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Hobbes, Leviathan, Ch. 20–21, 31 

 
“Obligation” = not just a duty, but a duty to obey another, a duty that results from a right to 
command, a duty based in law (= “the word of him that by right hath command over others” 
(XV, 41).) 
 
“Counsel” = all other kinds of duty. 
 
(Note: the “laws” of nature count as laws, strictly speaking, only when we view them “as 
delivered in the word of God, that by right commandeth all things.”) 
 
One acquires obligations only by voluntary consent.  There is “no obligation on any man which 
ariseth not from some act of his own; for all men equally are by nature free” (XXI, 10).   
 
Why does obligation require consent?  Why do duties to obey others depend on our choices?  
What does it have to do with the claim that “all men equally are by nature free”? 
 
Recall:  

• We are naturally equal in the sense that none can be assured of his self-preservation, and  
• naturally free in the sense that we have no duty not to take anything that might serve our 

self-preservation. 
 
Hobbes’s argument proceeds from the premises that  

(i) no one can be assured of his self-preservation and  
(ii) no one has a duty not to do what promotes his self-preservation  

to the conclusion that: 
(iii) no one has an obligation to obey another unless he has agreed to obey him, 

which just means: 
(iv) it is not necessary for anyone’s self-preservation to obey another, unless one has 

agreed to obey him. 
 
Before a covenant to obey another, it does not jeopardize one’s self-preservation not to do what 
someone else commands. 
 
Indeed, it may often jeopardize one’s self-preservation to do what someone else commands.  
Consider the command: “Put down your weapons, take off your armor, and close your eyes.”  
What point is there in obeying that command, given that the person making it is one’s natural 
equal? 
 
But after a covenant to obey another, the picture changes.  Now—if the reply to the fool 
succeeds—it does jeopardize one’s self-preservation not to do what that person commands.  It 
jeopardizes our self-preservation in the same way that not performing any other covenant 
jeopardizes our self-preservation.   
 
God can rightfully command men without their consent.   



• Why?   
• Because God wields “irresistible power” (XXXI, 5).  We are not God’s natural equals.  

He’s sure to punish us if we don’t do what he says. 
• Therefore, it undermines our self-preservation—at very least after this earthly life—not to 

do what God commands, even if we haven’t made a covenant. 
 
Objection: Aren’t there cases in which another human being can determine whether we live or 
die?  Why should his or her right to command us depend on our consent?   

• Example 1: “Sovereignty by acquisition.”  Even when a conqueror holds your life in his 
hands, you have an obligation to obey him only if you consent. 

• Example 2: Parental authority. 
• But what work is the promise really doing here?  Why not go straight from the power 

over life and death to the obligation to obey? 
• Perhaps the reason is that there is no guarantee that the conqueror’s or mother’s power, 

like God’s, will continue to be irresistible… 
• …and so, unless you covenant, you would not continue to be obligated to obey after your 

mother or conqueror ceased to have power over your life and death, e.g., when you grow 
up, or when your conqueror’s back is turned.  Men who have not consented “have no 
obligation at all, but may… kill or carry away captive their master, justly” (XX, 10). 

 
Review Questions: 

1. What is the difference between a counsel and an obligation? 
2. Viewed in one way, the rule, “Show gratitude,” is merely a “counsel” in the state of 
nature.  Viewed in another way, the rule is a “law” or “obligation” even in the state of 
nature.  Explain. 
3.  How, according to Hobbes, did your obligation to obey your parents come about? 


