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On Passive Obedience:

Theories of Passive Obedience in Berkeley and Hume

OHTAWA, Akiko

In this paper, I undertake a comparative study of two theories of passive
obedience. One theory is by George Berkeley, and the other is by David Hume.
Berkeley’s theory is a defense of passive obedience, i.e. absolute non-resistance
with suffering, which he derives from the idea of the law of nature as made by
God. Hume’s, on the other hand, is actually a critique of it and offers a qualified
defense of the right of resistance. The comparison is intended to answer the
following questions: First, how is passive obedience perceived by Berkeley and
Hume? Second, how do they view the right of resistance? And third, what, in their
opinion, are the grounds of political obligation, i.e. the reasons why the subjects
ought to obey the supreme authority in the state.

Berkeley’s and Hume’s views of political obligation are in sharp contrast, and
their conflict is most apparent with respect to the right of resistance. Berkeley
prioritizes the duty of obedience, which he calls ‘loyalty’, over the law of self-
preservation, while stressing the role of moral duties imposed by the law of
nature. On the other hand, Hume consistently claims that the public interest or the
interest of society overrides the formal requirement of any law, and at times he
even goes so far as to stress that the law of self-preservation prevails in cases of
emergency. We can conclude from the comparison that Berkeley’s theory makes
use of the idea that teaching people the duties of the law of nature serves to curb
their desires, and keep more men away from evil actions. On the other hand,
Hume has no need to invoke God, and acknowledges that in emergency situations
where the public interest is threatened, subjects may exercise the right of
resistance against a tyrant. It is a remedy for the subjects in those exceptional
circumstances while in normal everyday life their primary duty is to obey the
magistrate. This view is based on the idea that we should respect the public

interest more than anything else, which interest primarily consists in the stability
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of people’s possessions and their effective protection.

It should be noted in addition that the two philosophers’ discussions of passive
obedience have some historical connections with the Jacobite Rebellions of 1715
and 1745. For both Berkeley and Hume, the Glorious Revolution of 1688 is not a
thing of the past. Though they developed different theories, they agree that it is
necessity to teach the public that they do have the obligation of obedience.
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