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The other prob lem with Arnhart’s the sis is the view that Kant inher ited his dual ism of
nature and cul ture from Hobbes. But Hobbes was emphatic about the con ti nu ity
between nature (human emo tions and ani mal appe tites) and cul ture (eth ics and moral -
ity) — ‘Ev ery man, for his own part, calleth that which pleaseth, and is delight ful to
him self, GOOD; and EVIL which displeaseth him’ (Hobbes, 1969, I.7.3).
 Arnhart goes on to claim that the Hobbesian posi tion was then taken up and ful -
filled in the writ ings of Immanual Kant. But this is a strange claim: Although Hobbes
was an undoubted influ ence, Kant’s phi los o phy is nor mally viewed as a syn the sis of
Brit ish sceptical empir i cism (he was known as the ‘Prus sian Hume’) and Ger man
ratio nal ism. The split between nature and cul ture that Arnhart claims Kant devel oped
from the writ ings of Hobbes is usu ally traced back to Des cartes. There is a dan ger of
inter pret ing Hobbes ‘through Kantian lenses’, and his influ ence was just as great on
David Hume, who Arnhart places in the oppos ing ‘nat u ral is tic’ tra di tion.1

 Hobbes’ texts have to be under stood in terms of the par tic u lar mem o ries, fears and
hopes of Eng lish peo ple at the time of the Eng lish civil war. But the writ ings do also
have to be seen in the con text of a pes si mis tic view of human nature which can be
traced back at least to St. Augus tine, if not to St. Paul.2 And the rea son that this view -
point was so widely accepted through out medi eval Europe is because it appeared to
be a rea son ably accu rate descrip tion of human behav iour at the time.3

 But while all this is of inter est to stu dents of the his tory of polit i cal thought it does
lit tle to under mine Arnhart’s the sis. There has been lit tle prog ress on rec on cil ing the
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[1] If we are look ing for an alter na tive spon sor for the kind of Dar win ism that Arnhart asso ci ates with
Hobbes, we might fare better with Thrasymachus or Callicles.

[2]  But did Hobbes really have a pes si mis tic view of human nature? Cer tainly, the last 150 years had been
bloody ones, and Hobbes is famous for reject ing the Aris to te lian idea that humans are ‘nat u rally
social’ (and in this respect, Arnhart’s argu ment is well taken). With out pol i tics, life is ‘nasty, brut ish,
and short.’ At the same time, Hobbes did n’t think that peo ple were bad, on the whole. He does men tion
that some peo ple have a desire to dom i nate oth ers, but the real prob lem is not that peo ple are evil, it’s
just that they are uncer tain, and lack an author i ta tive frame work of rules and sanc tions to reas sure them 
about the likely behav iour of oth ers. In a world of scar city, con flict is inev i ta ble. As a result, peo ple
‘an tic i pate’ — they make pre-emptive strikes, fear ing what oth ers might do.
           But that’s only half the story. Con sider also the fact of ideo log i cal diver sity — does the fact that
peo ple dis agree about what’s good make them bad? Their dis agree ment could be said to have three
sources: (1) the vari abil ity of human con sti tu tion, which leads to dif fer ences in desires and per cep tions 
(2) inher ited philo soph i cal mis takes (3) ideo log i cal power grabs of the past. None of this makes the
aver age man in the street a par tic u larly sin ful fel low. Despite his debt to Augus tine, and his inter est in
Luther, the idea of human sin ful ness does not play a large role in Hobbes’ thought. I am grate ful to
Andrew Lis ter for this gloss on so-called Hobbesian pes si mism.

[3]  Although Hobbes is crit i cized by some com men ta tors for a cyn i cal and bour geois view of moral ity, he
pro vides clues of a higher alter na tive. Although he nor mally speaks of pride in a derog a tory sense as
one of the pre-eminent sources of human strife, at other points in Levi a than he iden ti fied it with gen er -
os ity, cour age, nobil ity, mag na nim ity and an endeavour for glory. Draw ing on the tra di tion of St.
Augus tine, pride can either take the malign form of the attempt of Satan to take the place of God, or else 
the benign form of the endeavour to imi tate God. As Duns Scotus said, ‘there is no vice but it is the
shadow of a vir tue; and in the sec ond man ner of being God-like, self-love appears as self-knowledge
and self-respect’. The trou ble is, as Hobbes was quick to real ise, very few men match up to this ideal
(exem pli fied, in his eyes, by Sid ney Godolphin), so the pol i tics of fear, with the civitas as the ratio nal
out come is the prac ti cal solu tion.



‘prob lem of moder nity’ since the time that Kant first out lined it: how can we rec on -
cile our sense of free dom, ratio nal ity and per sonal agency in a deter min is tic New to -
nian uni verse? The stan dard approach in the cog ni tive sci ences is to dis miss this
cen tral dilemma of human expe ri ence as a ‘be nign user illu sion’. On to this we have
to add the postmodern pre dic a ment: how to estab lish agree ment on eth i cal prin ci ples
in a soci ety where the meta-narratives — the orig i nal tran scen den tal sources of
author ity — no lon ger claim wide spread sup port. Soci eties have to organ ise their
affairs and the alter na tive to agree ment on the ground rules is their impo si tion by the
state. Arnhart’s book is an impor tant con tri bu tion to the search for a new foun da tion
for eth ics in the postmodern world. It deserves to be widely read — by schol ars in a
wide range of dis ci plines, policymakers and all those con cerned with the human
pre dic a ment.
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