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Thomas Hobbes: Leviathan 

 

Chapter 17. OF THE CAUSES, GENERATION, AND 

DEFINITION OF A COMMONWEALTH.  
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 

performance 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 covenants, 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 
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his own strength and art, for caution against all other men. And in all places, where 

men have lived by small families, to rob and spoil one another, has been a trade, and so 

far from being reputed against the law of nature, that the greater spoils they gained, the 

greater was their honour; and men observed no other laws therein, but the laws of 

honour; that is, to abstain from cruelty, leaving to men their lives, and instruments of 

husbandry. And as small families did then; so now do cities and kingdoms which are 

but greater families (for their own security) enlarge their dominions, upon all pretences 

of danger, and fear of invasion, or assistance that may be given to invaders, endeavour 

as much as they can, to subdue, or weaken their neighbours, by open force, and secret 

arts, for want of other caution, justly; and are remembered for it in after ages with 

honour.  

 

(…) 

 

Lastly, the agreement of these creatures is natural; that of 

men, is by covenant only, which is artificial: and therefore 

it is no wonder if there be somewhat else required (besides covenant) to make their 

agreement constant and lasting; which is a common power, to keep them in awe, and 

to direct their actions to the common benefit.  

The only way to erect such a common power, as may be 

able to defend them from the invasion of foreigners, and 

the injuries 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 confer 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 appoint 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 judgments, to his judgment. 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 condition, that 

thou give up thy right to him, and authorize 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 
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mortal god, to which we owe under the immortal God, our peace and defence. 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 define 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 means of them all, as he shall think 

expedient, for their peace and common defence.  

And he that carrieth 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 

submit 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 condition. 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 commonwealth by institution; and 

the former, a commonwealth by acquisition. And first, I shall speak of a commonwealth by 

institution. 

 

 

 

John Locke: Second Treatise of Government 
 

Chapter 8. OF THE BEGINNING OF POLITICAL SOCIETIES. 

95. Men being, as has been said, by nature, all free, equal, and independent, no one 

can be put out of this estate, and subjected to the political power of another, without 

his own consent. The only way, whereby any one divests himself of his natural liberty, 

and puts on the bonds of civil society, is by agreeing with other men to join and unite 

into a community, for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable living one amongst 

another, in a secure enjoyment of their properties, and a greater security against any, 

that are not of it. This any number of men may do, because it injures not the freedom 

of the rest; they are left as they were in the liberty of the state of nature. When any 

number of men have so consented to make one community or government, they are thereby 
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presently incorporated, and make one body politic, wherein the majority have a right to 

act and conclude the rest.  

96. For when any number of men have, by the consent of every individual, made a 

community, they have thereby made that community one body, with a power to act as 

one body, which is only by the will and determination of the majority. For that which 

acts any community, being only the consent of the individuals of it, and it being 

necessary to that which is one body to move one way; it is necessary the body should 

move that way whither the greater force carries it, which is the consent of the majority: 

or else it is impossible it should act or continue one body, one community, which the 

consent of every individual that united into it, agreed that it should; and so every one is 

bound by that consent to be concluded by the majority. And therefore we see, that in 

assemblies, impowered to act by positive laws, where no number is set by that positive 

law which impowers them, the act of the majority passes for the act of the whole, and of 

course determines, as having, by the law of nature and reason, the power of the whole.  

97. And thus every man, by consenting with others to make one body politic under 

one government, puts himself under an obligation, to every one of that society, to 

submit to the determination of the majority, and to be concluded by it; or else this 

original compact, whereby he with others incorporate into one society, would signify 

nothing, and be no compact, if he be left free, and under no other ties than he was in 

before in the state of nature. For what appearance would there be of any compact? 

What new engagement if he were no farther tied by any decrees of the society, than he 

himself thought fit, and did actually consent to? This would be still as great a liberty, as 

he himself had before his compact, or any one else in the state of nature hath, who may 

submit himself, and consent to any acts of it if he thinks fit.  

98. For if the consent of the majority shall not, in reason, be received as the act of the 

whole, and conclude every individual; nothing but the consent of every individual can 

make any thing to be the act of the whole: But such a consent is next to impossible 

ever to be had, if we consider the infirmities of health, and avocations of business, 

which in a number, though much less than that of a commonwealth, will necessarily 

keep many away from the public assembly. To which if we add the variety of opinions, 

and contrariety of interests, which unavoidably happen in all collections of men, the 

coming into society upon such terms would be only like Cato's coming into the 

theatre, only to go out again. Such a constitution as this would make the mighty 

leviathan of a shorter duration, than the feeblest creatures, and not let it outlast the day 

it was born in: which cannot be supposed, till we can think, that rational creatures 

should desire and constitute societies only to be dissolved. For where the majority 
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cannot conclude the rest, there they cannot act as one body, and consequently will be 

immediately dissolved again.  

99. Whosoever therefore out of a state of nature unite into a community, must be 

understood to give up all the power, necessary to the ends for which they unite into 

society, to the majority of the community, unless they expressly agreed in any number 

greater than the majority. And this is done by barely agreeing to unite into one political 

society, which is all the compact that is, or needs be, between the individuals, that enter into, 

or make up a commonwealth. And thus that, which begins and actually constitutes any 

political society, is nothing, but the consent of any number of freemen capable of a majority, 

to unite and incorporate into such a society. And this is that, and that only, which did, or 

could give beginning to any lawful government in the world.  

(…) 

119. Every man being, as has been shewed, naturally free, and nothing being able 

to put him into subjection to any earthly power, but only his own consent; it is to be 

considered, what shall be understood to be a sufficient declaration of a man's consent, to 

make him subject to the laws of any government. There is a common distinction of an 

express and a tacit consent, which will concern our present case. No body doubts but 

an express consent, of any man entering into any society, makes him a perfect member 

of that society, a subject of that government. The difficulty is, what ought to be looked 

upon as a tacit consent, and how far it binds, i.e. how far any one shall be looked on to 

have consented, and thereby submitted to any government, where he has made no 

expressions of it at all. And to this I say, that every man, that hath any possessions, or 

enjoyment of any part of the dominions of any government, doth thereby give his tacit 

consent, and is as far forth obliged to obedience to the laws of that government, during 

such enjoyment, as any one under it; whether this his possession be of land, to him and 

his heirs for ever, or a lodging only for a week; or whether it be barely travelling freely 

on the highway: and, in effect, it reaches as far as the very being of any one within the 

territories of that government.  

120. To understand this the better, it is fit to consider, that every man, when he at 

first incorporates himself into any commonwealth, he, by his uniting himself 

thereunto, annexed also, and submits to the community, those possessions which he 

has, or shall acquire, that do not already belong to any other government. For it would 

be a direct contradiction, for any one to enter into society with others for the securing 

and regulating of property, and yet to suppose, his land, whose property is to be 

regulated by the laws of the society, should be exempt from the jurisdiction of that 

government, to which he himself, the proprietor of the land, is a subject. By the same 
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act therefore, whereby any one unites his person, which was before free, to any 

commonwealth; by the same he unites his possessions, which were before free, to it 

also: and they become, both of them, person and possession, subject to the 

government and dominion of that commonwealth, as long as it hath a being. Whoever 

therefore, from thenceforth, by inheritance, purchase, permission, or otherways, enjoys 

any part of the land so annexed to, and under the government of that commonwealth, must 

take it with the condition it is under; that is, of submitting to the government of the 

commonwealth, under whose jurisdiction it is, as far forth as any subject of it.  

121. But since the government has a direct jurisdiction only over the land, and 

reaches the possessor of it, (before he has actually incorporated himself in the society) 

only as he dwells upon, and enjoys that; the obligation any one is under, by virtue of 

such enjoyment, to submit to the government, begins and ends with the enjoyment: so that 

whenever the owner, who has given nothing but such a tacit consent to the 

government, will, by donation, sale, or otherwise, quit the said possession, he is at 

liberty to go and incorporate himself into any other commonwealth; or to agree with 

others to begin a new one, in vacuis locis, in any part of the world they can find free and 

unpossessed: whereas he, that has once, by actual agreement, and any express 

declaration, given his consent to be of any commonwealth, is perpetually and 

indispensably obliged to be, and remain unalterably a subject to it, and can never be 

again in the liberty of the state of nature; unless, by any calamity, the government he 

was under comes to be dissolved, or else by some public act cuts him off from being 

any longer a member of it.  

122. But submitting to the laws of any country, living quietly, and enjoying 

privileges and protection under them, makes not a man a member of that society: this is 

only a local protection and homage due to and from all those, who, not being in a state 

of war, come within the territories belonging to any government, to all parts whereof 

the force of its laws extends. But this no more makes a man a member of that society, a 

perpetual subject of that commonwealth, than it would make a man a subject to 

another, in whose family he found it convenient to abide for some time, though, whilst 

he continued in it, he were obliged to comply with the laws, and submit to the 

government he found there. And thus we see, that foreigners, by living all their lives 

under another government, and enjoying the privileges and protection of it, though 

they are bound, even in conscience, to submit to its administration, as far forth as any 

denison; yet do not thereby come to be subjects or members of that commonwealth. 

Nothing can make any man so, but his actually entering into it by positive engagement, 
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and express promise and compact. This is that, which I think, concerning the beginning 

of political societies, and that consent which makes any one a member of any  

 

 

Chapter 9. OF THE ENDS OF POLITICAL SOCIETY AND 

GOVERNMENT. 
123. If man in the state of nature be so free, as has been said; if he be absolute lord of 

his own person and possessions, equal to the greatest, and subject to no body, why will 

he part with his freedom? why will he give up this empire, and subject himself to the 

dominion and control of any other power? To which it is obvious to answer, that 

though in the state of nature he hath such a right, yet the enjoyment of it is very 

uncertain, and constantly exposed to the invasion of others. For all being kings as much 

as he, every man his equal, and the greater part no strict observers of equity and 

justice, the enjoyment of the property he has in this state is very unsafe, very unsecure. 

This makes him willing to quit this condition, which, however free, is full of fears and 

continual dangers: and it is not without reason, that he seeks out, and is willing to join 

in society with others, who are already united, or have a mind to unite, for the mutual 

preservation of their lives, liberties, and estates, which I call by the general name, 

property.  

124. The great and chief end, therefore, of men's uniting into commonwealths, and 

putting themselves under government, is the preservation of their property. To which in 

the state of nature there are many things wanting.  

 

 

 

 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau: On the Social 

Contract 
 

(Translation published in Rousseau, The Basic Political Writings, translated and edited by 

Donald A. Cress, Hackett Publishing, 1987) 

 

Chapter 6. On the Social Compact  

I suppose that men have reached the point where obstacles that are harmful to p. 147 
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their maintenance in the state of nature gain the upper hand by their resistance to the 

forces that each individual can bring to bear to maintain himself in that state. Such 

being the case, that original state cannot subsist any longer, and the human race would 

perish if it did not alter its mode of existence.  

For since men cannot engender new forces, but merely unite and direct 

existing ones, they have no other means of maintaining themselves but to form 

by aggregation a sum of forces that could gain the upper hand over the resistance, so 

that their forces are directed by means of a single moving power and made to act in 

concert.  

This sum of forces cannot come into being without the cooperation of many. 

But since each man's force and liberty are the primary instruments of his 

maintenance, how is he going to engage them without hurting himself and without 

neglecting the care that he owes himself? This difficulty, seen in terms of my subject, 

can be stated in the following terms:  

"Find a form of association which defends and protects with all common forces 

the person and goods of each associate, and by means of which each one, while 

uniting with all, nevertheless obeys only himself and remains as free as before?" This is 

the fundamental problem for which the social contract provides the solution.  

The clauses of this contract are so determined by the nature of the act that the 

least modification renders them vain and ineffectual, that, although perhaps 

they have never been formally promulgated, they are everywhere the same, 

everywhere tacitly accepted and acknowledged. Once the social compact is violated, 

each person then regains his first rights and resumes his natural liberty, while losing the 

conventional liberty for which he renounced it.  

These clauses, properly understood, are all reducible to a single one, namely 

the total alienation of each associate, together with all of his rights, to the entire 

community. For first of all, since each person gives himself whole and entire, the 

condition is equal for everyone; and since the condition is equal for everyone, no one 

has an interest in making it burdensome for the others.  

Moreover, since the alienation is made without reservation, the union is as 

perfect as possible, and no associate has anything further to demand. For if 

some rights remained with private individuals, in the absence of any common superior 

who could decide between them and the public, each person would eventually claim to 

be his own judge in all things, since he is on some point his own judge. The state of 

nature would subsist and the association would necessarily become tyrannical or 

hollow.  
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Finally, in giving himself to all, each person gives himself to no one. And since there is 

no associate over whom he does not acquire the same right that he would grant others 

over himself, he gains the equivalent of everything he loses, along with a greater 

amount of force to preserve what he has.  

If, therefore, one eliminates from the social compact whatever is not essential 

to it, one will find that it is reducible to the following terms. Each of us places 

his person and all his power in common under the supreme direction of the general 

will; and as one we receive each member as an indivisible part of the whole.  

At once, in place of the individual person of each contracting party, this act of 

association produces a moral and collective body composed of as many 

members as there are voices in the assembly, which receives from this same act its 

unity, its common self, its life and its will. This public person, formed thus by union of 

all the others formerly took the name city, and at present takes the name republic or 

body politic, which is called state by its members when it is passive, sovereign when it is 

active, power when compared to others like itself. As to the associates, they collectively 

take the name people; individually they are called citizens, insofar as participants in the 

sovereign authority, and subjects, insofar as they are subjected to the laws of the state. 

But these terms are often confused and mistaken for one another. It is enough to know 

how to distinguish them when they are used with absolute precision. 
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