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Rereading Hobbes' Visual Politics¢
An Iconological Perspective on The Leviathan

Mostafa Ensafi’
Shoja Ahmadvand ™
Introduction

In this article, the aim is not to address the theoretical issues
contained in Leviathan, but rather to confront Hobbes’s visual politics
from a philosophical iconographic perspective. Introduction Hobbes’s
Leviathan, as one of the most prominent works in the field of modern
political thought, is depicted in an icon that has metaphorically become
the most prominent political figure in the history of modern political
thought. This icon, both in its entirety and in its components, contains
elements that, by interpreting and dismantling its foundations, reveal
Hobbes’s biopolitical system and the extent of his influence in the field
of political thought. In addition, the reason for considering Hobbes’s
intellectual work as modern and its difference from other thinkers who
were thinking during his lifetime will be revealed. The main question of
the article is: What idea did Hobbes intend to convey by choosing this
symbol for the introduction to his book? And basically, what elements
and ideological foundations does the symbol of Leviathan, despite its
powerful theological themes, have that have made it the most prominent

figure in modern political thought?

Keywords: Hobbes, Leviathan, Christian theology, Gnostic Theology,
katechon.

1. Introduction and Statement of the Problem
The purpose of this paper is not to delve into the theoretical
discussions presented in Leviathan, but rather to engage with Hobbes's
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political visuality from the perspective of philosophical iconology.
The introduction of Hobbes's Leviathan, as one of the most significant
works in modern political thought, is adorned with an image that
metaphorically became the most prominent political figure in the
history of modern political philosophy. This image, both in its entirety
and in its individual elements, contains components that, through
interpretation and deconstruction, reveal Hobbes’s political biology,
and the influence of his work in the realm of political thought
becomes apparent. Additionally, this paper will clarify the modern
nature of Hobbes's intellectual endeavor and distinguish it from other
thinkers of his time. Hobbes frequently utilized iconography in nearly
all his works, including Leviathan, The Citizen, and in the preface of
his translation of Thucydides's History of the Peloponnesian War.
Unlike contemporary book covers, which are often designed without
much thought, the icons chosen during the late Middle Ages and the
Renaissance carried a specific meaning that is crucial to understanding
the works. The goal of this paper is to offer a modern interpretation of
the famous icon of Leviathan, designed by the prominent
iconographer Abraham Boss, a contemporary of Hobbes. The primary
question of the paper is: what idea did Hobbes aim to convey by
selecting this particular icon for the preface of his book? Furthermore,
despite the image's strong theological undertones, what ideological
elements and foundations make this image the most prominent figure
in modern political thought? The paper aims to provide a
deconstructive re-reading of Hobbes’s work from the perspective of
the icon featured in the preface of Leviathan. The hypothesis of this
paper is that Hobbes, through this icon, established the foundation for
modern biopolitics—a biopolitics constantly fluctuating between
security and health.

2. Methodology

Contemporary hermeneutic methods are divided into two
categories: textual and contextual. Textualists view the text as self-
contained, independent of the author's influence and the social-
political context, while contextualists argue for a strong relationship
between the text, the author, and the socio-political conditions of the
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author’s time. Among these, Quentin Skinner, a founder of the
Cambridge school in the history of political thought, sought to create a
form of coexistence between these two methods to address their
shortcomings, resulting in a third methodology. Skinner’s hermeneutic
methodology aims to answer the fundamental question of what
procedures should be followed in the interpretation of a text. To
achieve this, Skinner proposes five steps:

1. Placing the text in its linguistic or ideological context, i.e., a
collection of writings or prevalent discourses of the time on similar
topics or shared norms.

2. Investigating whether the author intended to challenge or
confirm the status quo with their writing.

3. Considering the issue of ideological transformation and
examining marginal and sub-ideologies.

4. Understanding the relationship between political ideology and
action, especially how certain ideologies are spread and how they
affect political behavior.

5. Finally, addressing which ideas and political actions play a
role in promoting and normalizing ideological transformation.

In this paper, Skinner’s interpretive methodology is applied to
analyze Hobbes’s intellectual system in Leviathan, which serves as a
metaphysical foundation for modern political thought.

3. Research Findings

Hobbes derived the name "Leviathan" from chapters 40 and 41 of
the book of Job in the Old Testament, where Leviathan is depicted as
the most powerful and massive sea creature. These verses describe
Leviathan as a creature that causes trembling upon being seen, with
invincible defenses and the power to strike terror. However, upon
encountering the icon in the preface of Hobbes’s Leviathan, none of
these descriptions are immediately apparent. Instead, we are
confronted with a human-like figure, whose head and body are
distinctly human. Yet, through magnification or through the
photographic technique of "aggrandizement," hidden dimensions of
the icon begin to reveal themselves, transforming its meaning and
unveiling the hidden logos within it. This requires enlarging the image



72 / Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

and focusing on the smaller details, as they change the interpretation
of the icon.

The icon’s central message portrays a full-scale battle, symbolized
by various emblems. For instance, on one side, there are sharp,
argumentative weapons symbolizing scholastic techniques and the
dual powers of the Church, both religious and secular. Beneath these
religious symbols, there is an image of a council of priests observing a
debate. On the right side, under the sword, we see a series of images
representing weapons of war, including a castle, a royal crown,
cannons, and a shield, ultimately depicting a universal state of
warfare. As Hobbes discusses in Chapter 29 of Leviathan, this image
symbolizes the beginning of anarchy and chaos, a condition he deeply
feared. Hobbes asserts that the destruction of states does not come
from external enemies but from internal dysfunctions, such as diseases
and anomalies, with the clergy and Church being the chief agents of
this disruption. From this, Hobbes portrays a theological struggle
between the Church and the state.

4. Conclusion

There is no doubt about the theological nature of Hobbes’s political
thought. However, many interpreters of Leviathan mistakenly
associate Hobbes’s political theology with Christian theology. In fact,
Hobbes does not approach theology from a Christian perspective in
Leviathan. Instead, we can observe another theological tradition
within this work, which is reflected in the famous icon in the preface.
Christian theology is based on concepts such as the sanctity of
humanity, the divinity of nature, and the justice of nature—none of
which appear in Leviathan. Hobbes portrays humanity as inherently
wicked and describes the natural state, the original fall of man, as an
unjust and war-torn condition. Hobbes believes the state of the world
is one of chaos and anarchy, where humanity is not the pinnacle of
creation, but instead, humans become predatory and violent. Hobbes’s
natural state does not suggest the existence of a rational creator;
otherwise, there would be no need for a social contract or civil state.
The theology within Leviathan is not derived from Christian theology,
but rather from Gnostic theology, where the absolute God is distant
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from the material world, and a smaller, finite deity (the Demiurge)
governs it, much like Hobbes's vision of Leviathan. In Gnostic
theology, the world and humanity are corrupt and wicked, and the
world is akin to a chaotic abyss that must be restrained until the
promised Messiah returns. Many elements of Gnostic theology and
nominalist methodology can be seen in the icon in the preface of
Leviathan. Hobbes and his iconographer, Abraham Boss, cleverly
employed the human figure to depict Leviathan, conveying its finite
and small nature. Leviathan is not the omnipotent God of Christian
theology, but rather a small, finite god capable of standing against the
chaos of the natural state. Unlike Carl Schmitt and Jacob Taubes's
views, Leviathan is not a Messiah or savior but a “restrainer” that,
from the Gnostic perspective, stands between the anarchic world and
the messianic state, preventing the outbreak of evil forces.
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