
Hobbes on covenants

[1] “Covenants entered into by fear, in the condition of
mere nature, are obligatory. For example, if I covenant to
pay a ransom, or service, for my life, to an enemy, I am
bound by it. For it is a contract wherein one receiveth the
benefit of life; the other is to receive money, or service, for it;
and consequently, where no other law (as in the condition
of mere nature) forbiddeth the performance, the covenant
is valid” (Leviathan XIV.27).

[2] “And he that maketh a covenant with the author by
mediation of the actor, not knowing what authority he hath,
but only takes his word, in case such authority not be made
manifest unto him upon demand, is no longer obliged; for
the covenant made with the author is not valid without
his counter-assurance. But if he that so covenanteth knew
beforehand he was to expect no other assurance than the
actor’s word, then is the covenant valid, because the actor
in this case maketh himself the author. And therefore, as
when the authority is evident the covenant obligeth the
author, not the actor, so when the authority is feigned it
obligeth the actor only, there being no author but himself”
(Leviathan XVI.8).

[3] “Secondly, because the right of bearing the person of
them all is given to him they make sovereign by covenant
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only of one to another, and not of him to any of them,
there can happen to breach of covenant on the part of the
sovereign; and consequently none of his subjects, by any
pretence of forfeiture, can be freed from his subjection

That he which is made sovereign maketh no covenant
with his subjects beforehand is manifest, because either
he must make it with the whole multitude, as one part to
the covenant, or he must make a several covenant with
every man. With the whole, as one party, it is impossible,
because as yet they are not one person; and if he make so
many serveral covenants as there be men, those covenants
after he hath the sovereignty are void, because 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” (Leviathan XVIII.4).

[4] “The obligation of subjects to the sovereign is un-
derstood 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 end of obedience is protection, which, wheresoever
a man seeth it, either in his own or in another’s sword,
nature applieth his obedience to it, and his endeavour to
maintain it” (Leviathan XXI.21).

What is Hobbes saying in these passages? What do they
tell us about his view of covenants and representation?


