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Abstract 
The conventional view of Hobbes’s commonwealth is that it was inspired by 
contemporary theories of tyranny. This article explores the idea that a paradigm for 
Hobbes’s state could in fact be found in early modern readings of Aristotle on 
democracy, as found in Book Three of the Politics. It argues that by the late 
sixteenth century, these meditations on the democratic body politic had developed 
claims about unity, mythology, and personation that would become central to 
Hobbes’s own theory of the commonwealth. Tracing the history of commentary on 
the relevant passages in Aristotle reveals new perspectives not only on the political 
theories of both Aristotle and Hobbes but also introduces modern readers to the 
richness of early modern commentaries on classical political texts. The article ends 
with some thoughts on why attention to traditions of commentary might be valuable 
for political theorists today. 
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What did it mean to think about democracy when democracy was unthinkable? 
Historians of political theory often take one of two approaches to democratic 
thought in the centuries between democracy’s collapse in ancient Athens and its 
broad revival as the name of a legitimate political option in nineteenth-century 
Europe.1 The first focuses on authors who looked backwards, reflecting on 
democracy as a purely historical phenomenon, a form of government to be 
understood and evaluated through extant treatises, artifacts, and literary texts. The 
second looks to authors writing about politics before modern democracies emerged, 
but in whose works are found hints or springs of modern democratic theory. 

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) has often been the subject of this second approach. 
Was he, as some suggest, the “true ancestor of constitutional liberal democracy”? Or 
perhaps he is best understood as a nascent “radical democrat”?2 Richard Tuck 
recently offered a new case for the democratic Hobbes which looks both forwards 
and backwards: on the one hand Hobbes (however unwittingly) provided a “new 
theory of democracy” as it has been understood since the French revolution, 
whereby democratic sovereigns could license undemocratic administrations.3 On the 
other hand, Tuck’s Hobbes was also a serious reader of contemporary attempts to 
grapple with ancient accounts of democracy, and whose own political philosophy 
was especially influenced by an account of “extreme democracy” that came to him via 
early modern commentaries on Book Four of Aristotle’s Politics. The model of civic 
unity that Hobbes found there became, Tuck argues, a paradigm for Hobbes’s own 



theory of the body politic. Hobbes’s critique of “mixed” commonwealths rests, then, 
not (as has long been accepted) on an understanding of monarchy, but instead on an 
understanding of democracy. 

Historians of political thought have found much to object to in Tuck’s case for the 
democratic Hobbes.4 One claim, however, remains too little examined and too 
quickly dismissed: that Hobbes’s “political theory in general was more influenced by 
his reflections on the character of democratic government than we often realise.”5 
One of this essay’s aims is to show that we continue to miss this dimension of 
Hobbes’s thought because there remains so much to be recovered about how early 
modern authors thought about democracy: the critical responses to Tuck, whilst in 
some regards fair, have nonetheless closed down a space that needs to be opened up. 
There is much left to say about what it meant to reflect on the character of 
democracy in early modernity.  

This article has five parts: in the first I isolate the central features of Hobbes’s 
theory of the body politic across each of his works of political theory. I then review 
Tuck’s argument that Hobbes took inspiration for this theory of commonwealth 
from Aristotelian extreme democracy. Here I argue that, whilst Tuck has certainly 
pointed scholars in a new and suggestive direction, his is an over-abbreviated, and so 
misleading, account of Aristotelian democracy. For this reason I return in the third 
section to a key part of Aristotle’s own account of the democratic body politic as 
outlined in Book Three Chapter Eleven of the Politics. This is a passage that has 
long animated both contemporary political theorists and historians of political 
thought (not least the rival interpretations of Jeremy Waldron and Daniela 
Cammack offered in these pages).6 It is also, I will argue, essential to understanding 
Aristotle’s claims about extreme democracy in Book Four of the Politics (upon which 
Tuck’s account is based), to appreciating the nature of Aristotle’s democratic body 
politic more broadly, and to unlocking a new story about early modern theories of 
the democratic body politic. The fourth section looks at a range of such 
interpretations from the thirteenth to the late sixteenth centuries. With these 
reflections in hand, I return in the final section to Hobbes. This key period in the 
history of Aristotelian political theory reveals, I argue, new dimensions of Hobbes’s 
own thought about the commonwealth, and, more broadly, about early modern 
perspectives on the nature and ends of political theory itself.  

Throughout I focus, as does Tuck, on Hobbes’s model of commonwealths by 
institution, not by acquisition, a distinction he maintains in each of his three major 
works of political theory, The Elements of Law (1640), De cive (1642) and Leviathan 
(1651). In the conclusion to the paper I offer some reflections on why, despite recent 
claims to the contrary, we should continue to take Hobbes’s account of such 
commonwealths seriously.7 I further suggest that the history I trace here can offer a 
new perspective on the debates concerning Hobbes’s decision to make democracy 
foundational for instituted commonwealths in both the Elements of Law and in De 
cive and why too, even when removed in name from Leviathan, its traces are still so 
clearly evident there. 

In this discussion of the ideas of the body politic from Aristotle to Hobbes the 
route between those two authors is charted via a genre now little studied but once 
central to the practice of philosophy: the commentary. I will offer some comments at 
the end of this paper on what kinds of intellectual space investigating historical 
traditions of commentary might open up for political theorists today. 

 



Concord, Union and the Hobbesian Body Politic 

 
At the centre of Hobbes’s political theory is an analysis of what he calls “the nature 
of the body politic,” which he refers to variously as the commonwealth, the city, the 
state, and the civitas.8 At the heart of Hobbes’s argument about the commonwealth 
properly understood is the distinction between concord and union. Many of the 
authors whom Hobbes held most responsible for Europe’s recent strife (from the late 
sixteenth-century French “monarchomachs” to the more proximate supporters of the 
English Parliament) had made arguments in support of mixed commonwealths, or 
mixed sovereignty, which assumed—erroneously, Hobbes believed—that the 
members of a commonwealth were bound by concord. Such authors drew on any 
number of classical sources for support, from Cicero’s conception of the civitas as a 
concordia ordinum to Aristotle’s claim in Book Two of the Politics that the polis is a 
plurality composed of cooperating parts, not a unity of commonality.9 Yet what for 
Aristotle signalled the best human community—the concord of citizens directing 
their lives to the common good, of distinct parts cooperating for the sake of the 
whole—signalled for Hobbes a deep misunderstanding of the nature of the 
commonwealth, of the humans who made it, and the kinds of sacrifice its formation 
required. 

By contrast, in every version of his political theory, Hobbes insists that the body 
politic is not an association of men in concord (consensio or concordia10) but a union 
(unio). As he put it in the Elements of Law, “there is no way imaginable” for men to 
join their strengths together against a common enemy “but only union.”11 Advocates 
of the “mixed commonwealth,” he says in the Elements of Law, have reached their 
flawed constitutional conclusions on the basis of a misunderstanding about the very 
nature of what they are discussing. Accepting that the commonwealth is a union 
precludes any argument for mixed sovereignty: 

“The error concerning mixed government hath proceeded from want of 
understanding of what is meant by this word body politic, and how it signifieth 
not the concord, but the union of many men. And though the charters of 
subordinate corporations be declared to be one person in law, yet the same hath 
not been taken notice of in the body of a commonwealth or city, nor have any of 
those innumerable writers of politics observed such union.”12 

Hobbes repeatedly insists on the unhappy consequences of this ubiquitous 
misunderstanding. Righting it is how he imagines one of his central contributions. 
For readers to come to a correct understanding of the body politic, he argues, they 
need to understand what it means to speak of union. For Hobbes, this meant 
grasping three key claims. 

The first is that it is a necessary condition of any commonwealth’s existence as a 
union that men covenant each with each to give up their liberty to decide certain 
matters for themselves. When it comes to decisions about the commonwealth’s 
safety and security, men have to accept that they take on the sovereign’s will in place 
of their own. The fact of this single will, as opposed to a multitude of wills 
concurring, was the essence of union. And whilst Hobbes changed the precise terms 
in which he expressed this thought across his various works of political theory, in 
each iteration he maintained the same distinction between concord as that which left 
men with their separate wills (even if an end was agreed upon), and union, which 
involved the replacement of one’s individual will with the will of whatever person or 
group was the sovereign. In this sense, a commonwealth is well understood as a 



construction of wills,13 an artifice made by many acts of human will, that provides, 
artificially, a single will for all men.14 The correct understanding of the passage into 
the commonwealth, on this account, was to see it as facilitated only by the union of 
each individual man’s will to the will of the individual or group. In one sense, then, 
this union quite simply was the commonwealth. 

The second point Hobbes wanted readers to grasp about union was that the 
commonwealth—the union of wills—could be understood as a civil person [persona 
civilis]. 

This union so made, is that which men call now-a-days a BODY POLITIC or 
civil society; and the Greeks call it πόλις [polis], that is to say, a city; which 
may be defined to be a multitude of men, united as one person by a common 
power, for their common peace defence and benefit.15 

These ideas of union, the will and civil personality are brought together ever more 
tightly in Chapter 5 of De cive: 

A Union so made is called a commonwealth [civitas] or civil society [societas 
civilis] and also a civil person [persona civilis]; for since there is one will of all of 
them, it is to be taken as one person; and is to be distinguished and differentiated 
by a unique name from all particular men, having its own rights and its own 
property [res sibi proprias]. Consequently, no single citizen, nor all together 
(except him whose will stands for the will of all) are to be regarded as the 
commonwealth. A COMMONWEALTH, then, (to define it) is one person, whose 
will, by the agreement of several men, is to be taken as the will of them all; so 
that he may make use of their strength and resources for the common peace and 
defence.16 

We are left, then, with this equation: the state is a union, understood as a civil person, 
which exists only as long as there is a sovereign (so much so that at times the idea of 
the state and the idea of the sovereign can seem to run into one another).17 Union is 
called both the commonwealth and a civil person because it is the fact of a single will, 
which all have agreed to obey, that makes the commonwealth. Hence, as Hobbes puts 
it in Chapter Twenty of the Elements, the task of political theory is to explain “how a 
multitude of persons natural are united by covenants into one person civil or body 
politic.”18 

The third, related point that Hobbes wanted his readers to understand about the 
nature of union, and thus about the body politic, was that the multitude has no 
collective existence outside of the sovereign, what he calls in Leviathan the “sovereign 
representative.” One of the most striking ways that he makes this point comes in De 
cive where he takes on what it is that authors are actually discussing when they deploy 
the common abstraction “the people.” Given that to speak of the “people,” we mean not 
a disparate crowd, but a single agent to whom an act can be attributed, then, Hobbes 
argues, to speak of the people must simply be to speak of the sovereign. For it is only 
through the sovereign that the otherwise disparate crowd of subjects can be said to 
have any collective existence at all. So it was that Hobbes could reach his most 
knowing paradox: that in a monarchy, the King just is the people. For Hobbes, there is 
no intermediary collective—no “people”—from whom the sovereign’s power comes. 
There is no 'natural' body that transfers its rights to the sovereign (an argument made 
by the Jesuit Francisco Suárez (1548-1617), whom Hobbes picks out for criticism by 
name, as well as by English parliamentarians and so-called republicans across 
Europe). Again, it matters here that in this strict sense, the commonwealth, the 



sovereign, and the people have a certain identity for Hobbes; no one of them exists 
before or independent of the other. The multitude make these entities themselves 
when they covenant to establish a sovereign, but there is no collective existence 
outside of that act of creation. In Leviathan, Hobbes famously conceptualized this 
relationship by describing the genesis of the state in terms of the anatomical unity of a 
human being, in that case as the formation of an artificial man. The man the multitude 
makes of themselves may be a body, but its soul, and so its animating force, is the 
sovereign. One cannot exist without the other. 

The claim that commonwealths should be understood as a form of union was not 
as unique as Hobbes liked to suggest, but his particular interpretation of union was 
certainly unusual. Hobbes’s union was total, leaving little room for individual 
judgment and even, on some readings, conscience.19 It is this extreme unity that 
Richard Tuck argues was taken by Hobbes from a theory of democracy. 

Hobbes and Extreme Democracy 

 
The conventional view has long been that Hobbes’s body politic was inspired by 
contemporary visions of tyranny. Richard Tuck argues that its source was in fact 
tyrannical democracy, and more specifically, Aristotle’s account of extreme 
democracy as outlined in Book Four of the Politics.20 There Aristotle details five 
types of democracy. In the fifth of these, 

the multitude is sovereign not the law. . . . The people becomes a monarch, one 
composed of many, for the many are sovereign, not as individuals but as 
aggregate . . . such a people, in its role as a monarch, not being controlled by 
the law, aims at sole power and becomes like a master . . . such a democracy is 
the counterpart of tyranny among monarchies.21 

Aristotle is clear that this form of democracy barely merits classification as a form of 
government, even a perverse form.22 This kind of democracy was so unacceptable to 
Aristotle, says Tuck, precisely because of its unity: in an extreme democracy, men 
lose their individual identity to a single ruling agent (which they nonetheless 
comprise), who rules according to its whims and dictates and not according to the 
law. But it was precisely this unity that, Tuck argues, singled out to early modern 
authors the extreme democratic account as an alternative theory of the body politic 
to the conventional classical accounts which emphasized concord, consensus and 
cooperation.23 

To demonstrate that the theoretical potential in this contrast was picked up by 
Aristotle’s Renaissance readers Tuck focuses particularly on the contribution of the 
great Italian humanist Pietro Vettori (1499-1585). In his widely read commentary 
on the Politics, Vettori added a new gloss to the Book Four description of extreme 
democracy. It is worth looking at what he says in full: 

Aristotle states that in those cities in which no laws have been fixed that would 
check the fury of the multitude, the people slowly become the master, and rule 
there alone. Moreover Aristotle shows what difference lies between it [the 
populus as dominus] and a monarch properly speaking. For that man (i.e., the 
monarch), is one mortal being who made everything according to his own right: 
this man by contrast, is joined together from many, as if one man has been 



made out of all those [physical] human beings, of which the people consists, 
being amalgamated.24 

For Tuck, the most significant move Vettori makes here is the use of the word “man” 
to describe the body politic made out of the disparate members of the democracy.25 
Where the general trope of the “body politic” is ubiquitous in medieval and early 
modern political literature, references to the respublica as “one man” are rare, 
precisely because the term emphasised too high a degree of unity. Vettori, then, 
marks the moment that the potential of Aristotelian democracy is unlocked, and a 
body politic with the kind of “total unity” Hobbes would advocate first suggested.26 
Here is a body politic in which the multitude becomes one anatomical man and the 
individual parts lose their identity to the ruling will of the whole. 

It matters too for Tuck that this body politic is democratic in origin. In both the 
Elements and De cive, and arguably also implicitly in Leviathan, democracy is, 
somewhat surprisingly, at the foundation of Hobbes’s commonwealth by institution: 
merely by meeting, Hobbes writes in De cive, men make themselves a kind of 
democracy.27 This observation allows Hobbes the striking move of making a single 
covenant the basis of his state.28 And at its foundation is, in the case of instituted 
commonwealths, democracy. 

In summary, Tuck’s argument that “extreme democracy” was a paradigm for the 
well-founded commonwealth’ for Hobbes contains three key claims. First that 
extreme democracies demonstrate a unique form of unity. Second that it was in 
renaissance readings of extreme democracy that this unity was properly identified 
and the democratic body politic described as one man. And finally, that this can help 
us to explain why Hobbes made democracy foundational to commonwealths by 
institution: democracy was already associated - in the minds of his better read 
readers at least - with the kind of unity Hobbes wanted to achieve. 

Now, Tuck is surely right to alert historians to the philosophical and imaginative 
potential for Hobbes in extreme democracy, and indeed to suggest that the 
Hobbesian account of the genesis of the state may have been in part inspired by it. 
Nevertheless, Tuck’s insistence on the singularity of the passage in Book Four of the 
Politics, and his interpretation of Vettori’s gloss of homo there, rests on an incomplete 
reading of democratic politics both in Aristotle himself and within the later medieval 
and renaissance commentators.29 The conceptual metaphor of the people as one man 
is not confined, in Aristotle, to discussions of extreme democracy, but to discussions 
of democracy more generally and, specifically, to the discussion found in Politics 
Book Three Chapter Eleven. This metaphor of constitution is one constitutive of 
democratic thinking in this tradition. It is central to Aristotle’s theory of democracy 
and an idea developed in the earliest commentaries on the Politics onwards. The 
following analysis of this wider history reveals that those features Tuck argues are 
unique to extreme democracy are in fact part of Aristotle’s characterization of 
democracy at its best as well as its worst. 

Democracy and the Body Politic in Aristotle’s Politics  

 
Aristotle’s discussion of democracy in Book Four of the Politics has an empirical 
emphasis absent from Book Three, where it is part of a wider and more abstract 
meditation on the nature of the city (polis), the idea of a constitution (politeia) and the 
best location of sovereignty (kurios). It is in Book Three that Aristotle tells us that 
the city is a multitude of citizens placed in some kind of order (taxis)30 and that in all 



constitutions the citizen-body (politeuma) is the sovereign, or highest, power;31 thus 
in a democratic constitution, writes Aristotle, “the people are sovereign.”32 
Aristotle’s initial and less than sanguine account of democratic constitutions 
identifies them as the deviation of “polity”; rule not in the common interest but in 
the interest of those “who have no stock of possessions and are without means.”33 
Despite this, in a notorious passage in Chapter Eleven Aristotle identified the 
conditions under which democratic sovereignty might be not only passable, but 
preferable. 

He begins with the view that “the mass of the people ought to be sovereign, rather 
than the best but few,” a position he notes “is not without difficulty,” but which 
“perhaps has some truth in it.”34 Discerning this truth relies on considering men as a 
collective entity: 

“For the many (to plēthos) none of whom taken individually is a good35 man 
(spoudaios), may yet, when taken all together, be better than the few, not 
individually but collectively ... For even when there are many people, each has 
some share of virtue (aretē) and practical judgement (phronesis); and when they 
are brought together, just as they become, as it were, one man who has many 
pairs of feet and hands and many senses, so also do they become one in regard 
to character (ta ēthē) and thought (dianoia).”36 

The key point to note here immediately is that the many judge successfully because 
they have achieved a certain kind of unity, a man united not only in a physical sense, 
but also psychologically. 

Aristotle’s argument for the potential superiority of the multitude continues to 
preoccupy contemporary political theorists, including Jeremy Waldron, David 
Estlund, Malcolm Bull and Daniela Cammack, and it has been drawn upon for 
defences of democracy on both epistemic and what we might call “virtue amplifying” 
grounds.37 But, in their analyses, modern commentators have barely discussed the 
implications of this “man” metaphor, despite its suggestive associations.38 Indeed, as 
Cammack has pointed out, some Straussians have dismissed this metaphor as 
“monstrous” and thus clearly ironic.39 (That the irony in fact lies in monstrosity 
being the grounds for dismissal rather than further reflection will become clear 
when we look to the early modern interpretations of this passage; Hobbes was not 
alone in seeing that monstrosity can be a persuasive mark of power.) However, 
Aristotle’s “man” metaphor is striking for four reasons. 

We should first note the matter of Aristotle’s collective man. It is made up of men 
that have at least some portion of aretē, moral virtue, like courage, justice and 
moderation.40 They also have some phronesis, practical judgment. That Aristotle 
names phronesis as one of the virtues brought together in this man has particularly 
important implications: in Book Three Chapter Four of the Politics he argues that 
phronesis is the only virtue unique to a ruler; it is a virtue both developed and 
exercised when ruling. The collected man, then, is made up of humans who have 
some capacity for rule in themselves and it is an agent who unites political judgment. 
Secondly, and relatedly, the individuals who make up the man also contribute their 
physical capacities – the man has “many feet and hands” – and so too he has the 
collected physical strength of the multitude. 

Thirdly, the effect of this coming together is not simply the creation of an entity 
that is physically stronger than any single individual, but one which also exhibits a 
form of mental unity: the multitude “become one” with regard to “character and 
thought.” It is a unity of minds as well as bodies.41 And it is the fact of this unity that 
makes the multitude-as-man a better judge ultimately than any one man might be 



singly; being made into a collective is transformative for the individuals of the 
multitude; their capacities are amplified and they are rendered more than the sum of 
their parts.42 The body politic understood as a single man transcends in its capacities 
even the aggregated capabilities of its individual members. 

Finally, Aristotle’s “man made of the multitude” not only transcends the 
aggregated capacities of the individuals who constitute him (who, we remember, are 
not all unqualifiedly “good” men themselves), but also qualifies as “better” than the 
“best” but few. We might then further suggest that a democracy at its best shares 
features with an idealised monarchy.43 Though it remains unremarked, it is notable 
that these associations are suggested by Aristotle himself who, in a discussion of 
monarchy, notes that 

an individual ruler, if he has been well educated by law, gives good decisions; 
but he has only one pair of eyes and ears, one pair of feet and hands, and it 
would be a paradox if he had better vision in judgement and action than many 
men with many pairs. Monarchical rulers, as we see even in our own times, 
appoint large numbers of men to be their eyes and ears, hands and feet.44 

Good monarchies need many hands and feet; good democracies make a man with 
many hands and feet. At its best, democracy resolves the deficiencies of monarchy, but 
only when it has first made a monarch-like unity. Is it possible, then, that the ideal 
monarch in fact lies in the man made by the multitude? 

These are all points raised in this key passage about Aristotle’s democratic body 
politic, but at this point I should address a possible objection to the very use of the 
word “body politic” to describe the collected multitude. It is justified, I think, on the 
grounds that this passage is precisely a discussion of the location of sovereignty and, 
therefore, within Aristotle’s own framework, a discussion of the identity of the polis. 
The multitude here are the citizen-body and, on Aristotle’s theory of the city, the 
city (polis)—or, in early modern terms, the body politic—just is the constitution 
(politeia), and the constitution is itself the order of the citizen-body (politeuma), 
especially the sovereign part.45 I read this passage as informative not only for 
thinking about how good decisions come to be made in democracies but also for 
thinking about the very nature of the democratic body politic itself. 

Read against this account in Book Three, it becomes clearer why Vettori might 
have described the extreme democratic body politic as one man in his commentary. 
He saw that the discussion of democracy in Book Four was sequential on this 
account. In Book Four, Aristotle describes how the people becomes a monarch, aims 
at sole power, and “becomes like a master.”46 There the collected multitude 
transform from monarch to tyrant.47 In this passage, Aristotle is showing the dark 
side not simply of extreme democracy but of this unity of the multitude.48 It was to 
prove a richly suggestive moment for his early modern readers. 

Reading Aristotle before Democracy 

 
Early modern authors were more than willing to grapple with the theoretical and 
imaginative puzzles presented by Aristotle’s discussions of democracy. Certainly 
there were some who eradicated entirely the possibility that popular sovereignty 
might be a preferable form of government.49 But many of the most widely printed 
commentaries on the Politics engage with Aristotle on the nature of democracy and 
the sovereignty of the multitude. Indeed, with regard to the passage in question, 



some commentators offer readings that support modern (and what we think of as 
novel) interpretations of the text.50 When we consider that such interpretations are 
often used as the basis for rethinking aspects of our own conception of democracy, 
this alone gives us reason to return to this long philosophical tradition of reading 
the Politics.51 

The medieval and early modern commentaries on Aristotle’s Politics offer three 
principal ways of thinking about the passage in Book Three Chapter Eleven, and in 
particular, about the idea that democracy is a constitution whereby the multitude 
make a body politic to be understood as one man.52 The first approach is to think of 
the man as a perfect, human, ruling agent. We get some hint of this interpretation 
in the very first Latin commentary on the Politics by Albert the Great (d. 1280). 
Albert was working from William of Moerbeke’s recently completed translation 
from the Greek, and for this reason his interpretations were often highly literal: he 
sought to bring basic sense to what was, thanks to Moerbeke’s penchant for 
transliteration, a deeply confusing text. When glossing Moerbeke’s somewhat 
muddled Latin—“et fieri congregatorum quasi unum hominem multitudinem 
multorum pedum et multarum manuum”—Albert comments simply that, according 
to Aristotle, “the whole multitude becomes like one man.”53 Unlike some modern 
readers, Albert does not seem anxious about the apparent monstrosity of the man’s 
many-hands; he simply removes all reference to it. Indeed, later in his comment 
Albert suggests that “those things, which in the people have been scattered, are . . . 
united and collected in one perfect man.”54 

This idea of the multitude who make themselves into a perfect ruler is developed 
by Peter of Auvergne (1240-1304), who was responsible for the posthumous 
continuation of Thomas Aquinas’s (1225-1274) exposition of the Politics. To Peter, 
“if there are many individuals and each one of them has a certain amount of virtue 
and prudence—then when they come together into one they make up a unity that is 
great and virtuous.”55 He goes on to note that 

when all come together, they are turned into a single man, as it were, perfect in 
understanding (in terms of the intellectual virtues) and perfect in appetite (in 
terms of the moral virtues).56 

The implication here is clear: on an Aristotelian model, perfect virtue necessarily 
includes practical wisdom, the virtue Aristotle had argued is unique to the ruler.57 If 
we read this thought in light of Aristotle’s argument that, if ever faced with a man of 
perfect virtue, all we can do is to submit “absolutely”58 we might infer that, on 
Peter’s account, the multitude have made a man of which they are at once 
constituted and to whom they should, according to the logic of Aristotle’s own text, 
render themselves subject absolutely. From their imperfect stuff, they have made the 
perfect ruler. 

The second prominent way of reading this passage takes seriously the idea that 
the man of the multitude is many-limbed in a physical sense: that he visually 
embodies the amalgamated many. Aristotle is read here as if he were conjuring a 
mythical entity. The Florentine Donato Acciaiuoli (1429–1478), operating with the 
benefit of Leonardo Bruni’s (1370-1444) revised translation of 1437, interprets 
Aristotle’s passage with reference to figures from Virgil and Ovid. “If one man could 
be made out of many,” he writes, “that man would have many feet and many hands, 
as Briareus and Argus in the stories of the poets, and it could carry out more things 
than a single man.”59 This might seem obtuse or literal of Acciaiuoli; but his allusion 
to Argus in particular is suggestive. Argus “panoptes” was the many-eyed monster 
ordered by Hera to guard Io, and his multiple eyes, some of which were said always 



to be awake, ensured his vigilance as a guardian. He was also, in this context, an 
agent of the queen of the Gods. The multitude here do certainly make a monster but, 
as Acciaiuoli saw so clearly, monstrosity was not at odds with sovereignty and, in 
this case, divine sovereignty. The democratic body politic here is presented as 
vigilant, always awake, but also as a mythical character whose existing associations 
could be politically significant (a commonwealth perceived as watchful may be a 
commonwealth with less need to watch on). 

Associations with monstrosity and fable were applied even more directly to this 
passage by Vettori. Rather than the myths of Briareus or Argus, in his exposition of 
this passage Vettori compares the man made of the multitude to Geryon, a three-
bodied monster killed by Hercules in the course of his last three labours.60 The likely 
source for Vettori’s knowledge of Geryon is the Aeneid. Most Renaissance readers of 
this text would have encountered it with at least one attendant commentary, the 
most popular being that of the fourth-century grammarian Maurus Servius 
Honoratus. Geryon, Servius explains, was both a monster and the “King of Spain.”61 
Once again, then, we see this moment glossed not only with fable but specifically 
with fable that suggests hybridity: the creature made by the multitude participates in 
sovereignty, rule, and monstrosity. 

Vettori was well aware that this monstrous comparison could be read as 
dismissive, but he pre-empted the modern Straussian response. A classical version of 
their position in fact came from Horace, who, Vettori noted, suggested that Aristotle 
had meant us to understand this man as a monster and so to dismiss his arguments 
for the potential superiority of democratic rule.62 But Vettori shared neither 
Horace’s suspicions nor his interpretation. He thought that the argument that “the 
multitude should rather have the greatest power in the city, than the best men . . . is 
worthy of recognition, and is one not suddenly to be ripped apart as vain and false, 
since it perhaps is rather close to the truth.”63 He then detailed what happens to the 
multitude, so long as they have some “speck” of prudence: 

what we see happen in the parts and members of the body, when in a 
remarkable manner it is fused together and grows from such a multitude of 
separate entities, [is that] in wondrous fashion they are able to grow as one. 
We ought to imagine the same thing happens regarding customs and reason, 
not forgetting the virtues, which exist in them with the result that these too 
grow proportionately. However, we cannot so easily conceive of the growth of 
the mind as we can put before our eyes the physical growth of the body.64 

This is a significant moment in the history of reading Aristotle’s passage. To 
understand properly the metaphor of the multitude “becoming one man,” Vettori 
says, we might have to step outside of everyday political categories and into the 
imaginative language of fable. And Vettori tells us why: to conceive of a unity 
amongst things which we know are, in one important sense, separate is a complex 
imaginative task. To think of it according to the physical growth of the body helps 
us to see this process (as he says, to put it before our eyes) and thus gives us a way to 
figure the extent of the unity Aristotle describes (of minds as well as bodies). This 
approach is not surprising, given Vettori’s humanist credentials, as he is clearly 
applying to this passage dictates common to classical theories of rhetoric and 
representation, in particular the demand to make abstract concepts present with 
metaphors that appeal to sight. As Aristotle himself had said, the most effective 
speech “sets things before the eyes.”65 Early modern authors found the associations 
of myth and metaphor, and other “imaginative” means of embodying abstractions, a 
quite natural means of communicating political ideas. But more specifically in this 



case, myth became the means by which the relations between and the features of a 
united multitude came to be understood. 

A third significant and significantly different interpretation of this passage came 
from the Oxford philosopher John Case (c. 1540–1600) in his widely printed Sphaera 
civitatis (1588) or Sphere of the Commonwealth. In an unusual move, Case begins his 
commentary on Book Three of the Politics by expressing the explicit aim to align 
Aristotle’s theory with contemporary politics, which in his case meant the 
Elizabethan monarchy. He announces that he will take Aristotle, turn him into a 
supporter of England and prove (against the grain of Aristotle’s own argument in 
that Book) that monarchy is in fact the best constitution.66 Indeed, he also suggests 
that there is an esoteric dimension to Aristotle's own argument for the superiority of 
the multitude, one which Aristotle meant some readers to see and one which Case 
himself would now reveal clearly: the demands of his political context meant, so 
Case argues, that Aristotle was forced to laud democracy; but what appears to be an 
argument in favour of the multitude is in fact one meant to support monarchy. For 
this reason, and for the arguments he uses to reach such a conclusion, Case's is one 
of the most striking readings of this passage in the Aristotelian commentary 
tradition. 

To the question of whether the multitude can ever rule better than the few best 
men, Case allows that there are clear benefits to collective decision-making by the 
multitude: “there is a great power and illumination” within them, he says, and they 
can indeed be considered better not “as single individuals, but instead as a universal 
collective” [collectim universi].67 Case, then, interprets Aristotle’s metaphor with 
conceptual categories drawn not from the Aristotelian tradition, but from the 
Roman legal language of corporation theory: the multitude must be considered as a 
universitas not singuli for their coherence to be comprehensible and for their 
superiority to hold.68 They are, he says—now combining this corporate idiom with 
the mythological idiom familiar from previous commentators—a “universal man, 
who has many eyes, Argus-like, many hands and numerous other parts, Briareus-
like, which collected parts “make the people greater in strength, more capable in its 
works, and wiser in the virtues of its mind.”69 He suggests, as many commentators 
have since, that Aristotle is here praising the aggregated capacities of a multitude 
who cooperate together and act as a single agent. 

Were the analysis left here, it would surely seem that Case was reading Aristotle 
in line with contemporary monarchomach or republican theories of the body politic. 
Many of these shared a genetic account of the commonwealth wherein the multitude 
constituted itself as a “people,” a universitas, then able to appoint for itself a governor 
should it wish (and, of course, able to rescind that appointment should the governor 
misbehave). But in fact his analysis moved in a very different direction. Having 
praised this vision of the democratic “universal man,” Case goes on to undermine it. 
What Aristotle offers, he suggests, in this idea of a democratic body politic, is merely 
a multitude held together by consensus, and not in fact a united multitude. What 
reason do we have, he asks, to think that this “collective” or “man” made up of the 
people would truly hold together? “Where” he asks “is that bundle of weapons and 
citizens which the sons of Scylurus could not break? This unanimity of the bees is 
most rare, the faithful consensus of citizens is most rare.”70 Scylurus was the epitome 
of the Renaissance idea of “concord,” often pictured in iconographical 
representations of that concept.71 As István Hont has pointed out, here Case 
“prefigured Hobbes’s attack on concord when he argued that consensus was no 
secure foundation for durable political community.”72 

It is at this point, with this doubt regarding the coherence of the democratic body 
politic fresh in the minds of his readers, that Case makes good on his promise to 



reveal Aristotle as a secret supporter of monarchy. Rather than continue with a 
discussion of the good democracy, Case raises what he suggests is the true 
underlying question of these passages in the Politics: whether or not monarchy is the 
best constitution of the commonwealth. That is, he reconfigures a discussion of 
democracy into a discussion of monarchy. And it is here that he outlines how it is 
that the multitude might achieve true unity. The multitude, he argues, cannot be 
held together unless through a king: it is the monarch who gives the body politic 
unity. As he puts it, “the parts of the commonwealth live in the king”73 and Case is 
explicit that this is to be understood not as concord or consensus, but as a form of 
“union”: “there is in one,” he writes, “a union of many.”74 It is union, on Case’s 
analysis, that forms the proper basis of a body politic, and a single, uniting figure—
and on Case’s vision, always a monarch—that provides union. 

To insist that the city is a union was to strike right at the heart of early modern 
political metaphysics.75 To explain the relationship between prince and body politic, 
we again find Case stepping beyond categories most familiar to the Aristotelian 
tradition and borrowing from the conceptual resources of Roman Law. The union of 
the entire commonwealth is explained via “personation.” The king is to be conceived 
“not as one small man but as the person of the whole commonwealth.”76 The monarch 
“bears the person of the entire commonwealth.” Case presents the monarch here as 
the solution to the problem of unity; the implication appears to be that the ruler is 
bearing the person of something that can maintain a collective existence outside of 
that ruler. This is not systematically theorised by Case, but he did elsewhere further 
allude to this mutual dependency between sovereign and commonwealth when he 
claimed that “the prince is the soul of the commonwealth.”77 This, of course, is the 
same broad Aristotelian framing that Hobbes would use to describe the same 
relationship in the Introduction to Leviathan. That is, Hobbes would come to share 
with an author like Case the idea that there is a sense in which the sovereign is the 
formal cause of the commonwealth: that without which there simply can be no 
commonwealth.78 He would also share the thought that the sovereign is he who 
bears the person of the commonwealth. 

In a further striking move, Case transposes the characteristics that had heretofore 
been associated with the democratic body politic onto a discussion of the monarch. 
As we saw above, these echoes are there in Book Three Chapter Sixteen of the 
Politics itself. But in describing the monarch who bears the person of the body 
politic, Case used the mythological language associated by Donato Acciaiuoli with 
the good democracy. It is now the monarch who, he says, “possesses many eyes and 
many hands,” is “all-seeing like Argus and all-comprehending like Briareus.” “For 
the king has wise men as his counsellors, the king has countless inferior magistrates, 
and finally, the king has the people’s hands and feet.”79 Case attributes to the 
monarch the features of the united multitude and its collected strength. It is the 
monarch who is now associated with the very idioms and images that had been 
developed in discussions of the democratic body politic. To put the point differently, 
the monarch takes on the part of the united multitude; in a certain way, he becomes 
the man of the collected multitude. 

What, then, should we infer from Case's interpretation? It is striking that he 
transformed a discussion of democracy into a meditation on the very metaphysics of 
the city. The resulting body politic was both a man of fable and a civil person that 
needed to be represented to achieve unity, and so too, we must imagine, to be able to 
act. And whilst these moves are under-theorised by Case, it is hard to ignore that 
Hobbes would also come to employ a metaphysic of “personation” in his own attempt 
to explain how we might understand the unity of otherwise disparate individuals; 
and he too would insist that without a sovereign representative, there was no 



commonwealth of which to speak. That is to say, John Case’s reflection on 
democracy—a reflection which we know was on the inventory of books Hobbes 
himself made of the Hardwick library—can be read as a resource for two conceptual 
issues that would become central to Hobbes’s thinking about the commonwealth: the 
distinction between union and concord, and the idea that the union of the body 
politic depended upon a monarch (or sovereign) personating—or representing—the 
commonwealth. The demand both for a conception of the city as some form of union, 
and the need for personation in describing this is present in all three versions of 
Hobbes’s political theory.80 One key difference between the two authors was that 
Hobbes thought of the uniting figure as a sovereign understood generally, so 
allowing that the sovereign could be either a single human or a group. Case, on the 
other hand, made the more limited claim that this uniting role needs to be played 
specifically by a monarch. Nonetheless, if we read Hobbes through an author like 
Case, we see that questions of democracy, the unity of the city, and the coherence of 
the multitude had, by the late sixteenth century, already become mutually 
implicated. 

Aristotle’s Democracy and Hobbes’s Body Politic 

 
How, then, should these readings of the democratic body politic affect our 
interpretations of Hobbes’s political theory? In offering these concluding thoughts, I 
do not wish to overstate the confluences between the Aristotelian meditations that I 
have traced and Hobbes’s account of the instituted body politic. There is much that 
separates them, not least the fact that in each of his three major works of political 
theory Hobbes was deploying a nuanced juridical language alien to most of the 
Aristotelian tradition.81 Indeed, the sheer conceptual sophistication of Hobbes’s 
theory of the body politic might lead us to conclude that it is the limits of the 
comparison that are the most informative. And yet the images offered both by 
Aristotle and his early modern commentators of a democratic multitude forming a 
body politic, understood conjunctively as a single man and a unity which shared 
features with an idealised monarchy, are revealing not simply for what they share 
with Hobbes’s own eventual vision. This historical background also throws into 
sharper relief aspects of Hobbes’s approach to civil philosophy that are less 
commonly discussed and, indeed, features of early modern reflections on the body 
politic that have been hidden from view. 
 
One of the most striking features of some of these Aristotelian accounts of the man 
of the multitude is that the question of how we understand the body politic is 
answered in terms of how we visualise the collected multitude. As has long been 
noted, Hobbes too was deeply concerned with how men saw the state. The issue of 
visualisation is related to his anxiety that readers came to understand the body 
politic as a union of men, and not as men in concord, and that they would grasp his 
concept of unity. It is conventionally accepted that his concern men understand 
unity manifested in his distinctive insistence on science—deductive reasoning from 
fixed definitions—as the means for demonstrating to his reader the true nature of 
the commonwealth. But what is less commonly discussed is the extent to which 
Hobbes believed that appealing to a series of rationally deductive arguments was 
insufficient for effecting true understanding in readers. He believed not only that we 
should be able to give a rational account of the state's form and its genesis, but that 
readers should be able to see it. (Perhaps Hobbes himself saw that something a little 



spooky happens in his own 'rational' account of the process by which the multitude 
appoint a sovereign who creates their unity and is then also said to represent it.) 
Both Hobbes, and the Aristotelian authors we have looked at here, worked on the 
assumption that political theory must pay special attention to how its audience 
imagines the body politic. For Hobbes, a political theory must show both why the 
state is all powerful, and what an all-powerful state looks like.  This leaves us with a 
Hobbes attempting to induce his readers to imagine political relations and not simply 
a Hobbes, as he is so commonly styled, concerned with a set of conclusions to which 
he was attempting to force them to submit.84 

This concern with how readers saw the commonwealth had a partial basis in 
Hobbes’s insight that humans are sophisticatedly imaginative animals. This is 
another often-underestimated aspect of his political theory and yet it underpins 
many of his central claims, not least his theory of personation or representation, 
which rests on the assumption that we are animals that can take one thing for 
another. His psychology emphasized the human mind as the place that registers and 
manipulates images—the images that provide the prompt for all of our voluntary 
action. Hobbes thought that the images we held in our minds were directly related 
to the decisions we made about how to act in the world. He also came to think that 
some of the most “marvellous effects to the benefite of mankinde” came about when 
“fancy”—by which he meant the imagination—“traced the ways of true 
Philosophy.”85 Fancy has a central role to play in promoting true belief. Where 
Hobbes certainly believed that science changes how those with it saw the world—
indeed, he explicitly referred to it as akin to having a new lens86—he also thought 
that its results sometimes needed to be communicated to an audience using means 
beyond that of deductive argument. The philosopher had also to attend to the tools 
of the imagination. Not least because, for Hobbes, to understand something was to 
be able to call to mind the right images of what you claimed to understand. 

It is no novel insight that Hobbes was preoccupied with the relationship between 
seeing and understanding and, in particular, with the role that fancy might play in 
helping his audience to appreciate the unity of the body politic.87 The frontispiece of 
Leviathan is by far the most famous example of Hobbes’s attempt to use “visual 
strategies” to represent some of the most complex features of his theory of the 
commonwealth: that the sovereign is the form of the commonwealth, and that which 
gives unity to an otherwise disunited multitude. As Noel Malcolm has revealed, it is 
likely that Hobbes’s acquaintance with the newly fashionable dioptric anamorphosis, 
produced by lenses which brought otherwise disparate images into a single unity, lay 
behind the form of this notorious image of the artificial man of the multitude.88 
Hobbes was inspired by a new technology which allowed real entities to appear 
united, in order to illustrate his new political theory which itself required a 
fundamental shift in how people saw the state. 

Language was the other human invention that Hobbes thought could shape the 
imaginations of his readers.89 In the same place that he makes his fullest statements 
about the relationship between fancy and philosophy, he points out that words can 
have the same effect on the imagination of a reader as could “the artificiall cutting of 
glass.”90 And so, Hobbes’s concern to engage with the imaginative dimension of his 
readers’ comprehension of the body extended to the very words he chose to describe 
the genesis of the commonwealth. In the “Preface to the readers” of De cive, Hobbes 
famously suggests that those who want to understand a commonwealth must “view 
it as if taken apart”. The purpose of of this, Hobbes tells us is to understand “how 
men who want to grow together [coalescere] must be connected [componi].”91 

The language here is striking for at least two reasons. First, to have the process of 
the formation of a commonwealth described in terms of men seeking to “grow 



together” emphasises both the imaginative and the organic dimensions of his 
account of the body politic. Men are to imagine their unity as an organic one, even if 
the means to achieve this are artificial.92 This is apparent from the juxtaposition of 
coalescere and componere: in Thomas Thomas’s Latin–English dictionary of 1587, we 
find coalesco defined as “to grow together . . . to increase” alongside the idiomatic 
phrase “to grow into or to become one body or people.” Compono, on the other hand, 
is defined as “to put or ioyne together,” “to set in order” and, even more 
suggestively, “to build and erect.” Even as men must use artifice to build a 
commonwealth for themselves, they are to think of it as aping a process of natural 
growth and increase.93 This is more than an example of the adage that art should 
imitate nature which Hobbes references in the opening sentence of Leviathan's 
Introduction. The point here seems to be that art might transform nature: it is 
possible that when reading these lines Hobbes’s readers may have thought of the 
fashionable early modern practice of grafting, the process whereby distinct organic 
entities were artificially combined to create an altogether new entity, which literally 
grew together in a new unity. 

Secondly, that Hobbes should describe the aim of men forming a state as “growing 
together” is striking precisely because it is not the austere, technical language of a 
strictly juridical analysis of the nature of men’s association. Hobbes moves between 
different registers in his accounts of the formation of the state, concerned as he is to 
provide readers not only with an account of their relationship to the sovereign, but 
also with an image of their relationships to one another. Where the former could be 
explained through the language of representation, and in Leviathan, of authorisation, 
which explains why we own the sovereign's actions, Hobbes clearly thought and 
repeatedly claimed that there was a place for organic imagery in explaining how 
subjects should think of their relationship to each other. Hobbes knew that the kind 
of total unity he demanded was unusual - he knew too that it was not something that 
the standard juridical language could quite capture. This is perhaps why, despite so 
often relying upon the language of pure artifice he did not spurn the language of 
nature. 

If the formation of the commonwealth involves men seeing themselves as having 
grown together in some fundamental sense, what is the mechanism for achieving 
this? It is at this point that we might think that the figurative associations of 
democracy come to matter. Democracy, as we have seen, was associated in the 
Aristotelian tradition not only with the growth of otherwise disconnected 
individuals into a united man, but also with the “increase,” the achievement of more 
than the sum of their initial parts, suggested by Hobbes’s word coalesco. We have 
also seen, in the case of Vettori, the very recognition that this growing together is a 
process that is particularly difficult to communicate precisely because it is not a 
physical coming-together but a psychological one. In this, and to varying degrees, 
Vettori and Hobbes shared a solution: each provided readers with a mythic 
comparison that relied upon the operation of the imagination—for Vettori, Geryon; 
for Hobbes, the artificial man, or, indeed, the Leviathan.94 And perhaps Hobbes also 
took from the Aristotelian tradition the insight that democracy was itself associated 
with producing the kind of unity he wished to convince readers was an essential 
feature of all commonwealths. Democracy here came to be understood as the 
mechanism by which a unity of minds could be achieved. Indeed, what distinguishes 
the Aristotelian democratic account from the other examples of bodies politic that 
resemble Hobbes’s is precisely the fact that at the foundation of this unity was 
democracy.95 The question of Hobbes’s relationship to democracy is often taken as a 
question of Hobbes’s political allegiance, or his normative assessment of democracy. 
But this can obscure the story about what conceptions of democracy might have 



given Hobbes imaginatively; that is, what it helped him to place before his readers’ 
eyes. 

This history has implications for how we think about the puzzle of the democratic 
founding of Hobbes’s commonwealths by institution. One of the main objections to 
Tuck’s original argument was the well-made case that democracy is only 
foundational for Hobbes in his discussions of commonwealths “by institution.”96 This 
is no doubt right and should moderate some scholars’ claims for a “democratic 
Hobbes.” But just as we need to note that democracy is not foundational for all 
commonwealths, so do we need to be careful of passing over its place in Hobbes's 
thinking too quickly, especially given its overt role in the Elements and De cive and 
its tacit presence in Leviathan. Even if we were to concede that commonwealths by 
acquisition were the “fundamental case”, historically speaking, for Hobbes, it does 
not follow from this that because the account Hobbes gives of commonwealths by 
institution is “purely hypothetical” it is therefore “subordinate” to the theory of 
commonwealths by acquisition.97 

Indeed, it is not at all clear, as it has been claimed, that Hobbes thought that 
bodies politic which arise “from the consent of a democratic assembly [are] like a 
divine mystery that cannot properly be considered within philosophy” and so that 
the “real” focus of civil philosophy ought to be bodies politic that arise from 
compulsion.98 Kinch Hoekstra has argued that one way that we can see the difference 
in the importance Hobbes gives to commonwealths by institution as opposed to 
commonwealths by acquisition is by looking at a comment of his in The Elements of 
Law. There Hobbes says “there be two ways of erecting a body politic; one by 
arbitrary institution of many men assembled together, which is like a creation out of 
nothing by human wit; the other by compulsion, which is as it were a generation 
thereof out of natural force.” Hoekstra reads this as Hobbes saying that it is only 
commonwealths by institution that are created “out of nothing” and therefore are to 
be considered as incomprehensible by philosophy. However, it seems that the best 
way of making sense of the word “thereof” in the final clause is to read it as referring 
to “out of nothing”. Thus Hobbes here in fact claims that bodies politic made by 
arbitrary institution are creations “out of nothing” by human wit, just as bodies 
politic by compulsion are also creations “out of nothing” by natural force.99 This 
being so, we surely must continue to ask what kind of role a purely hypothetical 
account of the formation of the body politic plays in Hobbes’s theory, and, further to 
this, why it is he places democracy at its foundation, as he does explicitly in the 
Elements and De cive. 

One possible answer is that Hobbes knew that many of his own readers would be 
aware of that tradition of thought wherein, in the words of the 1598 translation of 
Aristotle’s Politics, “it is possible, that a great multitude . . . being assembled 
together may be better . . . for when they are many . . . united together, the 
multitude becomes as it were one man . . . those excellencies which were divided 
before, are collected and combined into one.”100 Democracy could not only be a first 
step in providing the kind of unified body politic Hobbes wanted, but it was 
associated precisely with the way Hobbes wanted to figure the unity of that body 
politic: as an entity made up of many but with a single will. In communicating this 
unity Hobbes might well have employed the established vocabulary and the 
illustrative “fancy” of democracy’s most influential theorist. 

This leads to a concluding point about the place of commentary in this account 
and in the history of political thought more broadly. The fact that commentary is 
rarely looked to as a resource is possibly a reflection of our own biases about what it 
means to do political philosophy.101 It is no doubt also a mark of the resilience of 
Enlightenment criticisms of the practice. But for the history of political thought to 



dismiss the commentary tradition is to also miss the philosophical and imaginative 
resources contained within it. The considerable creativity of these texts—wherein 
metaphor, myth and poetry operate as hermeneutic and philosophical devices—offer 
ways of thinking about political philosophy where the literary is not opposed to the 
analytical. Early modern commentators were certainly alert to what has been called 
the “further task” of philosophy “not to gain a better insight into reality, but, 
analogously to poetry, to stretch our imagination and our language and thus to help 
create a new world for living in.”102 In this, perhaps, there is still something to learn 
from early modernity. Certainly we should not continue to ignore a tradition whose 
longevity and influence can only (and at the very least) aid our understanding of the 
nature and range of early modern political thought, but might also aid our own 
attempts to understand Aristotle—and indeed Hobbes—today. 
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