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What is Political Obligation and what Creates it?
Henry Guijters

According  to  A.  Heywood,  political  obligation  is:  ‘the  duty  of  the  citizen  to  acknowledge  the  

authority of the state and obey its laws.’1 This obligation which naturally implies an element of 

coercion but what creates it? Many theories as to the ‘origin’ and limits of this obligation have been 

put forward, yet all, from the pre-modern theories on Divine Command to contemporary theories on 

Fair Play, have been met with criticism. It would, however, be wrong to imply that in view of the 

criticism, all theories are insignificant; a combination of these theories could still prove useful.

Why did we not stay in our state of nature in which every person is free, and thus avoid all rules and 

taxes? The answer could be that the situation prior to the acceptance of authority was unpleasant. In  

that unpleasant situation Hobbes believes all humans to be equal in the sense that:  “The weakest  

has  strength  enough  to  kill  the  strongest“2 In  other  words,  if  in  doubt  about  the  other  man’s 

intentions, strike first, for no matter how strong or weak one is, the other might constitute a threat in 

the future. Hobbes described this unpleasant situation as the ‘war of all against all’. To avoid this 

situation  the only rational  choice is  peace:  peace kept  by a sovereign representing the contract 

between individuals. The authority which governs must, in Hobbes’ eyes, be absolute, for if the 

power is finely balanced, it carries the seeds of civil war.3 Hobbes is of the opinion that, when a 

sovereign acquired power with the people’s consent, the people would continue with their business 

and there would no longer be war. Whether or not people have a choice in who holds power does, in 

Hobbes’ eyes, not matter. All that matters is their consent, which is silent. With consent there is the 

implicit obligation to obey the laws of the sovereign. 

John Locke agrees with Hobbes on this issue of tacit consent and that individuals in the pre-consent 

period are free and equal. However, Locke argues that there is another stage between those of total 

war and peace - that of a society under Natural Law4. In his view, authority can not be absolute, but 

has to be based upon trust. The judges of this trust are the people5. The social contract represented 

by the power of the sovereign can be broken if the sovereign acts contrary to the trust vested in 

1 A. Heywood, Political Theory an Introduction. Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan, 2004, P.200
2 T. Hobbes, Leviathan, Ed. R. Tuck, Cambrigde University Press, 1991, p. 87.
3 K.R. Minogue, Tomas Hobbes and the Philosophy of Absolutism, Political Ideas. Ed.  Thomson.D  pp.53-66
4 M. Bragg, In Our Time With Melvyn Bragg BBC radio4 (70/02/2008) (podcast)

5 Locke. J. Second Treatise of Government. Ed. Mac Pearson. Hackett. Cambrigde Indianapolis. (1980) pp.123
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him/her. Disposition of the absolute sovereign will not lead to a war of all against all if a society  

under Natural Law is accepted6. Locke sees rebellion as the last resort to limit the power of the 

sovereign. Machiavelli goes further and argues that tumult is the very balance of power7. 

Hume, like other critics of the social contract theory, attacks the limitations of tacit consent, which 

implies, he believes, a certain amount of free choice and could theoretically mean that all who do 

not consent would leave and fall outside the grasps of authority. Hume doubts the existence of free 

choice,  because  the  consequence  of  placing  oneself  outside  the  social  contract  would  mean: 

poverty, banishment or death.

 Other  thinkers  claim  that  the  generation  accepting  the  original  contract  cannot  bind  the  next 

generation.  Contemporary political philosophers like Harry Beran call for a formal procedure to 

justify consent.8 

Others like Ronald Dworkin9 argue that political obligation is like the obligation one feels towards 

one’s family: as we are born into a family, so we are born into society, bringing with it, obligations 

of loyalty and obedience without the need for a signed contract  of consent. This principle also 

encounters considerable criticism. Many like Richard Dagger10, argue that big modern societies can 

not be compared with intimate family relationships. More fundamentally, they argue, the theory is 

flawed as it would result in an obligation to obey morally unacceptable laws, such as those of the  

Taliban. Few would agree that one must follow an immoral duty just because one has been born in 

an immoral society.

Hart and John Rawls call on the principle of ‘Fair Play’11. According to them a political society is 

like a cooperative enterprise in which citizens are obliged to obey the law as a condition of their  

participation in society. According to the Rawls, participation is based on:  “our having accepted  

and our intentions to continue accepting, the benefits of a just scheme of cooperation.”10 The word 

‘accepting’ in this case causes a problem, for how can we distinguish between what one receives 

6 M. Cranston.. John Locke and government by consent. Political Ideas. Ed.  D.  Thomson, pp.53-66

7 The Historical, Political, and Diplomatic Writings of Niccolo Machiavelli, tr. from the Italian, by Christian E. Detmold (Boston, J. R. Osgood and 
company, 1882). 4 vols 

8 R Dagger, Political Obligation, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/political-obligation/#SocCon

9 R. Dagger, Political Obligation

10 R. Dagger, Political Obligation

11 A. Simmons, Moral Principle and Political Obligation. pp 101- 109. http://books.google.com/books?
id=2_mSGPeKdWQC&pg=PA114&lpg=PA114&dq=political+obligation+fair+play&source=web&ots=kl-
DjqnaaY&sig=zzQbcvC6c8FkbIUKA8_r3HhjVDM#PPA107,M1 
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and accepts from the state? Without the distinction one cannot reject and must consent.12 As Nozick 

points out, if receiving a benefit causes an obligation, one can place obligations upon each other.13 

All theorems describe both moral and prudent incentives for people to accept that they are not a law 

to themselves, and agree to hierarchy and rule. Men as society have always accepted the authority 

and power of others. Sometimes they opted for the best hunter, the best protector or the one closest 

to God. The choice has always been based on hope and fear - hope of not only food, protection and 

redemption, but also what Hobbes describes as “the passions of glory”.14 This hope can be balanced 

by  what  Hobbes  calls,  the  power  to  be  reckoned  with,  fear,  fear  of  starvation,  punishment, 

condemnation and anarchy. We have always lived in hope and fear and when the chosen authority 

cannot provide what we hope for it has to rely exclusively on the incentive of fear to obtain political 

obligation. If the authority also loses fear as a credible incentive people will no longer feel they 

have a duty to accept the authority and its laws. In modern western democracies, the possibilities to 

punish are within well defined checks and balances. One could say that, the fear factor is extremely 

limited. Yet also in modern society the basis of political obligation can still be the abstract notions 

of ‘fear’ and ‘hope’. Hope is the desire to be a free man and free-ride the benefits of society without 

paying taxes. Yet not everybody hops on the free bus-ride; why? The reason is still fear. Due to this  

incentive, fear, it is not a rational choice to blindly pursue hope. Fear in this case, is broader than 

just punishment; it is moral as well as prudent. This moral grows within society and could include a 

sense of duty, gratitude or obligation to all. The beauty of this combination of incentives is that 

diverging preferences can still lead to the same outcome: political obligation. There is no need for a 

voluntary  act  of  signing  a  social  contract.  The  combination  of  incentives  can  change  with 

generations.  In  the  past,  the  fear  of  war  was  enough  as  an  incentive  for  full  support  of  the 

Membership of the European Union. Now this incentive has gone and has not been replaced with 

another combination of incentives;  this explains why the average European has (at best)  a luke 

warm acceptance of Europe’s authority and feels no political obligation towards it.

When the Athenian Jury condemned Socrates to death, Socrates, according to Plato’s accounts in 

the Crito, had a chance to escape the state. Yet Socrates argued to stay, saying that to define the 

judgement would in some way break the obligations he had toward the state. He had four reasons 

which can be traced back to the concepts of the social contract, gratitude, fair play and membership. 

12 J. Wolff, An Introduction to Political Theory. Oxford University Press (2006) pp.58
13 R. Dagger, Civic Virtues, Rights Citizenship, and Republican Liberalism. Oxford University Press, (1997) p.68.
14 Bragg. M. In Our Time With Melvyn Bragg
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Each of these reasons and concepts concerning political obligation can be individually challenged. 

The combination, however, is strong; so strong, in Socrates’ case, that he preferred death above a 

life in banishment. In the same way our only rational choice is that of acceptance, for both moral  

and  prudential  reasons,  as  we  ‘acknowledge  the  authority  of  the  state  and obey  its  laws’  and 

therefore commit to political obligation above anything else.
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