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Abstract

Few passages in Hobbes’s writings have generated as much critical interest as the  
notorious reply to the fool – one who believes it is reasonable to renege on our prom-
ises whenever it is advantageous for us to do so. In his reply, Hobbes appears to argue 
that it is never reasonable to renege on our promises because doing so is never in our 
prudential interest. The problem is not only that this reply seems wrong, but further 
that it seems inconsistent with Hobbes’s own philosophical commitments. This re-
search note argues that the reply makes sense if we are willing to read it as an incom-
pletely worked-out claim about the prudence of sometimes preventing oneself from 
being fully prudent in the future.
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Few passages in Thomas Hobbes’s writings have generated as much critical 
interest as the notorious “reply to the fool” in the fifteenth chapter of Levia-
than. The fool is one who believes it is reasonable to renege on our promises 
whenever it is advantageous for us to do so. In his reply, Hobbes appears to 
argue that it is never reasonable to renege on our promises because doing so is 
never in our prudential interest. The problem is not only that this reply seems 
wrong, but further that it seems inconsistent with Hobbes’s own philosophical 
commitments.
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The reply to the fool has no parallel in Hobbes’s earlier political writings, 
The Elements of Law and De Cive. It is not clear what prompted Hobbes to add 
the reply in Leviathan, and I will here mostly avoid speculating about his mo-
tives or intentions. My aim in this research note will simply be to try to make 
sense of what he says without undue violence to the text. Sense can be made 
of the reply, I argue, if we are willing to read it as an incompletely worked-out 
claim about the prudence of sometimes preventing oneself from being fully 
prudent in the future.

1 Morality and Prudence

To understand the significance of Hobbes’s reply to the fool, some context is 
essential. Unfortunately, little can be said about Hobbes that is not contro-
versial, and no short essay can litigate every controversy. Of necessity, there-
fore, we must stipulate the basic framework of Hobbes’s views, against which 
background his reply to the fool can be set. Not everyone will agree with ev-
ery  aspect of this review, but the views sketched are within the interpretative 
mainstream, and are not intended to be original.

To begin, let us grant that Hobbes means to advance a genuine moral doc-
trine, and that the main principles of this doctrine are contained in the laws of 
nature discussed in Chapters 13 and 14 of Leviathan and the corresponding pas-
sages in his earlier writings. These are not laws properly so-called, on his view, 
but rather theorems of peace.1 Roughly speaking, they are the set of rules such 
that, were everyone to undertake a reasonable effort to observe those same 
rules, there would be peace.

The laws of nature are genuine moral principles, not merely the dictates of 
prudence, insofar as they impose on all persons the same obligations in every 
relevantly similar context.2 Of course, in addition to his doctrine of morality, 

1 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Noel Malcolm (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2012), i.15.34: p. 238 
[78], and i.15.41: p. 242 [80].

2 In asserting that Hobbes’s principles of natural law represent a genuine moral doctrine in 
this very thin sense I do not mean to endorse stronger interpretations, such as that those 
principles represent a virtue ethics, or a doctrine of the good of humanity: for such interpre-
tations, see respectively David Boonin-Vail, Thomas Hobbes and the Science of Moral Virtue 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); and S.A. Lloyd, Ideals as Interests in Hobbes’s 
Leviathan (Cambridge: Camrbridge University Press, 2009). However, for reasons that will 
be clear shortly, I do believe that Hobbes’s principles of natural law are not simply pruden-
tial principles relating to social interaction, contrary to Arash Abizadeh’s interpretation in 
Hobbes and the Two Faces of Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).
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Hobbes has also a doctrine of prudence. For present purposes, we might say 
that the latter corresponds to what we would now refer to as the principles of 
rational choice. Again roughly speaking, prudence dictates that in any given 
situation we select the path of action that, given presently available informa-
tion, we expect to most expeditiously secure our particular aims or desires, 
whatever those happen to be.

Importantly, both morality and prudence are for Hobbes normative doc-
trines. In other words, he does not claim that human beings as a matter of 
descriptive fact act morally or prudentially in all or nearly all circumstances. 
On the contrary, actual human psychology is a complex mixture of reason and 
ignorance, empathy and cruelty, passion and weakness, and so forth. Indeed, 
one of his aims in writing Leviathan may have been to encourage people to 
become more rational.3

Hobbes has a very particular view about the nature of moral obligation, 
which is famously stated in the following paragraph:

The Lawes of Nature oblige in foro interno; that is to say, they bind to a 
desire they should take place: but in foro externo; that is, to the putting 
them in act, not alwayes. For he that should be modest, and tractable, 
and performe all he promises, in such time, and place, where no man els 
should do so, should but make himselfe a prey to others, and procure his 
own certain ruine, contrary to the ground of all Lawes of Nature, which 
tend to Natures preservation. And again, he that having sufficient Securi-
ty, that others shall observe the same Lawes towards him, observes them 
not himselfe, seeketh not Peace, but War; & consequently the destruction 
of his Nature by Violence.4

To illustrate, consider the very important third law of nature, that “men per-
forme their Covenants made.”5 Hobbes claims that we always lie under a moral 
obligation to wish that everyone, including ourselves, honor our agreements. 
We do not, however, always lie under a moral obligation to honor our agree-
ments in action: rather, we are obligated in action only in the case where we 

3 See David Johnston, The Rhetoric of Leviathan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986); 
and Stephen Holmes, Passions and Constraint: On the Theory of Liberal Democracy (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1995).

4 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.36: p. 240 [79]; cf. i.15.39: p. 240 [79]: “The same Lawes, because they 
oblige onely to a desire, and endeavour, … are easie to be observed. For in that they require 
nothing but endeavour; he that endeavoureth their performance, fulfilleth them….”

5 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.1: p. 220 [71].
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have a reasonable assurance that others will honor agreements in action. But 
conditional on the other party having already performed her part of an agree-
ment, say, we are duty bound to perform our part as well, even if we prefer to 
renege – and note that, on his view, this is true even in the state of nature. Even 
when it is “against the benefit of the other to performe,” the other party is ob-
ligated to perform “where one of the parties has performed already.”6 This last 
point is sufficient to show that Hobbes regards the laws of nature as genuine 
principles of morality, not merely dictates of prudence: because the former 
dictate the same rules for everyone, they will sometimes require that we act 
contrary to our prudential interests.

Structural features of the state of nature in most cases deprive people of a 
reasonable assurance that others will generally respect the principles of moral-
ity. Under such conditions, therefore, those principles normally fail to obligate 
in action: that is precisely the problem with the state of nature. Creating a sov-
ereign solves the problem. For instance, by punishing the breach of contract, 
the sovereign creates a reasonable assurance that others will honor their agree-
ments, thus activating, so to speak, our moral obligation to perform – not just 
in desire, but also in action: “in a civill estate, where there is a Power set up to 
constrain those that would otherwise violate their faith, that feare is no more 
reasonable; and for that cause, he which by the Covenant is to perform first, is 
obliged so to do.”7

So far so good. Though brief and lacking in detail, this sketch should be suf-
ficient to understand what is at stake in the famous reply to the fool.

2 The Challenge of the Fool

The reply to the fool appears near the opening of chapter fifteen, just after 
Hobbes introduces the third law of nature obligating us to honor our agree-
ments. Consistent with his account of moral obligation, he observes that in 
the state of nature, where reasonable assurance that others will honor their 
agreements is usually absent, we are not ourselves bound in action to honor 
our agreements: as he says, “no action can be Unjust” in the state of nature.8

6 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.5: p. 224 [73]. See Jean Hampton, Hobbes and the Social Contract Tra-
dition (Cambridge: Camrbridge University Press, 1986), pp. 64–65, for a similar reading of 
these passages.

7 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.14.19: p. 210 [68].
8 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.2: p. 220 [71]. Cf. i.15.3, p. 220 [72]: “where there is no coerceive Power 

erected, that is, … where there is no Common-wealth, there nothing is Unjust.”
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Thus far, Leviathan follows the Elements of Laws and De Cive closely, and 
those earlier texts add nothing further of relevance. But the discussion in Le-
viathan then proceeds surprisingly as follows:

The Foole hath sayd in his heart, there is no such thing as Justice; and 
sometimes also with his tongue; seriously alleaging, that every mans con-
servation … being committed to his own care, there could be no reason, 
why every man might not do what he thought conduced thereunto: and 
therefore also to make, or not make; keep, or not keep Covenants, was not 
against Reason, when it conduced to ones benefit.9

The issue here is quite clear. There will be situations in which our prudential 
reasons do not align with our moral reasons – where, that is, we may benefit 
ourselves with an immoral action. Importantly, Hobbes clarifies, the fool is 
willing to grant that such actions are indeed immoral:

He does not therein deny, that there be Covenants; and that they are 
sometimes broken, sometimes kept; and that such breach of them may 
be called Injustice …: but he questioneth, whether Injustice … may not 
sometimes stand with that Reason, which dictateth to every man his own 
good ….10

The claim is rather that it is not always prudent to be moral, and that – “taking 
away the feare of God” – we have no reason to heed morality before prudence 
when they happen to conflict.11 And to make things more confusing, this seems 
like it should be Hobbes’s own view! For the main argument in Leviathan to carry 
through, no answer to the fool is obviously needed, since the sovereign can 
force prudence into a degree of correspondence with morality that is sufficient 
for practical purposes.

But Hobbes states unequivocally that the fool’s “specious reasoning is nev-
erthelesse false.”12 In other words, he assumes the burden of showing that the 

9 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.4: p. 222 [72], emphasis added.
10 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.4: p. 222 [72].
11 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.4: p. 222 [72]. Hobbes’s discussion here might be interestingly 

compared to Hugo Grotius’s famous “Prolegomena” to the Rights of War and Peace.
12 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.4: p. 222 [73]. Significantly, Hobbes says it is the reasoning of the 

fool that is wrong, not the fool’s proclaiming of his views in public that is wrong: this un-
dermines the clever analysis in Kinch Hoekstra, “Hobbes and the Foole,” Political Theory 
25 (1997): 620–654, according to which Hobbes merely intends to show that it is against 
reason to reveal oneself a fool.
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dictates of prudence in all or nearly all cases correspond with the dictates of 
morality. There is nothing novel in his attempting to show this. It is essentially 
what Plato, and Cicero, and many others in their various ways tried to show.13 
What is odd is that Hobbes felt compelled to show it. We will let that oddity 
pass, however, and simply try to understand how he attempts to do so.

3 Refining the Challenge

To begin with, observe that Hobbes has already reduced considerably the dis-
tance between morality and prudence through his account of obligation. Mo-
rality obliges us in action only when we have reasonable assurance that others 
will also act morally. When that assurance is absent, we are free to follow the 
dictates of prudence: “every man, ought to endeavour Peace, as farre as he has 
hope of obtaining it; and when he cannot obtain it, … he may seek, and use, all the 
helps, and advantages of Warre.”14 This eliminates many of the more serious 
conflicts between morality and prudence.

By no means does this maneuver eliminate all possible conflicts, however. 
True to form, Hobbes is both explicit and precise in specifying the class of cas-
es that remain. Situations “where there is no security of performance” are put 
aside, because in such situations moral obligations in action remain inert. The 
issue concerns those situations in which one has reasonable assurance, and 
he identifies two cases: ones “where one of the parties has performed already; 
or where there is a Power to make him performe.”15 The former might arise 
either in the state of nature or in civil society, the latter only in civil society. As 
an example of the former, imagine a situation in the state of nature where the 
other party for some reason has already honored her part of an agreement; as 
an example of the latter, imagine a situation in civil society where the state can 
be relied upon to enforce the agreement against the other party. In such cases, 
the dictate of morality is clear: one has an obligation to honor the agreement 
oneself.

13 More precisely, on the classical view, morality and prudence were assumed to converge. 
What had to be shown was that a given account of morality did in fact so converge with 
prudence, properly understood; failure would mean not, as on the modern view, that the 
two simply diverge, but rather that we must have the wrong theory. Tom Sorrell, “Hobbes’s 
Moral Philosophy,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hobbes’s Leviathan, ed. Patricia 
Springborg (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); and Abizadeh, The Two Faces 
of Ethics, both argue that Hobbes still operates more or less within this framework.

14 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.14.4: p. 200 [64].
15 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.5: p. 224 [73].
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The dictate of prudence, however, is not so clear. Often, prudence will dic-
tate honoring the agreement, as for example in civil society when one fears 
punishment in the event of a breach. But surely there will be cases where this 
is not true: in the state of nature, one will normally not fear punishment, and 
even in civil society there may be special circumstances where one does not, 
for instance, because the probability of being detected is extremely low. And 
when the expected gains exceed the expected costs, prudence dictates that we 
renege, contrary to morality, just as the fool says.

Thus, to demonstrate that the fool is in error, Hobbes sets out to show that, 
appearances to the contrary, “it is not against reason” to act morally, provided 
per assumption we have reasonable assurance.16 Here the double-negative in 
the English text is a bit ambiguous, for he might mean only that when pru-
dence and morality diverge, we have no reason to follow one over the other. 
The Latin text, however, leaves little room for such ambiguity:

where there is a power that compels, and one party has fulfilled his prom-
ise, there the question is whether the party who fails to perform does 
so with reason and in accordance with his own good. And I say he acts 
against reason, and imprudently.17

The difficulty thus lies not in understanding what Hobbes wants to argue, but 
rather in understanding what his argument actually is.

The beginning of the argument, at any rate, is reasonably straight-forward. 
He writes that:

[W]e are to consider; First, that when a man doth a thing, which notwith-
standing any thing can be foreseen, and reckoned on, tendeth to his own 
destruction, howsoever some accident which he could not expect, arriv-
ing, may turne it to his benefit; yet such events do not make it reasonably 
or wisely done.18

16 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.5: p. 224 [73].
17 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 225n26, emphasis added. The Latin reads: “… sed existente Potentiâ, 

quae cogat, & alter promissum praestiterit, ibi quaestio est, an is, qui fallit cum Ratione, & 
ad bonum proprium congruenter fallat. Ego verò contra Rationem, & imprudenter facere 
dico.” Note that the first “and” in the Latin replaces an “or” in the corresponding English. 
Since this substitution, together with a change in the sentence structure, seems to alter 
the meaning of the passage so that it no longer addresses the cases at issue in the Fool’s 
challenge, I assume it was made in error.

18 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.5: p. 224 [73].
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In this passage we are asked to distinguish between the costs and benefits of 
an action expected ex ante on the one hand, and the actual costs and benefits 
derived from that action ex post on the other. A bit further on, Hobbes applies 
this distinction to the following example:

And for the … Instance of attaining Soveraignty by Rebellion; it is mani-
fest, that though the event follow, yet because it cannot reasonably be 
expected, but rather the contrary; and because by gaining it so, others are 
taught to gain the same in like manner, the attempt thereof is against rea-
son. Justice therefore … is a Rule of Reason, by which we are forbidden to 
do any thing destructive to our life; and consequently a Law of Nature.19

Rebellion against the sovereign is presumably extraordinarily risky: any rea-
sonable estimate of the expected costs and benefits will show the former 
to outweigh the latter. Thus prudence dictates that we not rebel which, on 
Hobbes’s view, matches what morality dictates. Suppose that, notwithstanding 
this calculation, someone does rebel and, improbably, succeeds. The rebel’s 
great good fortune is no argument against the ex ante alignment of morality 
and prudence, which agree that the attempt should not have been made.

Some authors have taken this to be the reply to the fool.20 That Hobbes does 
make this argument cannot be denied, as the passages above plainly show. 
However, there are several reasons to think this cannot be the whole of his re-
ply. The most important of these is simply that it does not actually answer the 
challenge set by the fool. The challenge was to show why it is against reason 
to act immorally “when it is impossible to receive hurt by it.”21 But it is not 
impossible to receive hurt in the case of rebellion; rather, it is mostly likely. 
Sometimes it is said that Hobbes is here attempting to limit or contain the 
threat posed by the fool: perhaps there are fewer cases than otherwise believed 
where, all things considered, the expected benefits of immoral action really 

19 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.5: p. 224 [73]. The explicit discussion of rebellion in precisely this 
context may suggest that Hobbes was thinking about royalists who, after defeat on the 
battlefield, were reneging on their promises to support the king’s cause in the late 1640s, 
just as the Leviathan was being written. If so, this may help explain why a response to the 
fool appears for the first time in that text. I am grateful to Deborah Baumgold for suggest-
ing this possibility.

20 See for example Stephen Darwall, The British Moralists and the Internal ‘Ought’: 1640–1740 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 72–77; and Abizadeh, The Two Faces 
of Ethics, pp. 125–130.

21 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.4: p. 222 [72].
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outweigh the expected costs.22 But the distinction between ex ante and ex post 
calculations is as such irrelevant to establishing the frequency of conflicts be-
tween morality and prudence. More pertinent would have been a discussion of 
how to properly calculate ex ante probabilities: if we were better at calculating, 
perhaps, we would more easily recognize how few cases of genuine conflict 
there really are.

In my view, this first aspect of the argument is more naturally read as reply-
ing not to the fool, but rather to those like Edward Coke who, Hobbes alleges, 
are prepared to grant “the name of Vertue” to “Successfull wickednesse,” at least 
“when it is for the getting of a Kingdome.”23 Against such views, the distinction 
between ex ante and ex post calculations is not only apt, but perfectly sound.

4 Answering the Challenge

We thus finally arrive at the crux of the argument, which appears in a particu-
larly challenging passage skipped over above. Hobbes begins with a reiteration 
of how things stand in a state of nature:

[I]n a condition of Warre, wherein every man to every man, for want of a 
common Power to keep them all in awe, is an Enemy, there is no man can 
hope by his own strength, or wit, to defend himselfe from destruction, 
without the help of Confederates ….24

Nothing remarkable so far. The passage continues:

[T]herefore he which declares he thinks it reason to deceive those that 
help him, can in reason expect no other means of safety, than what can 
be had from his own single Power. He therefore that breaketh his Cov-
enant, and consequently declareth [by his actions, presumably] that he 
thinks he may with reason do so, cannot be received into any Society, that 
unite themselves for Peace and Defence, but by the errour of them that 
receive him; nor when he is received, be retayned in it, without seeing the 
danger of their errour; which errours a man cannot reasonably reckon 
upon as the means of his security: and therefore if he be left, or cast out of 

22 This is roughly the approach in Gregory Kavka, Hobbesian Moral and Political Theory 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), pp. 137–154.

23 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.4: p. 222 [72].
24 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.5: p. 224 [73].



Lovett

hobbes studies 32 (2019) 231-242

<UN>

240

Society, he perisheth; and if he live in Society, it is by the errours of other 
men, which he could not foresee, nor reckon upon; and consequently 
against the reason of his preservation ….25

The corresponding passage in the Latin text is considerably more succinct:

But who (except some acting from ignorance) will receive into society 
(which is founded on mutual covenants for the defense of each person) 
someone who thinks it reasonable to fail to perform covenants – or retain 
him, if he has been received? Therefore either he will perish, having been 
cast out; or, if he is not cast out, that fact will be due to the ignorance of 
the others, which is against right reason.26

Notice that the distinction between ex ante and ex post calculations is one part 
of the argument here. Hobbes seems to be saying that ex ante, the fool cannot 
expect his fellows will fail to recognize him for a fool: most likely, they will rec-
ognize him as a fool, and thus deny him admittance. If perchance they do not, 
he cannot attribute their error to any wisdom on his part. Fair enough.

The difficulty is that this does not by itself show that prudence always dic-
tates we act morally. For in deciding whether to admit with the fool or not, the 
members of society are judging not his actions, but rather his dispositions or 
character. These are not at all the same thing. Indeed, the fact that they are not 
is really the heart of the problem.27

Whether morality and prudence conflict in any specific situation depends, 
as always, on the balance of risks and rewards in that situation. Even in the most 
effective police state, situations may arise where the probability of detection 
and punishment is so low, and the potential gains so great, that the dictates of 
prudence diverge from those of morality. Before admitting the fool, then, the 
members of society will understandably want to know whether he is the sort of 
person who, when presented with situations (perhaps rare, perhaps not) where 
prudence and morality actually diverge, is generally disposed to follow the lat-
ter rather than the former. Given that the fool wants to be  admitted, prudence 

25 Hobbes, Leviathan, i.15.5: p. 224 [73].
26 Hobbes, Leviathan, p. 225n29. The Latin reads: “Hominem autem, qui Pacta fallere Ratio-

nis esse putat, in Societatem (quae mutuis Pactis ad singulorum defensionem initur,) quis 
(nisi per inscitiam) admittet, aut admissum retinebit? Quare, aut ejectus peribit, aut quod 
ejectus non sit, alienae debebit inscitiae, quod est contra rectam Rationem.”

27 Only David Gauthier, Morals by Agreement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 169–170, 
seems to have recognized this point.
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dictates that he actually be that sort of person. But this seems a paradox: how 
can it be prudent to be any sort of person other than the sort who in every situ-
ation, as it arises, acts prudently?

Fortunately for Hobbes, it is no paradox at all. The problem is one of self-
binding, famously illustrated in the story of Ulysses and the Sirens. Knowing 
that he will be unable to resist the Sirens once he hears them, but wanting 
to experience the beauty of their song nonetheless, Ulysses orders his sailors 
bind him to the ship’s mast and not release him until after they are well in the 
clear.28 The situation of Hobbes’s fool is structurally similar, and can be repre-
sented with the help of Figure 1. Here suppose that M represents a member of 
society, and F a prospective member. M must decide whether to admit F into 
the society or not. After being admitted, F must decide whether to cheat or not. 
The numbers indicate the balance of expected costs and benefits for M and F 
respectively, depending on how events unfold.

Notice that in this scenario, as in the story of Ulysses and the Sirens, there is 
no ex ante confusion or miscalculation regarding ex post consequences: every-
one knows exactly what will happen, and the corresponding costs or benefits. 
Looking forward, M correctly realizes that it would be prudent for F to cheat 
once admitted to society and, knowing this, it would be prudent for her to re-
fuse to admit him. (“Who will receive into society someone who thinks it rea-
sonable to fail to perform covenants?”) Unfortunately, this is very bad for F. (“If 
he be left out of society, he perisheth.”) Thus, it would be far better for F to not 
be sequentially rational, but rather to somehow prevent himself in advance 

28 For well-known studies of self-binding, see Thomas Schelling, The Strategy of Conflict 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1960); Holmes, Passions and Constraints; and 
Jon Elster, Ulysses Unbound: Studies in Rationality, Precommitment, and Constraints (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

(10, 0) 

(9, 13) 

(12, 12) 

M 

F 

~ a 

a 
c 

~ c Figure 1
Formal Representation of a Self-Binding 
Scenario
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from later being able to cheat. In such circumstances, it is prudent to disable 
oneself from being fully prudent in the future. Only then would it be prudent for 
M to admit F into society.

The logic of the situation is perfectly general. When cooperating with  others, 
we prefer partners who are not disposed to take unfair advantage in the event 
that they can profit by doing so; the higher the stakes, the more important such 
character assessments will be. It may therefore be prudent for people to bind 
themselves in advance to follow the dictates of morality (at least when they 
have reasonable assurance) rather than retain the freedom to follow the dic-
tates of prudence as future circumstances dictate. People who succeed in this 
sort of self-binding will more readily find partners willing to enter into mutu-
ally advantageous cooperation. If this is right, the fool is answered: prudence 
and morality can be reconciled.29

Of course important issues remain. As in the case of Ulysses and the Sirens, 
the issue is one of self-binding, not merely of pre-committing. It was precisely 
because he knew that his prior resolve would fail once he actually heard the 
Sirens that Ulysses needed to be actually bound to the mast. Similarly, Hobbes 
is clear that the “force of Words” is “too weak to hold men to the performance 
of their Covenants,” and the “Glory, or Pride in appearing not to need to breake” 
a promise “a Generosity too rarely found to be presumed on.”30 Before being 
admitted to society with others, the fool must actually bind himself to be moral 
in the future, not merely pre-commit himself to morality. But Hobbes does not 
indicate the mechanism by which the fool might do this, nor how the fact that 
he has would be communicated to others. Thus Hobbes’s reply to the fool re-
mains incomplete and, to that extent, unsatisfying. But at least it can be made 
intelligible from within the framework of his philosophical system.

 Acknowledgements

The author would like to thank Arash Abizadeh, John Bogart, and Deborah 
Baumgold for their extremely helpful comments and suggestions
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