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The Paper

In recent attempts to recover a more tolerant Hobbes, the statement that “the
Independency of the Primitive Christians” is “perhaps best” in ch. 47 of Leviathan is
usually Exhibit A. Yet the conditionals appended to this so-called endorsement—“if it
be without contention, and without measuring the Doctrine of Christ by our affection to
the Person of his Minister”—have garnered surprisingly little attention. This paper will
argue that understanding these conditionals and whether they could be satisfied is
essential in reconstructing a Hobbesian theory of toleration. Placing them at the center

of one’s interpretation reveals a distinctive institutional and ethical vision of “difference
without disagreement” in which the permission of diversity in religious worship and
association depended on scrupulous sovereign discipline over speech. This explicitly
anti-evangelical approach to toleration presents a challenge for recent scholarship that
presents Hobbes as a principled proponent of “Independency,” yet I argue that this
distinctive—and distinctively Hobbesian—vision of a tolerant society still resonates
today.

