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The Great Definer: A New Perspective on

Hobbes’ Doctrine of Absolute Sovereignty

Sechin Y. S. Chien

Abstract

Hobbes’ notion of an absolute sovereign ruler as the sine qua non of
political order is the central theme of his political thinking. Yet in the
literature, the senses in which the sovereign power is said to be ‘absolute’
have not been explored with the degree of care and subtlety that such a
key issue deserves. Starting from the work of Wolin, Tuck, and others, a
fresh look at the epistemic role of the Hobbesian sovereign will be taken
here. Basing itself on a detailed examination of Hobbes’ three major
‘political writings’, this article tries to show, in a systematic fashion, that
there is a persistent and salient epistemic aspect to Hobbes’ analysis of
the state of nature and the absolute power of the sovereign. Moreover,
it will become apparent that the issues involved in that epistemic aspect
are consequences of a general scepticism concerning the feasibility of
epistemic standards. Seen from this perspective, it will emerge that
the sovereign has to prescribe the whole fabric of the social order in its
moral as well as intellectual aspects. The order thus prescribed, being
independent of every consideration of objective validity and hence free
from challenges on any rational ground whatsoever, in turn implies that

the sovereign must be characterized as absolute.

It is not the claim of this paper that Hobbes’ political theory can, or
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should, be reduced to an epistemic theory. But it is clear that through
the absolute status of his sovereign, Hobbes does intend political will to
play the role of an arbitrary ‘definer’ in matters pertaining to epistemic
issues, be they moral or intellectual. In light of Hobbes’ doctrine of
absolute sovereignty, the article concludes with a brief discussion of the

status and character of politics in the modern world.





