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Abstract

Interpreting the ideas of early modern philosophers through the lens of
theology and secularization thesis has arguably been one of the controversial
issues in contemporary political philosophy. Following the secularization
thesis, regardless of its ambiguous process, religion does not simply get
discarded or abandoned; instead, it interacts with the worldly sphere, by
which some of its transcendental components become immanent.
Secularization as a thesis underscores a theological reading of modern
theories and undermines their legitimacy as being modern. According to
notable philosophers who advocate this view (e.g., Carl Schmitt, Karl
Lowith, John Milbank, and Wolfgang Palaver) secularization indicates a
successful reoccupation of Christianity's theological structures, doctrines,
and metaphysics by modern grand narratives and doctrines. For instance,
Schmitt considers Hobbes's absolute ruler, Leviathan as the secularized
version of the omnipotent God, while Lowith views the theory of progress as
the secularization of God's providence. In Palaver’s opinion Hobbes’s
Leviathan is the secularized Katéchon, a force or agent that prevents the
chaos prior to the second coming of Christ. Furthermore, based on
Dumouchel’s theological reading of Leviathan, Christianity is the political
solution of Hobbes, and therefore his eschatology has a religious spirit.
These are some examples of theological interpretation of Hobbes.

The primary objective of this article is to present a critical account of
these theological interpretations of Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan and his
concept of civil religion. In the hypothesis, it is argued that a strong but
hidden influence of Epicurean philosophy, if proved, makes it incompatible
to interpret Hobbes through theological lens. In this paper, Quentin
Skinner’s methodological contextualism is used as the method of
investigation. According to Skinner, analyzing the text to discover its
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author’s intentions is based on speech acts. Therefore, what an author writes
is not merely an expression of reality, but is also aimed at influencing the
audience. Skinner uses the term illocutionary act, which means in order to
discover the meaning of the text or an author’s intentions, one should go
beyond the text and investigate the author’s motives and intentions that are
conveyed by words as well as the implications of social, intellectual, and
linguistic context. The focus of this essay is Hobbes’s theological
expressions in Leviathan and his other works concerning civil religion. In
other words, we try to interpret Hobbes’s motives and intentions in
expressing his ideas on God, faith, Christian Commonwealth, and civil
religion, in the context of this thinker’s social and historical standing. Thus,
the following topics are examined: the revival of Epicurean philosophy in
seventeenth century, documents that accuse Hobbes of Epicureanism, his
correspondence and close affinity (and disagreements) with Christian
Epicureans, the conceptual association between Hobbes and Epicurus in
terms of their ontology, epistemology, ethics, attitude toward politics, the
difference between English and Latin versions of Leviathan, Historia
Ecclesiastica, and his essay entitled An Historical Narration Concerning
Heresie.

The main research questions are as follows: 1. What is the nature of
relationship between Hobbes and Epicurus? and 2. What is the fundamental
problem between theological reading of Hobbes and his political
Epicureanism? Epicurus was a Greek philosopher in the 3 century BC, and
was a materialist whose philosophy can be described as a continuation of the
naturalist Ionian philosophical tradition which was interrupted by Socrates
and Plato. Epicurus as a philosopher shaped his doctrines and teachings in a
sharp contrast to Plato’s approach — a fact that has been broadly ignored in
the investigation of Epicurus’s philosophy. He rejected Plato’s dualistic
ontology and his idealism which became the backbone of Christian theology.
Epicurean philosophy enjoyed a revival in seventeenth century.

In our account of Hobbes’s Epicureanism which is particularly shown in
his theory of civil religion, we identified a kind of political Epicureanism
which explains Hobbes’s theological claims about the nature of God, hell,
the Kingdom of Christ, and is compatible with his philosophical materialism.
We conclude that Hobbes’s perceived theological claims are in fact
Epicurean theological lies that he uses in order to undermine the first
principles of Nicene Creed, Divine legitimacy and the authority of the
Church, differentiating the public and private sphere, separating the theology
from philosophy and introducing an Epicurean civil religion to the
hypothetical sovereign of the Commonwealth.

Keywords: Civil Religion, Political Epicureanism, Secularization, Theological
Reading, Thomas Hobbes
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