 1080. 
136 DC 6.11, 70/EW 1:79. 
137 L 4.10, 54. 
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Because language enables reasoning with universal and abstract names, it makes reasoning 
with universal propositions possible; and because language enhances memory, it makes long 
chains of reasoning possible. Language therefore enables one to draw conclusions about entire 
classes of objects and articulate and remember such conclusions as general theorems. A reasoner 
“can by words reduce the consequences he findes to generall Rules, called Theoremes, or 
Aphorismes,” so that “the consequence found in one particular, comes to be registred and 
remembered, as an Universall rule … [which] delivers us from all labour of the mind, saving the 
first.”138 This is why language makes specifically philosophical reasoning possible. 

In sum, language transforms reasoning in at least seven ways. It enables: propositions; 
universal propositions; abstract names treated separately from concrete names; explicitly assenting 
to or dissenting from propositions; inferences; causing one’s train of thought to follow artificial 
linguistic rules rather than innate associative structures; and enhanced memory.139 On Hobbes’s 
account a higher faculty is not required either to conceive, judge, and assent to the truth of the 
propositional content of our conceptions, or to draw inferences from propositions. As long as our 
thoughts are linguistically articulated and their propositional contents made explicit, the 
imagination is sufficient to conceive of propositions and the reason-relations they express: we 
conceive of them via the same faculty we conceive of bodies with their particular properties. Thus 
the capacities required for active, reason-responsive reasoning turn out to be latent within the 
selfsame faculty of conception or imagination; language merely serves to enhance those capacities. 
As Hobbes himself put it, “besides Sense, and Thoughts, and the Trayne of thoughts, the mind of 
man has no other motion; though by the help of Speech, and Method, the same Facultyes may be 
improved to such a height, as to distinguish men from all other living Creatures.”140 The fact that 
Hobbes denied a higher intellectual faculty distinct from the imagination provides no support for 
the passive reading of Hobbesian reasoning. 

The upshot is that Hobbes did not conceive of linguistic reasoning as a process in which 
an agent is wholly subjected to a succession of conceptions in virtue of purely associationist 
psychological laws. He took it to consist, rather, in a conscious, rule-governed activity of 
inferentially drawing conclusions or “consequences” from premises by operating on their explicit, 
linguistically articulated propositional contents (that is, by adding and subtracting those contents) 
and taking them to be normative reasons. This is a strongly cognitive account of reasoning. In 
rejecting the scholastic account, therefore, Hobbes was not excluding the possibility of responding 
to reasons. Instead, he sought to offer an account of human agency and responding to reasons 
compatible with his own determinism. 

 
 

5. Conclusion 
 

The “generall use of Speech,” according to Hobbes, is “to transferre our Mentall Discourse, 
into Verbal” discourse. But when we transfer “the Trayne of our thoughts, into a Trayne of 

                                                 
138 L 5.6, 68; 4.9, 54. See especially DC 6.11, 70–71/EW 1:79–80. 
139 The seven differences I have examined are not exhaustive. In the Anti-White, for example, Hobbes 

argued that although we cannot “imagine a quantity smaller than what can be seen, because no image can 
exist except of a visible thing,” nevertheless language, by enabling one to consider “names and 
appellations,” enables one, when reasoning, to treat of quantities smaller than what is visually representable 
in the mind. AW 2.1, 109/AW Jones, 30. 

140 L 3.11, 46. 
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Words,” we also transform our train of thoughts: we give our thoughts a propositional form, which 
in turn enables us to draw inferences from considerations we take to be reasons. If linguistic 
reasoning is strongly cognitive in this way, moreover, then when it is a part of deliberation, the 
latter is a reason-responsive activity as well. It is therefore no surprise that Hobbes characterized 
deliberation amongst linguistic creatures in precisely this way: 

 
because in Deliberation, the Appetites, and Aversions are raised by the foresight of 
good and evill consequences, and sequels of the action whereof we Deliberate; the 
good or evill effect thereof depedenteth on the foresight of a long chain of 
consequences … so that he who hath by Experience, or Reason, the greatest and 
surest prospect of Consequences, Deliberates best himselfe; and is able when he 
will, to give the best counsel unto others.141 
 

The decision that deliberators take for themselves, or the counsel that they give to others via 
deliberation, is determined in part by experience, but in part also by reason-responsive, inferential 
reasoning. Hobbes was clear about this: “If a man by the terrour of present death, be compelled to 
doe a fact against the Law,” then as part of his deliberation about what to do, he “would reason 
thus, If I doe it not, I die presently; if I doe it, I die afterwards; therefore by doing it, there is time 
of life gained.”142 

One of Hobbes’s fundamental purposes in writing about morals and politics was to induce 
his fellow subjects to act in a way that is responsive to the reasons articulated in his moral and civil 
philosophy. Hobbes was troubled by the fact that all “men are by nature provided of notable 
multiplying glasses” that incline them to focus on and magnify the short-term costs of living under 
a sovereign power. He aimed instead by artifice to provide them with “those prospective glasses, 
(namely Morall and Civill Science,) to see a farre off the miseries that hang over them” in the state 
of nature, and which “cannot without such payments be avoyded.”143 He sought to provide his 
fellows with “Science, or certain rules of their actions” to supplement their “naturall Prudence” 
when they deliberate about how to comport themselves politically, and to replace those “false and 
absurd generall rules” into which many have fallen by their own “mis-reasoning, or by trusting 
them that reason wrong.”144 Hobbes’s moral and political philosophy is firmly grounded in his 
assumption that practical deliberation can take the form of reason-responsive reasoning. And his 
philosophy of mind was meant to furnish a materialist, determinist account of how this kind of 
agency could be possible.145 
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