
LEVIATHAN 
Thomas Hobbes 

 
INTRODUCTION 
NATURE (the art whereby God hath made and governs the 
world) is by the art of man, as in many other things, so in 
this also imitated, that it can make an artificial animal. For 
seeing life is but a motion of limbs, the beginning whereof is 
in some principal part within, why may we not say that all 
automata (engines that move themselves by springs and 
wheels as doth a watch) have an artificial life? For what is 
the heart, but a spring; and the nerves, but so many strings; 
and the joints, but so many wheels, giving motion to the 
whole body, such as was intended by the Artificer? Art goes 
yet further, imitating that rational and most excellent work 
of Nature, man. For by art is created that great LEVIA-
THAN called a COMMONWEALTH, or STATE (in Latin, 
CIVITAS), which is but an artificial man, though of greater 
stature and strength than the natural, for whose protection 
and defence it was intended; and in which the sovereignty is 
an artificial soul, as giving life and motion to the whole 
body; the magistrates and other officers of judicature and 
execution, artificial joints; reward and punishment (by which 
fastened to the seat of the sovereignty, every joint and mem-
ber is moved to perform his duty) are the nerves, that do the 
same in the body natural; the wealth and riches of all the 
particular members are the strength; salus populi (the peo-
ple’s safety) its business; counsellors, by whom all things 
needful for it to know are suggested unto it, are the memory; 
equity and laws, an artificial reason and will; concord, 
health; sedition, sickness; and civil war, death. Lastly, the 
pacts and covenants, by which the parts of this body politic 
were at first made, set together, and united, resemble that 
fiat, or the Let us make man, pronounced by God in the 
Creation. 

To describe the nature of this artificial man, I will consider 
First, the matter thereof, and the artificer; both which is man.  
Secondly, how, and by what covenants it is made; what are 
the rights and just power or authority of a sovereign; and 
what it is that preserveth and dissolveth it. Thirdly, what is a 
Christian Commonwealth. Lastly, what is the Kingdom of 
Darkness.  

Concerning the first, there is a saying much usurped of late, 
that wisdom is acquired, not by reading of books, but of 
men. Consequently whereunto, those persons, that for the 
most part can give no other proof of being wise, take great 
delight to show what they think they have read in men, by 
uncharitable censures of one another behind their backs. But 
there is another saying not of late understood, by which they 
might learn truly to read one another, if they would take the 
pains; and that is, Nosce teipsum, Read thyself: which was 
not meant, as it is now used, to countenance either the barba-
rous state of men in power towards their inferiors, or to en-
courage men of low degree to a saucy behaviour towards 
their betters; but to teach us that for the similitude of the 
thoughts and passions of one man, to the thoughts and pas-

sions of another, whosoever looketh into himself and con-
sidereth what he doth when he does think, opine, reason, 
hope, fear, etc., and upon what grounds; he shall thereby 
read and know what are the thoughts and passions of all 
other men upon the like occasions. I say the similitude of 
passions, which are the same in all men,- desire, fear, hope, 
etc.; not the similitude of the objects of the passions, which 
are the things desired, feared, hoped, etc.: for these the con-
stitution individual, and particular education, do so vary, and 
they are so easy to be kept from our knowledge, that the 
characters of man’s heart, blotted and confounded as they 
are with dissembling, lying, counterfeiting, and erroneous 
doctrines, are legible only to him that searcheth hearts. And 
though by men’s actions we do discover their design some-
times; yet to do it without comparing them with our own, 
and distinguishing all circumstances by which the case may 
come to be altered, is to decipher without a key, and be for 
the most part deceived, by too much trust or by too much 
diffidence, as he that reads is himself a good or evil man. 

But let one man read another by his actions never so per-
fectly, it serves him only with his acquaintance, which are 
but few. He that is to govern a whole nation must read in 
himself, not this, or that particular man; but mankind: which 
though it be hard to do, harder than to learn any language or 
science; yet, when I shall have set down my own reading 
orderly and perspicuously, the pains left another will be only 
to consider if he also find not the same in himself. For this 
kind of doctrine admitteth no other demonstration. 

THE FIRST PART 
OF MAN 

CHAPTER I  
OF SENSE 

CONCERNING the thoughts of man, I will consider them 
first singly, and afterwards in train or dependence upon one 
another. Singly, they are every one a representation or ap-
pearance of some quality, or other accident of a body with-
out us, which is commonly called an object. Which object 
worketh on the eyes, ears, and other parts of man's body, and 
by diversity of working produceth diversity of appearances. 

The original of them all is that which we call sense, (for 
there is no conception in a man's mind which hath not at 
first, totally or by parts, been begotten upon the organs of 
sense). The rest are derived from that original. 

To know the natural cause of sense is not very necessary to 
the business now in hand; and I have elsewhere written of 
the same at large. Nevertheless, to fill each part of my pre-
sent method, I will briefly deliver the same in this place. 

The cause of sense is the external body, or object, which 
presseth the organ proper to each sense, either immediately, 
as in the taste and touch; or mediately, as in seeing, hearing, 
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and smelling: which pressure, by the mediation of nerves 
and other strings and membranes of the body, continued 
inwards to the brain and heart, causeth there a resistance, or 
counter-pressure, or endeavour of the heart to deliver itself: 
which endeavour, because outward, seemeth to be some 
matter without. And this seeming, or fancy, is that which 
men call sense; and consisteth, as to the eye, in a light, or 
colour figured; to the ear, in a sound; to the nostril, in an 
odour; to the tongue and palate, in a savour; and to the rest 
of the body, in heat, cold, hardness, softness, and such other 
qualities as we discern by feeling. All which qualities called 
sensible are in the object that causeth them but so many sev-
eral motions of the matter, by which it presseth our organs 
diversely. Neither in us that are pressed are they anything 
else but diverse motions (for motion produceth nothing but 
motion). But their appearance to us is fancy, the same wak-
ing that dreaming. And as pressing, rubbing, or striking the 
eye makes us fancy a light, and pressing the ear produceth a 
din; so do the bodies also we see, or hear, produce the same 
by their strong, though unobserved action. For if those col-
ours and sounds were in the bodies or objects that cause 
them, they could not be severed from them, as by glasses 
and in echoes by reflection we see they are: where we know 
the thing we see is in one place; the appearance, in another. 
And though at some certain distance the real and very object 
seem invested with the fancy it begets in us; yet still the ob-
ject is one thing, the image or fancy is another. So that sense 
in all cases is nothing else but original fancy caused (as I 
have said) by the pressure that is, by the motion of external 
things upon our eyes, ears, and other organs, thereunto or-
dained. [...] 

CHAPTER VI 
Of the interior beginnings of voluntary motions, com-
monly called the passions; and the speeches by which 
they are expressed 

 […] Continual success in obtaining those things which a 
man from time to time desireth, that is to say, continual 
prospering, is that men call felicity; I mean the felicity of 
this life. For there is no such thing as perpetual tranquillity 
of mind, while we live here; because life itself is but motion, 
and can never be without desire, nor without fear, no more 
than without sense. What kind of felicity God hath ordained 
to them that devoutly honour him, a man shall no sooner 
know than enjoy; being joys that now are as incomprehensi-
ble as the word of Schoolmen, beatifical vision, is unintelli-
gible. […] 

CHAPTER XI 
Of the difference of manners 

BY MANNERS, I mean not here decency of behaviour; as 
how one man should salute another, or how a man should 
wash his mouth, or pick his teeth before company, and such 
other points of the small morals; but those qualities of man-
kind that concern their living together in peace and unity. To 
which end we are to consider that the felicity of this life con-

sisteth not in the repose of a mind satisfied. For there is no 
such finis ultimus (utmost aim) nor summum bonum (greatest 
good) as is spoken of in the books of the old moral philoso-
phers. Nor can a man any more live whose desires are at an 
end than he whose senses and imaginations are at a stand. 
Felicity is a continual progress of the desire from one object 
to another, the attaining of the former being still but the way 
to the latter. The cause whereof is that the object of man’s 
desire is not to enjoy once only, and for one instant of time, 
but to assure forever the way of his future desire. And there-
fore the voluntary actions and inclinations of all men tend 
not only to the procuring, but also to the assuring of a con-
tented life, and differ only in the way, which ariseth partly 
from the diversity of passions in diverse men, and partly 
from the difference of the knowledge or opinion each one 
has of the causes which produce the effect desired.  

So that in the first place, I put for a general inclination of all 
mankind a perpetual and restless desire of power after 
power, that ceaseth only in death. And the cause of this is 
not always that a man hopes for a more intensive delight 
than he has already attained to, or that he cannot be content 
with a moderate power, but because he cannot assure the 
power and means to live well, which he hath present, with-
out the acquisition of more. And from hence it is that kings, 
whose power is greatest, turn their endeavours to the assur-
ing it at home by laws, or abroad by wars: and when that is 
done, there succeedeth a new desire; in some, of fame from 
new conquest; in others, of ease and sensual pleasure; in 
others, of admiration, or being flattered for excellence in 
some art or other ability of the mind. […] 

CHAPTER XIII  
Of the natural condition of mankind as concerning 
their felicity and misery 

NATURE hath made men so equal in the faculties of body 
and mind as that, though there be found one man sometimes 
manifestly stronger in body or of quicker mind than another, 
yet when all is reckoned together the difference between 
man and man is not so considerable as that one man can 
thereupon claim to himself any benefit to which another may 
not pretend as well as he. For as to the strength of body, the 
weakest has strength enough to kill the strongest, either by 
secret machination or by confederacy with others that are in 
the same danger with himself. 

And as to the faculties of the mind, setting aside the arts 
grounded upon words, and especially that skill of proceeding 
upon general and infallible rules, called science, which very 
few have and but in few things, as being not a native faculty 
born with us, nor attained, as prudence, while we look after 
somewhat else, I find yet a greater equality amongst men 
than that of strength. For prudence is but experience, which 
equal time equally bestows on all men in those things they 
equally apply themselves unto. That which may perhaps 
make such equality incredible is but a vain conceit of one’s 
own wisdom, which almost all men think they have in a 
greater degree than the vulgar; that is, than all men but 
themselves, and a few others, whom by fame, or for concur-
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ring with themselves, they approve. For such is the nature of 
men that howsoever they may acknowledge many others to 
be more witty, or more eloquent or more learned, yet they 
will hardly believe there be many so wise as themselves; for 
they see their own wit at hand, and other men’s at a distance. 
But this proveth rather that men are in that point equal, than 
unequal. For there is not ordinarily a greater sign of the 
equal distribution of anything than that every man is con-
tented with his share.  

From this equality of ability ariseth equality of hope in the 
attaining of our ends. And therefore if any two men desire 
the same thing, which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, 
they become enemies; and in the way to their end (which is 
principally their own conservation, and sometimes their de-
lectation only) endeavour to destroy or subdue one another. 
And from hence it comes to pass that where an invader hath 
no more to fear than another man’s single power, if one 
plant, sow, build, or possess a convenient seat, others may 
probably be expected to come prepared with forces united to 
dispossess and deprive him, not only of the fruit of his la-
bour, but also of his life or liberty. And the invader again is 
in the like danger of another.  

And from this diffidence of one another, there is no way for 
any man to secure himself so reasonable as anticipation; that 
is, by force, or wiles, to master the persons of all men he can 
so long till he see no other power great enough to endanger 
him: and this is no more than his own conservation re-
quireth, and is generally allowed. Also, because there be 
some that, taking pleasure in contemplating their own power 
in the acts of conquest, which they pursue farther than their 
security requires, if others, that otherwise would be glad to 
be at ease within modest bounds, should not by invasion 
increase their power, they would not be able, long time, by 
standing only on their defence, to subsist. And by conse-
quence, such augmentation of dominion over men being 
necessary to a man’s conservation, it ought to be allowed 
him.  

Again, men have no pleasure (but on the contrary a great 
deal of grief) in keeping company where there is no power 
able to overawe them all. For every man looketh that his 
companion should value him at the same rate he sets upon 
himself, and upon all signs of contempt or undervaluing 
naturally endeavours, as far as he dares (which amongst 
them that have no common power to keep them in quiet is 
far enough to make them destroy each other), to extort a 
greater value from his contemners, by damage; and from 
others, by the example.  

So that in the nature of man, we find three principal causes 
of quarrel. First, competition; secondly, diffidence; thirdly, 
glory.  

The first maketh men invade for gain; the second, for safety; 
and the third, for reputation. The first use violence, to make 
themselves masters of other men’s persons, wives, children, 
and cattle; the second, to defend them; the third, for trifles, 
as a word, a smile, a different opinion, and any other sign of 
undervalue, either direct in their persons or by reflection in 

their kindred, their friends, their nation, their profession, or 
their name.  

Hereby it is manifest that during the time men live without a 
common power to keep them all in awe, they are in that con-
dition which is called war; and such a war as is of every man 
against every man. For war consisteth not in battle only, or 
the act of fighting, but in a tract of time, wherein the will to 
contend by battle is sufficiently known: and therefore the 
notion of time is to be considered in the nature of war, as it 
is in the nature of weather. For as the nature of foul weather 
lieth not in a shower or two of rain, but in an inclination 
thereto of many days together: so the nature of war consis-
teth not in actual fighting, but in the known disposition 
thereto during all the time there is no assurance to the con-
trary. All other time is peace.  

Whatsoever therefore is consequent to a time of war, where 
every man is enemy to every man, the same consequent to 
the time wherein men live without other security than what 
their own strength and their own invention shall furnish 
them withal. In such condition there is no place for industry, 
because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no 
culture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodi-
ties that may be imported by sea; no commodious building; 
no instruments of moving and removing such things as re-
quire much force; no knowledge of the face of the earth; no 
account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and which is 
worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and 
the life of man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.  

It may seem strange to some man that has not well weighed 
these things that Nature should thus dissociate and render 
men apt to invade and destroy one another: and he may 
therefore, not trusting to this inference, made from the pas-
sions, desire perhaps to have the same confirmed by experi-
ence. Let him therefore consider with himself: when taking a 
journey, he arms himself and seeks to go well accompanied; 
when going to sleep, he locks his doors; when even in his 
house he locks his chests; and this when he knows there be 
laws and public officers, armed, to revenge all injuries shall 
be done him; what opinion he has of his fellow subjects, 
when he rides armed; of his fellow citizens, when he locks 
his doors; and of his children, and servants, when he locks 
his chests. Does he not there as much accuse mankind by his 
actions as I do by my words? But neither of us accuse man’s 
nature in it. The desires, and other passions of man, are in 
themselves no sin. No more are the actions that proceed 
from those passions till they know a law that forbids them; 
which till laws be made they cannot know, nor can any law 
be made till they have agreed upon the person that shall 
make it.  

It may peradventure be thought there was never such a time 
nor condition of war as this; and I believe it was never gen-
erally so, over all the world: but there are many places where 
they live so now. For the savage people in many places of 
America, except the government of small families, the con-
cord whereof dependeth on natural lust, have no government 
at all, and live at this day in that brutish manner, as I said 
before. Howsoever, it may be perceived what manner of life 
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there would be, where there were no common power to fear, 
by the manner of life which men that have formerly lived 
under a peaceful government use to degenerate into a civil 
war.  

But though there had never been any time wherein particular 
men were in a condition of war one against another, yet in 
all times kings and persons of sovereign authority, because 
of their independency, are in continual jealousies, and in the 
state and posture of gladiators, having their weapons point-
ing, and their eyes fixed on one another; that is, their forts, 
garrisons, and guns upon the frontiers of their kingdoms, and 
continual spies upon their neighbours, which is a posture of 
war. But because they uphold thereby the industry of their 
subjects, there does not follow from it that misery which 
accompanies the liberty of particular men.  

To this war of every man against every man, this also is con-
sequent; that nothing can be unjust. The notions of right and 
wrong, justice and injustice, have there no place. Where 
there is no common power, there is no law; where no law, no 
injustice. Force and fraud are in war the two cardinal virtues. 
Justice and injustice are none of the faculties neither of the 
body nor mind. If they were, they might be in a man that 
were alone in the world, as well as his senses and passions. 
They are qualities that relate to men in society, not in soli-
tude. It is consequent also to the same condition that there be 
no propriety, no dominion, no mine and thine distinct; but 
only that to be every man’s that he can get, and for so long 
as he can keep it. And thus much for the ill condition which 
man by mere nature is actually placed in; though with a pos-
sibility to come out of it, consisting partly in the passions, 
partly in his reason.  

The passions that incline men to peace are: fear of death; 
desire of such things as are necessary to commodious living; 
and a hope by their industry to obtain them. And reason sug-
gesteth convenient articles of peace upon which men may be 
drawn to agreement. These articles are they which otherwise 
are called the laws of nature, whereof I shall speak more 
particularly in the two following chapters. 

CHAPTER XIV 
Of the first and second natural laws, and of contracts 

THE right of nature, which writers commonly call jus natu-
rale, is the liberty each man hath to use his own power as he 
will himself for the preservation of his own nature; that is to 
say, of his own life; and consequently, of doing anything 
which, in his own judgement and reason, he shall conceive 
to be the aptest means thereunto. 

By liberty is understood, according to the proper significa-
tion of the word, the absence of external impediments; 
which impediments may oft take away part of a man’s 
power to do what he would, but cannot hinder him from us-
ing the power left him according as his judgement and rea-
son shall dictate to him. 

A law of nature, lex naturalis, is a precept, or general rule, 
found out by reason, by which a man is forbidden to do that 

which is destructive of his life, or taketh away the means of 
preserving the same, and to omit that by which he thinketh it 
may be best preserved. For though they that speak of this 
subject use to confound jus and lex, right and law, yet they 
ought to be distinguished, because right consisteth in liberty 
to do, or to forbear; whereas law determineth and bindeth to 
one of them: so that law and right differ as much as obliga-
tion and liberty, which in one and the same matter are incon-
sistent. 

And because the condition of man (as hath been declared in 
the precedent chapter) is a condition of war of every one 
against every one, in which case every one is governed by 
his own reason, and there is nothing he can make use of that 
may not be a help unto him in preserving his life against his 
enemies; it followeth that in such a condition every man has 
a right to every thing, even to one another’s body. And 
therefore, as long as this natural right of every man to every 
thing endureth, there can be no security to any man, how 
strong or wise soever he be, of living out the time which 
nature ordinarily alloweth men to live. And consequently it 
is a precept, or general rule of reason: that every man ought 
to endeavour peace, as far as he has hope of obtaining it; and 
when he cannot obtain it, that he may seek and use all helps 
and advantages of war. The first branch of which rule con-
taineth the first and fundamental law of nature, which is: to 
seek peace and follow it. The second, the sum of the right of 
nature, which is: by all means we can to defend ourselves.  

From this fundamental law of nature, by which men are 
commanded to endeavour peace, is derived this second law: 
that a man be willing, when others are so too, as far forth as 
for peace and defence of himself he shall think it necessary, 
to lay down this right to all things; and be contented with so 
much liberty against other men as he would allow other men 
against himself. For as long as every man holdeth this right, 
of doing anything he liketh; so long are all men in the condi-
tion of war. But if other men will not lay down their right, as 
well as he, then there is no reason for anyone to divest him-
self of his: for that were to expose himself to prey, which no 
man is bound to, rather than to dispose himself to peace. 
This is that law of the gospel: Whatsoever you require that 
others should do to you, that do ye to them. And that law of 
all men, quod tibi fieri non vis, alteri ne feceris.  

To lay down a man’s right to anything is to divest himself of 
the liberty of hindering another of the benefit of his own 
right to the same. For he that renounceth or passeth away his 
right giveth not to any other man a right which he had not 
before, because there is nothing to which every man had not 
right by nature, but only standeth out of his way that he may 
enjoy his own original right without hindrance from him, not 
without hindrance from another. So that the effect which 
redoundeth to one man by another man’s defect of right is 
but so much diminution of impediments to the use of his 
own right original.  

Right is laid aside, either by simply renouncing it, or by 
transferring it to another. By simply renouncing, when he 
cares not to whom the benefit thereof redoundeth. By trans-
ferring, when he intendeth the benefit thereof to some cer-
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tain person or persons. And when a man hath in either man-
ner abandoned or granted away his right, then is he said to 
be obliged, or bound, not to hinder those to whom such right 
is granted, or abandoned, from the benefit of it: and that he 
ought, and it is duty, not to make void that voluntary act of 
his own: and that such hindrance is injustice, and injury, as 
being sine jure; the right being before renounced or trans-
ferred. So that injury or injustice, in the controversies of the 
world, is somewhat like to that which in the disputations of 
scholars is called absurdity. For as it is there called an ab-
surdity to contradict what one maintained in the beginning; 
so in the world it is called injustice, and injury voluntarily to 
undo that which from the beginning he had voluntarily done. 
The way by which a man either simply renounceth or trans-
ferreth his right is a declaration, or signification, by some 
voluntary and sufficient sign, or signs, that he doth so re-
nounce or transfer, or hath so renounced or transferred the 
same, to him that accepteth it. And these signs are either 
words only, or actions only; or, as it happeneth most often, 
both words and actions. And the same are the bonds, by 
which men are bound and obliged: bonds that have their 
strength, not from their own nature (for nothing is more eas-
ily broken than a man’s word), but from fear of some evil 
consequence upon the rupture.  

Whensoever a man transferreth his right, or renounceth it, it 
is either in consideration of some right reciprocally trans-
ferred to himself, or for some other good he hopeth for 
thereby. For it is a voluntary act: and of the voluntary acts of 
every man, the object is some good to himself. And there-
fore there be some rights which no man can be understood 
by any words, or other signs, to have abandoned or trans-
ferred. As first a man cannot lay down the right of resisting 
them that assault him by force to take away his life, because 
he cannot be understood to aim thereby at any good to him-
self. The same may be said of wounds, and chains, and im-
prisonment, both because there is no benefit consequent to 
such patience, as there is to the patience of suffering another 
to be wounded or imprisoned, as also because a man cannot 
tell when he seeth men proceed against him by violence 
whether they intend his death or not. And lastly the motive 
and end for which this renouncing and transferring of right is 
introduced is nothing else but the security of a man’s person, 
in his life, and in the means of so preserving life as not to be 
weary of it. And therefore if a man by words, or other signs, 
seem to despoil himself of the end for which those signs 
were intended, he is not to be understood as if he meant it, or 
that it was his will, but that he was ignorant of how such 
words and actions were to be interpreted.  

The mutual transferring of right is that which men call con-
tract.  […] 

THE SECOND PART 
OF COMMONWEALTH 

CHAPTER XVII 
Of the causes, generation, and definition of a com-
monwealth 

THE final cause, end, or design of men (who naturally love 
liberty, and dominion over others) in the introduction of that 
restraint upon themselves, in which we see them live in 
Commonwealths, is the foresight of their own preservation, 
and of a more contented life thereby; that is to say, of getting 
themselves out from that miserable condition of war which 
is necessarily consequent, as hath been shown, to the natural 
passions of men when there is no visible power to keep them 
in awe, and tie them by fear of punishment to the perform-
ance of their covenants, and observation of those laws of 
nature set down in the fourteenth and fifteenth chapters. 

For the laws of nature, as justice, equity, modesty, mercy, 
and, in sum, doing to others as we would be done to, of 
themselves, without the terror of some power to cause them 
to be observed, are contrary to our natural passions, that 
carry us to partiality, pride, revenge, and the like. And cove-
nants, without the sword, are but words and of no strength to 
secure a man at all. Therefore, notwithstanding the laws of 
nature (which every one hath then kept, when he has the will 
to keep them, when he can do it safely), if there be no power 
erected, or not great enough for our security, every man will 
and may lawfully rely on his own strength and art for cau-
tion against all other men.  […] 

The only way to erect such a common power, as may be able 
to defend them from the invasion of foreigners, and the inju-
ries of one another, and thereby to secure them in such sort 
as that by their own industry and by the fruits of the earth 
they may nourish themselves and live contentedly, is to con-
fer all their power and strength upon one man, or upon one 
assembly of men, that may reduce all their wills, by plurality 
of voices, unto one will: which is as much as to say, to ap-
point one man, or assembly of men, to bear their person; and 
every one to own and acknowledge himself to be author of 
whatsoever he that so beareth their person shall act, or cause 
to be acted, in those things which concern the common 
peace and safety; and therein to submit their wills, every one 
to his will, and their judgements to his judgement. This is 
more than consent, or concord; it is a real unity of them all 
in one and the same person, made by covenant of every man 
with every man, in such manner as if every man should say 
to every man: I authorise and give up my right of governing 
myself to this man, or to this assembly of men, on this con-
dition; that thou give up, thy right to him, and authorise all 
his actions in like manner. This done, the multitude so united 
in one person is called a COMMONWEALTH; in Latin, 
CIVITAS. This is the generation of that great LEVIATHAN, 
or rather, to speak more reverently, of that mortal god to 
which we owe, under the immortal God, our peace and de-
fence. For by this authority, given him by every particular 
man in the Commonwealth, he hath the use of so much 
power and strength conferred on him that, by terror thereof, 
he is enabled to form the wills of them all, to peace at home, 
and mutual aid against their enemies abroad. And in him 
consisteth the essence of the Commonwealth; which, to de-
fine it, is: one person, of whose acts a great multitude, by 
mutual covenants one with another, have made themselves 
every one the author, to the end he may use the strength and 



Hobbes, Leviathan (1651)  6 of 12 

means of them all as he shall think expedient for their peace 
and common defence. 

And he that carryeth this person is called sovereign, and said 
to have sovereign power; and every one besides, his subject. 

The attaining to this sovereign power is by two ways. One, 
by natural force: as when a man maketh his children to sub-
mit themselves, and their children, to his government, as 
being able to destroy them if they refuse; or by war subdueth 
his enemies to his will, giving them their lives on that condi-
tion. The other, is when men agree amongst themselves to 
submit to some man, or assembly of men, voluntarily, on 
confidence to be protected by him against all others. This 
latter may be called a political Commonwealth, or Com-
monwealth by Institution; and the former, a Commonwealth 
by acquisition. And first, I shall speak of a Commonwealth 
by institution. 

CHAPTER XVIII 
Of the rights of sovereigns by institution 

A COMMONWEALTH is said to be instituted when a mul-
titude of men do agree, and covenant, every one with every 
one, that to whatsoever man, or assembly of men, shall be 
given by the major part the right to present the person of 
them all, that is to say, to be their representative; every one, 
as well he that voted for it as he that voted against it, shall 
authorize all the actions and judgements of that man, or as-
sembly of men, in the same manner as if they were his own, 
to the end to live peaceably amongst themselves, and be 
protected against other men. 

From this institution of a Commonwealth are derived all the 
rights and faculties of him, or them, on whom the sovereign 
power is conferred by the consent of the people assembled. 

First, because they covenant, it is to be understood they are 
not obliged by former covenant to anything repugnant here-
unto. And consequently they that have already instituted a 
Commonwealth, being thereby bound by covenant to own 
the actions and judgements of one, cannot lawfully make a 
new covenant amongst themselves to be obedient to any 
other, in anything whatsoever, without his permission. And 
therefore, they that are subjects to a monarch cannot without 
his leave cast off monarchy and return to the confusion of a 
disunited multitude; nor transfer their person from him that 
beareth it to another man, other assembly of men: for they 
are bound, every man to every man, to own and be reputed 
author of all that already is their sovereign shall do and 
judge fit to be done; so that any one man dissenting, all the 
rest should break their covenant made to that man, which is 
injustice: and they have also every man given the sover-
eignty to him that beareth their person; and therefore if they 
depose him, they take from him that which is his own, and 
so again it is injustice. Besides, if he that attempteth to de-
pose his sovereign be killed or punished by him for such 
attempt, he is author of his own punishment, as being, by the 
institution, author of all his sovereign shall do; and because 
it is injustice for a man to do anything for which he may be 
punished by his own authority, he is also upon that title un-

just. And whereas some men have pretended for their dis-
obedience to their sovereign a new covenant, made, not with 
men but with God, this also is unjust: for there is no cove-
nant with God but by mediation of somebody that represen-
teth God’s person, which none doth but God’s lieutenant 
who hath the sovereignty under God. But this pretence of 
covenant with God is so evident a lie, even in the pretenders’ 
own consciences, that it is not only an act of an unjust, but 
also of a vile and unmanly disposition. 

Secondly, because the right of bearing the person of them all 
is given to him they make sovereign, by covenant only of 
one to another, and not of him to any of them, there can hap-
pen no breach of covenant on the part of the sovereign; and 
consequently none of his subjects, by any pretence of forfei-
ture, can be freed from his subjection. That he which is made 
sovereign maketh no covenant with his subjects before hand 
is manifest; because either he must make it with the whole 
multitude, as one party to the covenant, or he must make a 
several covenant with every man. With the whole, as one 
party, it is impossible, because as they are not one person: 
and if he make so many several covenants as there be men, 
those covenants after he hath the sovereignty are void; be-
cause what act soever can be pretended by any one of them 
for breach thereof is the act both of himself, and of all the 
rest, because done in the person, and by the right of every 
one of them in particular. Besides, if any one or more of 
them pretend a breach of the covenant made by the sover-
eign at his institution, and others or one other of his subjects, 
or himself alone, pretend there was no such breach, there is 
in this case no judge to decide the controversy: it returns 
therefore to the sword again; and every man recovereth the 
right of protecting himself by his own strength, contrary to 
the design they had in the institution. It is therefore in vain to 
grant sovereignty by way of precedent covenant. The opin-
ion that any monarch receiveth his power by covenant, that 
is to say, on condition, proceedeth from want of understand-
ing this easy truth: that covenants being but words, and 
breath, have no force to oblige, contain, constrain, or protect 
any man, but what it has from the public sword; that is, from 
the untied hands of that man, or assembly of men, that hath 
the sovereignty, and whose actions are avouched by them 
all, and performed by the strength of them all, in him united. 
But when an assembly of men is made sovereign, then no 
man imagineth any such covenant to have passed in the in-
stitution: for no man is so dull as to say, for example, the 
people of Rome made a covenant with the Romans to hold 
the sovereignty on such or such conditions; which not per-
formed, the Romans might lawfully depose the Roman peo-
ple. That men see not the reason to be alike in a monarchy 
and in a popular government proceedeth from the ambition 
of some that are kinder to the government of an assembly, 
whereof they may hope to participate, than of monarchy, 
which they despair to enjoy. 

Thirdly, because the major part hath by consenting voices 
declared a sovereign, he that dissented must now consent 
with the rest; that is, be contented to avow all the actions he 
shall do, or else justly be destroyed by the rest. For if he 
voluntarily entered into the congregation of them that were 
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assembled, he sufficiently declared thereby his will, and 
therefore tacitly covenanted, to stand to what the major part 
should ordain: and therefore if he refuse to stand thereto, or 
make protestation against any of their decrees, he does con-
trary to his covenant, and therefore unjustly. And whether he 
be of the congregation or not, and whether his consent be 
asked or not, he must either submit to their decrees or be left 
in the condition of war he was in before; wherein he might 
without injustice be destroyed by any man whatsoever. 

Fourthly, because every subject is by this institution author 
of all the actions and judgements of the sovereign instituted, 
it follows that whatsoever he doth, can be no injury to any of 
his subjects; nor ought he to be by any of them accused of 
injustice. For he that doth anything by authority from an-
other doth therein no injury to him by whose authority he 
acteth: but by this institution of a Commonwealth every par-
ticular man is author of all the sovereign doth; and conse-
quently he that complaineth of injury from his sovereign 
complaineth of that whereof he himself is author, and there-
fore ought not to accuse any man but himself; no, nor him-
self of injury, because to do injury to oneself is impossible. 
It is true that they that have sovereign power may commit 
iniquity, but not injustice or injury in the proper significa-
tion. 

Fifthly, and consequently to that which was said last, no man 
that hath sovereign power can justly be put to death, or oth-
erwise in any manner by his subjects punished. For seeing 
every subject is author of the actions of his sovereign, he 
punisheth another for the actions committed by himself. 

And because the end of this institution is the peace and de-
fence of them all, and whosoever has right to the end has 
right to the means, it belonged of right to whatsoever man or 
assembly that hath the sovereignty to be judge both of the 
means of peace and defence, and also of the hindrances and 
disturbances of the same; and to do whatsoever he shall 
think necessary to be done, both beforehand, for the preserv-
ing of peace and security, by prevention of discord at home, 
and hostility from abroad; and when peace and security are 
lost, for the recovery of the same. And therefore, 

Sixthly, it is annexed to the sovereignty to be judge of what 
opinions and doctrines are averse, and what conducing to 
peace; and consequently, on what occasions, how far, and 
what men are to be trusted withal in speaking to multitudes 
of people; and who shall examine the doctrines of all books 
before they be published. For the actions of men proceed 
from their opinions, and in the well governing of opinions 
consisteth the well governing of men’s actions in order to 
their peace and concord. And though in matter of doctrine 
nothing to be regarded but the truth, yet this is not repugnant 
to regulating of the same by peace. For doctrine repugnant to 
peace can no more be true, than peace and concord can be 
against the law of nature. It is true that in a Commonwealth, 
where by the negligence or unskillfulness of governors and 
teachers false doctrines are by time generally received, the 
contrary truths may be generally offensive: yet the most 
sudden and rough bustling in of a new truth that can be does 
never break the peace, but only sometimes awake the war. 

For those men that are so remissly governed that they dare 
take up arms to defend or introduce an opinion are still in 
war; and their condition, not peace, but only a cessation of 
arms for fear of one another; and they live, as it were, in the 
procincts of battle continually. It belonged therefore to him 
that hath the sovereign power to be judge, or constitute all 
judges of opinions and doctrines, as a thing necessary to 
peace; thereby to prevent discord and civil war. 

Seventhly, is annexed to the sovereignty the whole power of 
prescribing the rules whereby every man may know what 
goods he may enjoy, and what actions he may do, without 
being molested by any of his fellow subjects: and this is it 
men call propriety. For before constitution of sovereign 
power, as hath already been shown, all men had right to all 
things, which necessarily causeth war: and therefore this 
propriety, being necessary to peace, and depending on sov-
ereign power, is the act of that power, in order to the public 
peace. These rules of propriety (or meum and tuum) and of 
good, evil, lawful, and unlawful in the actions of subjects are 
the civil laws; that is to say, the laws of each Common-
wealth in particular; though the name of civil law be now 
restrained to the ancient civil laws of the city of Rome; 
which being the head of a great part of the world, her laws at 
that time were in these parts the civil law. 

Eighthly, is annexed to the sovereignty the right of judica-
ture; that is to say, of hearing and deciding all controversies 
which may arise concerning law, either civil or natural, or 
concerning fact. For without the decision of controversies, 
there is no protection of one subject against the injuries of 
another; the laws concerning meum and tuum are in vain, 
and to every man remaineth, from the natural and necessary 
appetite of his own conservation, the right of protecting him-
self by his private strength, which is the condition of war, 
and contrary to the end for which every Commonwealth is 
instituted. 

Ninthly, is annexed to the sovereignty the right of making 
war and peace with other nations and Commonwealths; that 
is to say, of judging when it is for the public good, and how 
great forces are to be assembled, armed, and paid for that 
end, and to levy money upon the subjects to defray the ex-
penses thereof. For the power by which the people are to be 
defended consisteth in their armies, and the strength of an 
army in the union of their strength under one command; 
which command the sovereign instituted, therefore hath, 
because the command of the militia, without other institu-
tion, maketh him that hath it sovereign. And therefore, who-
soever is made general of an army, he that hath the sover-
eign power is always generalissimo. 

Tenthly, is annexed to the sovereignty the choosing of all 
counsellors, ministers, magistrates, and officers, both in 
peace and war. For seeing the sovereign is charged with the 
end, which is the common peace and defence, he is under-
stood to have power to use such means as he shall think 
most fit for his discharge. 

Eleventhly, to the sovereign is committed the power of re-
warding with riches or honour; and of punishing with corpo-
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ral or pecuniary punishment, or with ignominy, every sub-
ject according to the law he hath formerly made; or if there 
be no law made, according as he shall judge most to conduce 
to the encouraging of men to serve the Commonwealth, or 
deterring of them from doing disservice to the same. 

Lastly, considering what values men are naturally apt to set 
upon themselves, what respect they look for from others, and 
how little they value other men; from whence continually 
arise amongst them, emulation, quarrels, factions, and at last 
war, to the destroying of one another, and diminution of 
their strength against a common enemy; it is necessary that 
there be laws of honour, and a public rate of the worth of 
such men as have deserved or are able to deserve well of the 
Commonwealth, and that there be force in the hands of some 
or other to put those laws in execution. But it hath already 
been shown that not only the whole militia, or forces of the 
Commonwealth, but also the judicature of all controversies, 
is annexed to the sovereignty. To the sovereign therefore it 
belonged also to give titles of honour, and to appoint what 
order of place and dignity each man shall hold, and what 
signs of respect in public or private meetings they shall give 
to one another. 

These are the rights which make the essence of sovereignty, 
and which are the marks whereby a man may discern in what 
man, or assembly of men, the sovereign power is placed and 
resideth. For these are incommunicable and inseparable. The 
power to coin money, to dispose of the estate and persons of 
infant heirs, to have pre-emption in markets, and all other 
statute prerogatives may be transferred by the sovereign, and 
yet the power to protect his subjects be retained. But if he 
transfer the militia, he retains the judicature in vain, for want 
of execution of the laws; or if he grant away the power of 
raising money, the militia is in vain; or if he give away the 
government of doctrines, men will be frighted into rebellion 
with the fear of spirits. And so if we consider any one of the 
said rights, we shall presently see that the holding of all the 
rest will produce no effect in the conservation of peace and 
justice, the end for which all Commonwealths are instituted. 
And this division is it whereof it is said, a kingdom divided 
in itself cannot stand: for unless this division precede, divi-
sion into opposite armies can never happen. If there had not 
first been an opinion received of the greatest part of England 
that these powers were divided between the King and the 
Lords and the House of Commons, the people had never 
been divided and fallen into this Civil War; first between 
those that disagreed in politics, and after between the dis-
senters about the liberty of religion, which have so instructed 
men in this point of sovereign right that there be few now in 
England that do not see that these rights are inseparable, and 
will be so generally acknowledged at the next return of 
peace; and so continue, till their miseries are forgotten, and 
no longer, except the vulgar be better taught than they have 
hitherto been. 

And because they are essential and inseparable rights, it fol-
lows necessarily that in whatsoever words any of them seem 
to be granted away, yet if the sovereign power itself be not 
in direct terms renounced and the name of sovereign no 

more given by the grantees to him that grants them, the grant 
is void: for when he has granted all he can, if we grant back 
the sovereignty, all is restored, as inseparably annexed 
thereunto. 

This great authority being indivisible, and inseparably an-
nexed to the sovereignty, there is little ground for the opin-
ion of them that say of sovereign kings, though they be sin-
gulis majores, of greater power than every one of their sub-
jects, yet they be universis minores, of less power than them 
all together. For if by all together, they mean not the collec-
tive body as one person, then all together and every one sig-
nify the same; and the speech is absurd. But if by all to-
gether, they understand them as one person (which person 
the sovereign bears), then the power of all together is the 
same with the sovereign’s power; and so again the speech is 
absurd: which absurdity they see well enough when the sov-
ereignty is in an assembly of the people; but in a monarch 
they see it not; and yet the power of sovereignty is the same 
in whomsoever it be placed. 

And as the power, so also the honour of the sovereign, ought 
to be greater than that of any or all the subjects. For in the 
sovereignty is the fountain of honour. The dignities of lord, 
earl, duke, and prince are his creatures. As in the presence of 
the master, the servants are equal, and without any honour at 
all; so are the subjects, in the presence of the sovereign. And 
though they shine some more, some less, when they are out 
of his sight; yet in his presence, they shine no more than the 
stars in presence of the sun. 

But a man may here object that the condition of subjects is 
very miserable, as being obnoxious to the lusts and other 
irregular passions of him or them that have so unlimited a 
power in their hands. And commonly they that live under a 
monarch think it the fault of monarchy; and they that live 
under the government of democracy, or other sovereign as-
sembly, attribute all the inconvenience to that form of 
Commonwealth; whereas the power in all forms, if they be 
perfect enough to protect them, is the same: not considering 
that the estate of man can never be without some incommod-
ity or other; and that the greatest that in any form of gov-
ernment can possibly happen to the people in general is 
scarce sensible, in respect of the miseries and horrible ca-
lamities that accompany a civil war, or that dissolute condi-
tion of masterless men without subjection to laws and a co-
ercive power to tie their hands from rapine and revenge: nor 
considering that the greatest pressure of sovereign governors 
proceedeth, not from any delight or profit they can expect in 
the damage weakening of their subjects, in whose vigour 
consisteth their own strength and glory, but in the restive-
ness of themselves that, unwillingly contributing to their 
own defence, make it necessary for their governors to draw 
from them what they can in time of peace that they may 
have means on any emergent occasion, or sudden need, to 
resist or take advantage on their enemies. For all men are by 
nature provided of notable multiplying glasses (that is their 
passions and self-love) through which every little payment 
appeareth a great grievance, but are destitute of those pro-
spective glasses (namely moral and civil science) to see afar 



Hobbes, Leviathan (1651)  9 of 12 

off the miseries that hang over them and cannot without such 
payments be avoided. 

CHAPTER XXI 
Of the liberty of subjects 

LIBERTY, or freedom, signifieth properly the absence of 
opposition (by opposition, I mean external impediments of 
motion); and may be applied no less to irrational and inani-
mate creatures than to rational. For whatsoever is so tied, or 
environed, as it cannot move but within a certain space, 
which space is determined by the opposition of some exter-
nal body, we say it hath not liberty to go further. And so of 
all living creatures, whilst they are imprisoned, or restrained 
with walls or chains; and of the water whilst it is kept in by 
banks or vessels that otherwise would spread itself into a 
larger space; we use to say they are not at liberty to move in 
such manner as without those external impediments they 
would. But when the impediment of motion is in the consti-
tution of the thing itself, we use not to say it wants the lib-
erty, but the power, to move; as when a stone lieth still, or a 
man is fastened to his bed by sickness.  

And according to this proper and generally received mean-
ing of the word, a freeman is he that, in those things which 
by his strength and wit he is able to do, is not hindered to do 
what he has a will to. But when the words free and liberty 
are applied to anything but bodies, they are abused; for that 
which is not subject to motion is not to subject to impedi-
ment: and therefore, when it is said, for example, the way is 
free, no liberty of the way is signified, but of those that walk 
in it without stop. And when we say a gift is free, there is not 
meant any liberty of the gift, but of the giver, that was not 
bound by any law or covenant to give it. So when we speak 
freely, it is not the liberty of voice, or pronunciation, but of 
the man, whom no law hath obliged to speak otherwise than 
he did. Lastly, from the use of the words free will, no liberty 
can be inferred of the will, desire, or inclination, but the lib-
erty of the man; which consisteth in this, that he finds no 
stop in doing what he has the will, desire, or inclination to 
do.  

Fear and liberty are consistent: as when a man throweth his 
goods into the sea for fear the ship should sink, he doth it 
nevertheless very willingly, and may refuse to do it if he 
will; it is therefore the action of one that was free: so a man 
sometimes pays his debt, only for fear of imprisonment, 
which, because no body hindered him from detaining, was 
the action of a man at liberty. And generally all actions 
which men do in Commonwealths, for fear of the law, are 
actions which the doers had liberty to omit.  

Liberty and necessity are consistent: as in the water that hath 
not only liberty, but a necessity of descending by the chan-
nel; so, likewise in the actions which men voluntarily do, 
which, because they proceed their will, proceed from liberty, 
and yet because every act of man’s will and every desire and 
inclination proceedeth from some cause, and that from an-
other cause, in a continual chain (whose first link is in the 
hand of God, the first of all causes), proceed from necessity. 

So that to him that could see the connexion of those causes, 
the necessity of all men’s voluntary actions would appear 
manifest. And therefore God, that seeth and disposeth all 
things, seeth also that the liberty of man in doing what he 
will is accompanied with the necessity of doing that which 
God will and no more, nor less. For though men may do 
many things which God does not command, nor is therefore 
author of them; yet they can have no passion, nor appetite to 
anything, of which appetite God’s will is not the cause. And 
did not His will assure the necessity of man’s will, and con-
sequently of all that on man’s will dependeth, the liberty of 
men would be a contradiction and impediment to the om-
nipotence and liberty of God. And this shall suffice, as to the 
matter in hand, of that natural liberty, which only is properly 
called liberty.  

But as men, for the attaining of peace and conservation of 
themselves thereby, have made an artificial man, which we 
call a Commonwealth; so also have they made artificial 
chains, called civil laws, which they themselves, by mutual 
covenants, have fastened at one end to the lips of that man, 
or assembly, to whom they have given the sovereign power, 
and at the other to their own ears. These bonds, in their own 
nature but weak, may nevertheless be made to hold, by the 
danger, though not by the difficulty of breaking them.  

In relation to these bonds only it is that I am to speak now of 
the liberty of subjects. For seeing there is no Commonwealth 
in the world wherein there be rules enough set down for the 
regulating of all the actions and words of men (as being a 
thing impossible): it followeth necessarily that in all kinds of 
actions, by the laws pretermitted, men have the liberty of 
doing what their own reasons shall suggest for the most 
profitable to themselves. For if we take liberty in the proper 
sense, for corporal liberty; that is to say, freedom from 
chains and prison, it were very absurd for men to clamour as 
they do for the liberty they so manifestly enjoy. Again, if we 
take liberty for an exemption from laws, it is no less absurd 
for men to demand as they do that liberty by which all other 
men may be masters of their lives. And yet as absurd as it is, 
this is it they demand, not knowing that the laws are of no 
power to protect them without a sword in the hands of a 
man, or men, to cause those laws to be put in execution. The 
liberty of a subject lieth therefore only in those things which, 
in regulating their actions, the sovereign hath pretermitted: 
such as is the liberty to buy, and sell, and otherwise contract 
with one another; to choose their own abode, their own diet, 
their own trade of life, and institute their children as they 
themselves think fit; and the like.  

Nevertheless we are not to understand that by such liberty 
the sovereign power of life and death is either abolished or 
limited. For it has been already shown that nothing the sov-
ereign representative can do to a subject, on what pretence 
soever, can properly be called injustice or injury; because 
every subject is author of every act the sovereign doth, so 
that he never wanteth right to any thing, otherwise than as he 
himself is the subject of God, and bound thereby to observe 
the laws of nature. And therefore it may and doth often hap-
pen in Commonwealths that a subject may be put to death by 
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the command of the sovereign power, and yet neither do the 
other wrong; as when Jephthah caused his daughter to be 
sacrificed: in which, and the like cases, he that so dieth had 
liberty to do the action, for which he is nevertheless, without 
injury, put to death. And the same holdeth also in a sover-
eign prince that putteth to death an innocent subject. For 
though the action be against the law of nature, as being con-
trary to equity (as was the killing of Uriah by David); yet it 
was not an injury to Uriah, but to God. Not to Uriah, because 
the right to do what he pleased was given him by Uriah him-
self; and yet to God, because David was God’s subject and 
prohibited all iniquity by the law of nature. Which distinc-
tion, David himself, when he repented the fact, evidently 
confirmed, saying, “To thee only have I sinned.” In the same 
manner, the people of Athens, when they banished the most 
potent of their Commonwealth for ten years, thought they 
committed no injustice; and yet they never questioned what 
crime he had done, but what hurt he would do: nay, they 
commanded the banishment of they knew not whom; and 
every citizen bringing his oyster shell into the market place, 
written with the name of him he desired should be banished, 
without actually accusing him sometimes banished an Aris-
tides, for his reputation of justice; and sometimes a scurri-
lous jester, as Hyperbolus, to make a jest of it. And yet a 
man cannot say the sovereign people of Athens wanted right 
to banish them; or an Athenian the liberty to jest, or to be 
just.  

The liberty whereof there is so frequent and honourable 
mention in the histories and philosophy of the ancient 
Greeks and Romans, and in the writings and discourse of 
those that from them have received all their learning in the 
politics, is not the liberty of particular men, but the liberty of 
the Commonwealth: which is the same with that which every 
man then should have, if there were no civil laws nor Com-
monwealth at all. And the effects of it also be the same. For 
as amongst masterless men, there is perpetual war of every 
man against his neighbour; no inheritance to transmit to the 
son, nor to expect from the father; no propriety of goods or 
lands; no security; but a full and absolute liberty in every 
particular man: so in states and Commonwealths not de-
pendent on one another, every Commonwealth, not every 
man, has an absolute liberty to do what it shall judge, that is 
to say, what that man or assembly that representeth it shall 
judge, most conducing to their benefit. But withal, they live 
in the condition of a perpetual war, and upon the confines of 
battle, with their frontiers armed, and cannons planted 
against their neighbours round about. The Athenians and 
Romans were free; that is, free Commonwealths: not that 
any particular men had the liberty to resist their own repre-
sentative, but that their representative had the liberty to re-
sist, or invade, other people. There is written on the turrets 
of the city of Luca in great characters at this day, the word 
LIBERTAS; yet no man can thence infer that a particular 
man has more liberty or immunity from the service of the 
Commonwealth there than in Constantinople. Whether a 
Commonwealth be monarchical or popular, the freedom is 
still the same.  

But it is an easy thing for men to be deceived by the spe-
cious name of liberty; and, for want of judgement to distin-
guish, mistake that for their private inheritance and birthright 
which is the right of the public only. And when the same 
error is confirmed by the authority of men in reputation for 
their writings on this subject, it is no wonder if it produce 
sedition and change of government. In these western parts of 
the world we are made to receive our opinions concerning 
the institution and rights of Commonwealths from Aristotle, 
Cicero, and other men, Greeks and Romans, that, living un-
der popular states, derived those rights, not from the princi-
ples of nature, but transcribed them into their books out of 
the practice of their own Commonwealths, which were 
popular; as the grammarians describe the rules of language 
out of the practice of the time; or the rules of poetry out of 
the poems of Homer and Virgil. And because the Athenians 
were taught (to keep them from desire of changing their 
government) that they were freemen, and all that lived under 
monarchy were slaves; therefore Aristotle puts it down in his 
Politics “In democracy, liberty is to be supposed: for it is 
commonly held that no man is free in any other govern-
ment.” [Aristotle, Politics, Bk VI] And as Aristotle, so 
Cicero and other writers have grounded their civil doctrine 
on the opinions of the Romans, who were taught to hate 
monarchy: at first, by them that, having deposed their sover-
eign, shared amongst them the sovereignty of Rome; and 
afterwards by their successors. And by reading of these 
Greek and Latin authors, men from their childhood have 
gotten a habit, under a false show of liberty, of favouring 
tumults, and of licentious controlling the actions of their 
sovereigns; and again of controlling those controllers; with 
the effusion of so much blood, as I think I may truly say 
there was never anything so dearly bought as these western 
parts have bought the learning of the Greek and Latin 
tongues.  

To come now to the particulars of the true liberty of a sub-
ject; that is to say, what are the things which, though com-
manded by the sovereign, he may nevertheless without injus-
tice refuse to do; we are to consider what rights we pass 
away when we make a Commonwealth; or, which is all one, 
what liberty we deny ourselves by owning all the actions, 
without exception, of the man or assembly we make our 
sovereign. For in the act of our submission consisteth both 
our obligation and our liberty; which must therefore be in-
ferred by arguments taken from thence; there being no obli-
gation on any man which ariseth not from some act of his 
own; for all men equally are by nature free. And because 
such arguments must either be drawn from the express 
words, “I authorise all his actions,” or from the intention of 
him that submitteth himself to his power (which intention is 
to be understood by the end for which he so submitteth), the 
obligation and liberty of the subject is to be derived either 
from those words, or others equivalent, or else from the end 
of the institution of sovereignty; namely, the peace of the 
subjects within themselves, and their defence against a 
common enemy.  

First therefore, seeing sovereignty by institution is by cove-
nant of every one to every one; and sovereignty by acquisi-
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tion, by covenants of the vanquished to the victor, or child to 
the parent; it is manifest that every subject has liberty in all 
those things the right whereof cannot by covenant be trans-
ferred. I have shown before, in the fourteenth Chapter, that 
covenants not to defend a man’s own body are void. There-
fore,  

If the sovereign command a man, though justly condemned, 
to kill, wound, or maim himself; or not to resist those that 
assault him; or to abstain from the use of food, air, medicine, 
or any other thing without which he cannot live; yet hath that 
man the liberty to disobey.  

If a man be interrogated by the sovereign, or his authority, 
concerning a crime done by himself, he is not bound (with-
out assurance of pardon) to confess it; because no man, as I 
have shown in the same chapter, can be obliged by covenant 
to accuse himself.  

Again, the consent of a subject to sovereign power is con-
tained in these words, “I authorise, or take upon me, all his 
actions”; in which there is no restriction at all of his own 
former natural liberty: for by allowing him to kill me, I am 
not bound to kill myself when he commands me. It is one 
thing to say, “Kill me, or my fellow, if you please”; another 
thing to say, “I will kill myself, or my fellow.” It followeth, 
therefore, that 

No man is bound by the words themselves, either to kill 
himself or any other man; and consequently, that the obliga-
tion a man may sometimes have, upon the command of the 
sovereign, to execute any dangerous or dishonourable office, 
dependeth not on the words of our submission, but on the 
intention; which is to be understood by the end thereof. 
When therefore our refusal to obey frustrates the end for 
which the sovereignty was ordained, then there is no liberty 
to refuse; otherwise, there is.  

Upon this ground a man that is commanded as a soldier to 
fight against the enemy, though his sovereign have right 
enough to punish his refusal with death, may nevertheless in 
many cases refuse, without injustice; as when he substituteth 
a sufficient soldier in his place: for in this case he deserteth 
not the service of the Commonwealth. And there is allow-
ance to be made for natural timorousness, not only to women 
(of whom no such dangerous duty is expected), but also to 
men of feminine courage. When armies fight, there is on one 
side, or both, a running away; yet when they do it not out of 
treachery, but fear, they are not esteemed to do it unjustly, 
but dishonourably. For the same reason, to avoid battle is not 
injustice, but cowardice. But he that enrolleth himself a sol-
dier, or taketh impressed money, taketh away the excuse of a 
timorous nature, and is obliged, not only to go to the battle, 
but also not to run from it without his captain’s leave. And 
when the defence of the Commonwealth requireth at once 
the help of all that are able to bear arms, every one is 
obliged; because otherwise the institution of the Common-
wealth, which they have not the purpose or courage to pre-
serve, was in vain.  

To resist the sword of the Commonwealth in defence of an-
other man, guilty or innocent, no man hath liberty; because 

such liberty takes away from the sovereign the means of 
protecting us, and is therefore destructive of the very essence 
of government. But in case a great many men together have 
already resisted the sovereign power unjustly, or committed 
some capital crime for which every one of them expecteth 
death, whether have they not the liberty then to join together, 
and assist, and defend one another? Certainly they have: for 
they but defend their lives, which the guilty man may as well 
do as the innocent. There was indeed injustice in the first 
breach of their duty: their bearing of arms subsequent to it, 
though it be to maintain what they have done, is no new un-
just act. And if it be only to defend their persons, it is not 
unjust at all. But the offer of pardon taketh from them to 
whom it is offered the plea of self-defence, and maketh their 
perseverance in assisting or defending the rest unlawful.  

As for other liberties, they depend on the silence of the law. 
In cases where the sovereign has prescribed no rule, there 
the subject hath the liberty to do, or forbear, according to his 
own discretion. And therefore such liberty is in some places 
more, and in some less; and in some times more, in other 
times less, according as they that have the sovereignty shall 
think most convenient. As for example, there was a time 
when in England a man might enter into his own land, and 
dispossess such as wrongfully possessed it, by force. But in 
after times that liberty of forcible entry was taken away by a 
statute made by the king in Parliament. And in some places 
of the world men have the liberty of many wives: in other 
places, such liberty is not allowed.  

If a subject have a controversy with his sovereign of debt, or 
of right of possession of lands or goods, or concerning any 
service required at his hands, or concerning any penalty, 
corporal or pecuniary, grounded on a precedent law, he hath 
the same liberty to sue for his right as if it were against a 
subject, and before such judges as are appointed by the sov-
ereign. For seeing the sovereign demandeth by force of a 
former law, and not by virtue of his power, he declareth 
thereby that he requireth no more than shall appear to be due 
by that law. The suit therefore is not contrary to the will of 
the sovereign, and consequently the subject hath the liberty 
to demand the hearing of his cause, and sentence according 
to that law. But if he demand or take anything by pretence of 
his power, there lieth, in that case, no action of law: for all 
that is done by him in virtue of his power is done by the 
authority of every subject, and consequently, he that brings 
an action against the sovereign brings it against himself.  

If a monarch, or sovereign assembly, grant a liberty to all or 
any of his subjects, which grant standing, he is disabled to 
provide for their safety; the grant is void, unless he directly 
renounce or transfer the sovereignty to another. For in that 
he might openly (if it had been his will), and in plain terms, 
have renounced or transferred it and did not, it is to be un-
derstood it was not his will, but that the grant proceeded 
from ignorance of the repugnancy between such a liberty 
and the sovereign power: and therefore the sovereignty is 
still retained, and consequently all those powers which are 
necessary to the exercising thereof; such as are the power of 
war and peace, of judicature, of appointing officers and 
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counsellors, of levying money, and the rest named in the 
eighteenth Chapter.  

The obligation of subjects to the sovereign is understood to 
last as long, and no longer, than the power lasteth by which 
he is able to protect them. For the right men have by nature 
to protect themselves, when none else can protect them, can 
by no covenant be relinquished. The sovereignty is the soul 
of the Commonwealth; which, once departed from the body, 
the members do no more receive their motion from it. The 
end of obedience is protection; which, wheresoever a man 
seeth it, either in his own or in another’s sword, nature ap-
plieth his obedience to it, and his endeavour to maintain it. 
And though sovereignty, in the intention of them that make 
it, be immortal; yet is it in its own nature, not only subject to 
violent death by foreign war, but also through the ignorance 
and passions of men it hath in it, from the very institution, 
many seeds of a natural mortality, by intestine discord.  

If a subject be taken prisoner in war, or his person or his 
means of life be within the guards of the enemy, and hath his 
life and corporal liberty given him on condition to be subject 
to the victor, he hath liberty to accept the condition; and, 
having accepted it, is the subject of him that took him; be-
cause he had no other way to preserve himself. The case is 
the same if he be detained on the same terms in a foreign 
country. But if a man be held in prison, or bonds, or is not 
trusted with the liberty of his body, he cannot be understood 
to be bound by covenant to subjection, and therefore may, if 
he can, make his escape by any means whatsoever.  

If a monarch shall relinquish the sovereignty, both for him-
self and his heirs, his subjects return to the absolute liberty 
of nature; because, though nature may declare who are his 
sons, and who are the nearest of his kin, yet it dependeth on 
his own will, as hath been said in the precedent chapter, who 
shall be his heir. If therefore he will have no heir, there is no 
sovereignty, nor subjection. The case is the same if he die 
without known kindred, and without declaration of his heir. 
For then there can no heir be known, and consequently no 
subjection be due.  

If the sovereign banish his subject, during the banishment he 
is not subject. But he that is sent on a message, or hath leave 
to travel, is still subject; but it is by contract between sover-
eigns, not by virtue of the covenant of subjection. For who-
soever entereth into another’s dominion is subject to all the 
laws thereof, unless he have a privilege by the amity of the 
sovereigns, or by special license.  

If a monarch subdued by war render himself subject to the 
victor, his subjects are delivered from their former obliga-
tion, and become obliged to the victor. But if he be held 
prisoner, or have not the liberty of his own body, he is not 
understood to have given away the right of sovereignty; and 
therefore his subjects are obliged to yield obedience to the 
magistrates formerly placed, governing not in their own 
name, but in his. For, his right remaining, the question is 
only of the administration; that is to say, of the magistrates 
and officers; which if he have not means to name, he is sup-
posed to approve those which he himself had formerly ap-
pointed. 

 


