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FOREWORD

This is an old-fashioned history of political thought. It gives an account of great texts.
These texts are chosen either because they are great in themselves or because they have
influenced other texts or the world. | have no particular story-line. | did try to keep one
going, but it refused to work except intermittently. | began to try to write a history of
political thought from the bottom up, so to speak, concentrating on the ruled as well as
upon rulers. It has always struck me that there has never been enough attention paid to
the nature of the people—sometimes the crowd, sometimes the mob—who are to be
ruled. A particular thinker’s view of the raw material of government is bound to affect
what that thinker thinks rule can and should be like. However, | found that line of
approach difficult to sustain, because the views of particular thinkers about the human
raw material of political communities are often so deeply buried in their texts that those
texts would have to be put on the rack to yield up their secrets. And, as everybody knows,
secrets revealed on the rack are notoriously unreliable.

This book is the product of many years as a teacher of what used to be called ‘political
theory’, and | have many debts. Richard King, Dennis Kavanagh and David Regan kindly
read chapters and offered good advice. Robert Markus was, as ever, the soul of
generosity, and the range of Peter Morris’s wit and wisdom is a constant surprise and
delight to me. Mrs April Gibbon displayed her usual intelligence and patience with the
typescript. |1 would like to thank two of my former students. Mr Lee Steptoe invented in a
seminar the idea of a ‘bourgeois tank’, and this made me wonder whether there are any
genuinely socialist means towards socialist ends, and Ms Elizabeth Walters turned my
flank in a tutorial by showing that a rather complex argument of mine (and one of which |
was rather proud) about the Guardians in Plato’s Republic was completely unnecessary.

Finally, 1 would like to acknowledge the debt | owe to Tom Paulin. This book would
never have been written if he had not encouraged and consoled me on Monday evenings
over several years.

John McClelland,
Nottingham
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1
ANCIENT GREEK POLITICAL THOUGHT

THE CONTEXT

The ancient Greeks are said to have invented political theorising, but the sense in which
they invented it is frequently misunderstood. Systematic reflection about politics certainly
did not begin with Plato, and Plato himself certainly did not wake up one day, find that he
had nothing much on his hands, and begin to write the Republic. Equally, it appears to be
the case that politics were not the first thing that the ancients reflected systematically
about; nor was it the case that when they did begin to think about politics they had
nothing else in their heads. Speculation about the gods, about how a properly conducted
household should be run, about what moral instruction the Homeric poems contained,
about the nature of the natural world, about the duties and limits of hospitality, and about
many other things was already far advanced before anything like political theorising
began. That list of things could no doubt be extended almost indefinitely, and perhaps we
should extend it, even if we would have to extend it by guesswork, because what we do
in fact know about what the ancients did think about is largely the result of the accidents
of the historical survival of manuscripts, and it is perfectly possible that what has come
down to us is a distorting fragment which gives us a very misleading picture of what was
going on inside the heads of ancient Greeks. And which ancient Greeks? Some ancient
Greeks were very ancient indeed (the Homeric poems were probably already being
recited around 800 BC), and some lived very far from the borders of the modern state of
Greece, in southern France and Italy, for instance, or in Asia Minor, or Egypt. Those
calling themselves Greeks did not even agree about what it was that made them Greek.
The Greek world had its great centres: Delphi for its oracle; Olympia and Corinth for
their games; Athens for its wealth, its empire and its learning; and Sparta for the
longevity of its peculiar institutions, but myriads of people thinking of themselves as
Greek had never been near any of those places, though they would have heard of them
and might have felt their influence. Nobody knows now what all of these people thought,
just as nobody did then.

If the business of trying to empty a typical Greek mind of its contents is a fruitless
exercise, we can still ask the important question of how the mind was organised. The list
of things which the Greeks had thought about before they began to think systematically
about politics gives us a clue to how their minds worked. That list could be extended but
we would have no reason for ordering it in any particular way. The ancients were
pragmatic; they always asked: How? before they asked: Why?, and in the pre-classical
period they do not appear to have distinguished between different kinds of ‘how?’ -
questions. How a stranger should be treated, how a sacrifice to the gods should be
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conducted, how war should be waged, or how the work of a farm should be organised did
not seem to them to be different kinds of questions. We are so accustomed to thinking
that questions which involve morality are different from technical questions about the
best way to do things, that it is very easy to slip into the error of supposing that the
ancient Greeks must have been very simple folk because they could not see the
difference. There can be little doubt that they did not see the difference, or if they did, the
difference did not seem very remarkable to them, but the reason they did not was far from
simple. The pragmatism of the ancients originally stemmed from so close a connection
between thought and action that thinking about anything was thinking about the proper or
the best way of doing it. It is almost as if they thought that thinking without a view to
action was not worth the trouble, and no ancient Greek thinker ever thought that in some
sense thinking was worth it for thinking’s sake any more than any Greek artist did art for
art’s sake. Questions about how to do something always implicitly contained the
question: How ought we to do something?, and the question: How ought we to do
something? always contained the implicit assumption that anything which was worth
doing was worth doing well.

Thinking about how things can be done well, how they ought to be done, has to start
somewhere, and the ancients were fortunate to have at their disposal the Homeric poems,
the Iliad and the Odyssey, which, if properly read, could answer almost any conceivable
question about how a man should act towards his fellow men and towards the gods. The
poems also contain a good deal about how the gods act towards men. The anger of the
gods with men, or with each other, frequently results in what we would call “natural’
disasters, plagues, thunderstorms, storms or contrary winds at sea, for Zeus rules the land
and Poseidon the ocean, so that the Homeric poems contain a good deal about how the
natural world works as well. These three worlds, the world of nature, the world of men
and the world of the gods, exist in the poems in very close harmony, so that it would not
be stretching the term ‘system’ too far to say that there is a Homeric system which
explains and justifies almost everything that goes on in the world and which answers
almost any questions that someone living in the world would care to ask. It was this
Homeric world-picture which in classical times was becoming less and less satisfactory
as a universal explanation of what went on in the world, at least to philosophers, but it
was also a world-picture which never lost its appeal entirely as the source of a code of
conduct, and some classical philosophy can best be understood as an attempt to resurrect
the certainties of the Homeric world on the basis of rational argument, so that these
certainties could still retain the loyalty of rational men. In particular, what attracted
political philosophers to the enterprise of restating Homeric truths was the sense of order
and symmetry which pervades the poems, an order which was never complete but which
seemed to survive all the vicissitudes to which it was subjected. A world which was
always threatened by disorder but out of which order always eventually came was bound
to be attractive to political thinkers as a mirror and image of their own world of politics,
where the alternation of order and disorder could easily lead to a sense of despair unless
an order could be discerned prior to and beyond the everyday messiness of the affairs of
cities.

The order of the Homeric world was a hierarchical order, and it was an order with an
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ancestry. The great gods who ruled the world and the underworld were not the first. In the
beginning Chaos reigned, a void, or shapeless matter. Chaos begot five children: Erebus,
the dark; Nyx, the night; Tartarus, a prison as far under Earth or Hades as Heaven was
above; Eros, and Ge, Mother Earth. Ge married Uranus, the god of the Sky. Uranus
imprisoned most of their children in the bowels of the earth except Chronos and the
Titans, who rebelled against Uranus and castrated him with a sickle. Chronos then ruled
the world on the condition that he had no son. He therefore ate his male children, but his
wife Rhea preserved Zeus, and perhaps others, by substituting a dressed-up stone which
Chronos swallowed and eventually spewed up. Zeus led a revolt of the other surviving
sons against Chronos (who ruled from Mount Ida in Crete), took Mount Olympus, and
blinded Chronos at the moment of victory because a god, being immortal, could not be
killed. The victorious brothers then took to quarrelling, as brothers will, and to prevent
the fruits of the victory going sour they divided what they had conquered into three, Zeus
taking the land to rule, Poseidon the Sea and Hades the underworld. These events are
supposed to have happened a long time before the Trojan War began, and the gods we
hear about in the poems are Zeus and his companions who get into the story because they
are interested in the fates of the Achaeans and the Trojans, and in the fates of individual
heroes. To be a hero, which means to be mentioned by name and to have your hero’s
death recorded, means that you have an Olympian patron who looks after you in the war,
but it must never be forgotten that these godly patrons are as unequal as the heroes whom
they strive to protect. A hero’s chances of survival increase the higher up the Olympian
hierarchy his patron is, or the more in favour his patron is with one of the gods who really
matters. Gods, like the men embattled against each other and engaged in internecine
quarrels on the plain before Troy, sometimes fall out with each other. Zeus reigns over
all, but he has favourites, and these favourites have rivals. Being immortal, there is a limit
to the harm gods can do to each other, but a god could always deal death by proxy to
another god by contriving the death of a hero in whom his rival took a particular interest.
The gods took their own politics seriously, and that politics was deadly serious for the
heroes whom the gods made their battleground.

This tale of the gods is not altogether a happy one. Cannibalism, incest and parricide
are the most horrific of crimes, but they are to be regarded as incidents, not regular
occurrences, and we are given to understand that they are crimes. The fact that the gods
are immortal does not put them above some kind of law, even though what that law is and
where it came from are questions beyond human understanding. All is certainly not
sweetness and light in heaven, but heaven’s disorders always seem to dissolve themselves
into a new order which keeps the hierarchy of the gods substantially intact.

In the Homeric poems, the hierarchy of the gods is mirrored in the hierarchy of men.
Every man, kin, hero or ordinary warrior, has some tutelary deity who watches over him.
The names of the Olympians do not exhaust the roll-call of the gods but, living on the
sacred mountain, the Olympians can see further and can oversee the affairs of important
men wherever they are, at home or at Troy. Every man has somewhere he calls home,
where he calls on his own local gods in troubled times and to whom he pays back what is
due when times are good. These local spirits inhabit a wood, keep a spring running, or
guard the fertility of a particular field and must have seemed very far away to the
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unnamed warriors at Troy. There was nothing to stop them calling on the great gods who
see everything, but the Olympians, like earthly kings, are accustomed to being pestered
by the petitions of the many, and, like earthly kings, have become used to listening only
to the great ones. So what kept the warriors at Troy for ten years with only the very
occasional murmur of discontent? The Iliad makes it clear that the fall of Troy is by no
means a foregone conclusion, and it is also clear that the lion’s share of any booty is
going to go to the heroes, who alone are entitled to wrangle over who gets what. We are
not even told what the obligations and loyalties were that made the assembly of the
Achaean force possible in the first place, though it is plainly a temporary alliance for the
duration only, and it is equally plain that there is some kind of pecking order among the
great ones. What is clear is that a complicated grading of esteem orders the relations
between the warriors, and because esteem comes from rank and from prowess, it can
cause trouble, as it does right at the beginning of the poem where Agamemnon claims the
girl by right of kingship and Achilles claims her by right of his achievements in the war.
There is no scale on which these incommensurate rival claims can be measured.
Agamemnon claims what is due to a king and Achilles claims what is due to the best of
the heroes; each acts out the role in which he is cast. Achilles loses out, sulks famously,
and the Achaeans have to suffer at the hands of man-slaying Hector, and Patroclus has to
fight and die in the armour of Achilles, before the matter is set to rights and Achilles
rejoins the battle. What is remarkable is that while everyone can see that the quarrel
threatens to bring disaster on the Achaeans, there is so little murmuring in the ranks.

So why do they put up with it? If we assume that the poet wants us to see the affairs of
the heroes through the eyes of the warriors, that we see what they saw, then we can make
sense of what might otherwise seem to be a rather childish quarrel. Agamemnon acts his
part as he does because he has no option. There is no man behind the mask. Agamemnon
does what any king would do in the circumstances, and Achilles does what any hero
would do in the circumstances, and the warriors are there to see that each plays his part
properly. There is a notion of legitimacy buried in there. The fact that the more important
gods are interested in the fates of the more important heroes creates a sense of dramatic
distance between heroes and ordinary warriors, so that it is not supposed to occur to the
ordinary warriors to be jealous of the heroes, let alone that they should try to usurp their
place. That sense of distance reconciles each man’s obedience to his self-respect. The
heroes are a different order of men, and to compete with them would be a kind of hubris,
unfitting and absurd when the fate of heroes is not in their own hands but in the lap of the
gods. There is implicit agreement about this between gods, heroes and men; each is there
to make sure that the others act out roles which they have not chosen and with which
everyone is familiar. The story is known in advance, so to speak, and the drama of the
poem lies in the possibility, which is only a possibility, that one of the actors will fail to
live up to his own part in the story. Achilles must kill Hector, and the warrior-audience
enjoys watching Hector squirm a little.

These predetermined roles allow very little room for manoeuvre, though there is more
room in the Odyssey than in the Iliad. That is why there is so little condemnation of the
actions of heroes, and why they can seem so childish to us, Agamemnon and Achilles as
brats in the playground, both saying ‘I want’ without ever considering what effect their
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quarrel might have on the outcome of the Trojan War. They never question their desires,
and the warrior-audience does not condemn them for it. What would be condemned
would be a failure to pursue the paths to a collision in an attempt to avoid the
consequences. The heroes are god-like, but to try to prevent what the gods have in store
would be to attempt to be gods, and that must not be. The heroes are touched by the
divine, but there still must be a dividing line between them and the Olympians, the more
so because the gods moved so easily in the company of men. Religion could hardly be
separate from everyday life when the gods took such a detailed interest in, and played so
important a part in, human affairs. Religion was everyday life before the divine was
alienated from the human, and the life of this world could not be so bad if the immortals
themselves consented to share it.

The Homeric gods controlled the natural world on the same hierarchical principle.
Zeus the thunderer naturally had the most frightening natural phenomenon in his power; a
less important but still influential god like Apollo could send plagues, while a local deity
could cause a stream to dry up; lesser gods could cause storms in tea-cups, but only
Poseidon could make the whole sea rage. The greater gods could encompass the ruin of a
great man, or a great number of men, while a malignant spirit could only ruin a man of no
importance at all. Every god, every man, and every natural event had its place in the
scheme of things, and that scheme of things explained everything that had to be
explained. What finally distinguished the gods from men was death, and a good human
life consisted of giving every man his due by treating him in the way demanded by your
status and his, honouring the gods, putting up with misfortune, and meeting your own
death in the way appropriate to a warrior or a hero. This was not necessarily a recipe for
human happiness but neither was it a recipe for despair. Given reasonable luck, and a fair
wind, the Homeric world contained within itself everything that a man could possibly
want. It was a world fit to live in.

Heroic values survive in more complex societies because they are values of order; the
less plausible they become, the more attractive they are. The world of the classical Greek
polis was as different from the world of heroic kingship as the world of modern
democracy is from the medieval kingdom. Even in Homer’s day the Greek world was
divided into a large number of different political communities (‘Across the wine-dark sea
lies Crete, an island populous beyond compute with ninety cities’), and if you had asked a
Greek of classical times how many different polises there were, he would probably have
said a thousand, meaning a very large number indeed. Some were very large, like Athens
in her heyday with about 400,000 inhabitants, while others could count their numbers in
hundreds, and they lived under a bewildering variety of political systems. Aristotle
thought it worthwhile to have descriptions made of 158 different political constitutions,
and, while only the Constitution of Athens has survived, it is a safe guess that those 158
constitutions were worth describing because they were all different. Just to go on a
journey in ancient Greece was to provide yourself with the opportunity to do comparative
government. Superimposed on the variety of political regimes was the tendency of those
regimes to change. The ancients tried to impose some kind of intellectual order on this
puzzling political world by dividing types of regime into three broad classes, depending
on whether rule was by the One, the Few, or the Many, but the width and the slipperiness
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of the categories tell us that they are being stretched very far indeed to cover all the
different cases. Aristotle sensibly settles in the end for the continuum Few/Many to
classify states, a rough enough guide to contemporary political practice and pointing to
the age-old division in Greek cities between the oligarchs and the democrats.

The ancients were frank about the class nature of politics. Oligarchy was a conspiracy
of the rich to rob the poor and democracy a conspiracy of the poor to rob the rich. Along
with this frankness about class went an equal frankness about power. Power was there to
be used to further one’s own interests or the interests of the group to which one belonged.
The Greeks expected to get something out of politics; power was not there just to be
occupied in the way some modern governments seem content to hold office without
doing anything very much. The divisions within cities made them hard to govern, and
there was never any certainty that the future was going to be like the past. Part of the
cause of the unruliness of the polis stemmed from the fact that there was nothing much to
rule it with. Whatever economic prosperity there was was extremely modest, which
meant that cities could not afford to spend much of a hard-won agricultural and trading
surplus on government. There was never much in the way of professionalisation of the
functions of war and government, which makes the politics of the Greek cities seem
makeshift and amateurish when compared to the civilised despotisms of the East or to the
succeeding empires in the West. For cities to be largely self-running and self-policed,
legitimacy was essential. Citizens had to be able to feel that on the whole they ought to
obey the law, do what their rulers told them, and defend their city in time of war.
Legitimate power is power on the cheap, power which does not have to be backed up by
the expensive threat of official force. (Herodotus contrasts the voluntary military service
of the Greeks with the soldiers of the Great King driven to battle by whips.)

Legitimate power is not the same as force. Force has only natural limits, while
legitimate power is subject to the formal limitations of law. From very ancient times, the
Greeks had an idea of law (nomos) which they contrasted with the arrogance of power
(hubris). Hubris was the cause of chronic uncertainty and instability (stasis) in cities
because, being the ally of the instability of character which the possession of power is
likely to bring out or even to cause, hubristic behaviour was unpredictable. In the
Homeric world, men were as accustomed to the unsettling effects of the anger of kings as
they were to the effects of the anger of the gods. The law which can be inferred from the
Homeric poems is unwritten law, where unwritten law means both a moral law (perhaps
emanating from the gods), a set of ancestral customs, and a set of expectations about how
particular kinds of men should behave. The unwritten law sets limits to the conduct of the
great ones, but it is clear that the great ones are in fact expected to flout these
expectations, and it is also clear that not all of the parts of the unwritten law mesh well
with each other. Agamemnon persists in his disruptive course of action at the beginning
of the lliad despite the fact that the Achaeans showed by acclamation that they thought he
should return the girl to her father, and Apollo also wants him to give her up. Such action
is hubristic, but we have already noted the sense in which it is not surprising that
Agamemnon acts as he does; kings can be expected to act like that. Agamemnon’s
actions are still well within the framework of expected, if not exactly acceptable,
behaviour, and the Achaeans do accept it, some less willingly than others, as part of the
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world and its problems in which they have to live. It is also clear that the unwritten law
expects very different things from different orders of men, and a select few have a licence
to cause stasis. What is missing is any idea of a law before which troublemakers can be
brought to book, or of a law which can be applied to everyone (isonomia).

Law made the polis possible by enabling large numbers of people to live cheek by jowl
without having to look over their shoulders the whole time for dangers attendant on mere
force. The early heroes of the polis were all law-givers who mapped out what the
relations between men should be. Part of that law was what we would call constitutional
law because it dealt with what the arrangements for holding public office should be, part
of that law dealt with religious observations, and part of that law was what we would call
the ordinary law of the land. There was still no idea of ‘equality before the law’ because
the laws of most cities spelled out different political rights and duties according to
gradations of wealth, and if there was to be equality it was equality among equals; rather,
what was aimed at was that everyone (even in some cases slaves) had access to law and
that everyone was accessible by law. No Greek city had a system of public prosecution.
All prosecutions were brought by individuals against individuals, and the nearest the
Greeks got to equality before the law was to stipulate that nobody was immune from
prosecution and that nobody was so low on a scale of public esteem that he could not
have the law on a fellow citizen. (Solon said that in the best city an individual citizen
would bring a lawsuit against those who harmed others when he himself had not been
harmed.) Of course, ‘fellow citizens’ was the key term. Many cities contained large
numbers of residents, in some cases the majority, who were not citizens at all. Slaves,
foreigners (metics) and women were typically excluded from the exercise of political
rights, which made citizenship a privilege worth defending.

The law of the polis was a facility rather than a system of regulation. Even where it
could appear repressive to an outsider, as at Sparta, the law was always for something
beyond the timid acquiescence required by an eastern despot. The polis was supposed to
provide its citizens with the opportunity to live a good life, and keeping out of trouble in
the lawcourts no more made a man a good citizen than avoiding courts-martial makes a
good soldier. Citizens were expected to oversee each other’s conduct and to have enough
civic virtue to go to law about it if it became overweening and unlawful, but the good life
did not just consist of avoiding the censure of one’s neighbours. Rather, the good life
meant to practise those virtues which were held in high esteem in the scale of public
values in your city, and to be held in high esteem for doing so. For the Greeks, free
competition within the law was not a market but a moral principle. The law, except in
special cases like Sparta, was essentially negative. The law ruled out some of the ways to
steal a march on one’s fellows, murder, for instance, or wife-theft, or cheating in business
deals; and law was usually strict about religious observance because failing to give the
gods their due was always a sign that worse was to follow. But beyond that, men were
expected to compete for those things which men called good: wealth, physical strength,
wisdom, courage, self-control, justice, and fame.

The problem of the polis was the difficulty of reconciling the agonistic striving of self-
assertive men with the universally recognised need for moderation if they were to live
comfortably together. The calls for moderation from all the sources of moral authority
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from the Delphic Oracle downwards testify to the existence of men who were disinclined
to do anything by halves, and this accounts for a certain distaste that we have for the
Greeks if we judge their characters through the Sermon on the Mount. Brought up as we
are in a moral tradition which invites us to see virtue in poverty, modesty, and simplicity
of soul, it is easy to see ancient Greeks as loud and boastful when they tell us about the
nobility of their birth, their wealth, and the extent of their achievements in the service of
their country, but we have to set against that their lack of all hypocrisy. They did not
pretend to admire poverty while secretly admiring wealth, or publicly commend the
virtues of an obscure private station while privately longing for fame. What men called
good was good, and it was the job of philosophers to show how these goods could be
pursued without stasis in the polis, and not to try to show that their goodness was
illusory. Plato will try to show that most of the things men call good are not what they
seem, and so will the Stoics, the Cynics and the Christians, but by then the polis had had
its day.

Moderation had to come from the characters of individual men because, no matter how
hard they pretended otherwise, the Greeks knew that polis law was man-made, and being
man-made it could be altered. Law was always the law of a regime, regimes change
overnight and a disgruntled oligarch or democrat could always find a regime that suited
him by walking up the road to a more congenial polis. The use of exile as a punishment
meant sending a political opponent to another city where his political opinions would
mean no trouble for you and less trouble for him: oligarchs to Thebes, democrats to
Athens. Any set of political arrangements is vulnerable to questions about who made
them, especially when they have become old, and old can mean only a generation or two
in societies where history is the writing of contemporary history or the heroic tittle-tattle
of poets now becoming quaint. Any constitution which is the product of the mind of one
man, or a group of men, who can be identified by name is open to charges of class bias,
and charges of class bias lead naturally to an undermining of the idea of the antiquity of a
constitution as a reason for still living with it. A man might say that what my ancestors
made is good enough for me, but the idea that what someone else’s ancestors made for
me is good enough for me is ridiculous, and to say that a constitution made in the past, by
a group which has nothing to do with me, should command my loyalty now, when that
group of constitution-makers’ descendants might be my political enemies, is laughable.
The Greeks did understand that one of the ways of getting round the problem of the
vulnerability of a constitution on account of its age and its political bias was to pretend
that it was very ancient indeed. That meant mystifying the origins of a constitution to the
point where it had no origins at all. The way to do that was to make the constitution
immortal by the simple expedient of making it the product of an immortal mind, and the
only immortal minds were possessed by gods, or, as a second-best, by supremely god-like
men. Cities with constitutions which lasted tended to have legendary founders, and when
they planted colonies, as many of them did, it was always convenient for the colonists to
take the constitution of their mother-city with them to provide continuity with legendary
origins and avoid the asking of awkward questions about why the constitution of the new
city should be a copy of the old. Cities did get new and reconstructed constitutions, and
the philosophers were attracted to the business of constructing ideal constitutions because
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it was god-like.

The constraints which a properly constituted polis based upon law were supposed to
put on the more outlandish tendencies of human greed and ambition are easily confused
with ideas of constitutional constraint and limitation which since the eighteenth century
inform the Western European and American traditions of liberal constitutionalism, and
the ease of that confusion is compounded by the fact that modern constitutional theory is
in part based on a particular reading of ancient constitutional thought and practice.
Montesquieu and the Founding Fathers who wrote the American Constitution found
constitutional checks and balances, separation of powers, and a limited sovereignty in the
ancient world because they went looking for them in the first place. What did they get
wrong? They certainly found political institutions and practices which appeared to put
limits on sovereignty, but the mistake they made was in thinking that the ancients had any
clear idea of sovereignty at all. Montesquieu and the Founding Fathers came from
political cultures and from states where it was difficult to think of the state at all without
assuming that the state’s chief characteristic was sovereignty. Modern states all claim to
be sovereign, and it is in the name of their sovereignty that they make law and engage in
relations with other sovereign states. When eighteenth-century constitutionalists looked
back to the independent cities of the Greek world, it was natural that they should see in
them the exercise of that free and independent sovereignty which seemed to be the
hallmark of states in their own day. What eighteenth-century liberals forgot when they
looked at the ancient world was that to think about sovereignty in any very precise way at
all was to begin to think about the limitations of sovereignty. No modern state, not even
the France of Louis XIV or the Russia of Stalin, has ever claimed an absolutely unlimited
sovereignty over the bodies and souls of its members, though liberals think that in both
these cases too great a sovereignty was claimed in fact. The basis of the liberal claim that
the sovereignty of the state is limited in principle is that the state is only one sovereign
body among many. Individuals and groups also have an equally legitimate claim to be
sovereign, so that the state’s sovereignty has to negotiate a modus vivendi with the
equally legitimate sovereignty of the individuals and groups who go to make up its
citizen body. The articles of the treaty agreed to by the contending parties, individuals,
groups and the state, go to make up a constitution which wisely limits the power of each
party, and one of the ways the liberal constitution does this is by putting limits on
sovereignty, both of a procedural kind, making the business of legislation complex, and
of a kind which we have come to think of as being ‘typically’ constitutional, reserving
certain kinds and areas of conduct for the exercise of the individual, sovereign right of
free choice. Of course, behind all the negotiations lies a fear of sovereign power;
individuals and groups fear the state’s sovereignty and the state fears unlimited personal
sovereignty or the unlimited sovereignty of groups. Hence the distinction between private
and public, each wary of the other; a theory of limited sovereignty, and a constitution in
which sovereignty is limited, is the connecting link and the compromise between the two.

The ancient Greeks did not think about sovereignty in that way because a distinction
between public and private in our sense was not available to them. The polis based on
law was above all other things designed to judge and control the characters of its
members in the widest sense. The polis was always concerned about what kinds of men
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its citizens were. In the polis it was very difficult to hide, and the Greeks had not the
faintest notion of a decent, law-abiding man, who keeps himself to himself, and is a
model for others. Quite the reverse. Greek, and especially Athenian, political experience
stressed the idea of the polis as collective action; the polis was ours or it was nothing, and
an ancient law attributed to Solon even made it illegal to remain neutral in a civil war.
There was to be no staying at home while they decided the fate of the regime; no
trimming; you were either with the regime or against it, and there was no in-between. The
polis gave its members the opportunity to see what they could make of themselves, so
that what a man became could hardly be a matter of public indifference.

The opportunity to perform on the public stage required leisure away from the business
of getting a living, and this always caused problems because on the face of it only the rich
could be citizens because only they had the time to spare. The virtues could only be
practised publicly, so hard luck on the cobbler who had to stick to his last and to the
moneymaker who made money into an obsession. When Aristotle summarised ancient
wisdom about the good life, he decided that a man would do best to be a soldier when
young, a man of affairs in middle age, and a priest when old. That was the standard
oligarchic view. The presumption was always bound to be in favour of inherited landed
wealth because it had only to be well-managed, not made; wealth for use, not capital for
accumulation. Aristotle must have known when he said this in the middle of the fourth
century in Athens that he was already being old-fashioned. Athens was an industrial and
commercial city by ancient standards whose empire, by then nearly over, had relied on
forced tribute from nominal allies. Under the leadership of Pericles, Athens had become
the richest and most famous city in Hellas, but she was defeated by Sparta in the
Peloponnesian War (ended in 404 BC). Thoughtful men like Thucydides, who wrote a
history of the war, wondered why, and the conclusion they came to was that Athens had
overreached herself. Ever since the mainly Athenian army had beaten the hosts of the
Persian king at Marathon, the Athenians had come to think that there was nothing they
could not do. The Athenians had lost all sense of the proper limits to human action; its
democracy had almost casually decided to invade Sicily, failed disastrously to take
Syracuse, and the long road to defeat ended with a Spartan garrison on the acropolis at
Athens.

In the part of Thucydides’ history of the Peloponnesian War which we call the Melian
Dialogue, the Athenian envoys point out to the Melians, who are trying to get out of their
alliance with Athens in the middle of the war. that the choice before them is either to give
way to superior force or to be crushed by it. That is the way things are in the world.
Nothing could be more natural than that the strong should inherit the earth, and the weak
had better get out of the way. There is something Homeric about that sense of power, yet
the polis was supposed to be tempered by the restraints of nhomos; law was supposed to
map out the acceptable boundaries of conduct.

So what was it about the polis which threatened to leave the promise of nomos
unfulfilled? In one sense the idea of the polis based on law was a victim of its own
success. There was no doubt a time when nomos was considered a liberating force
because it freed men from brute force’s more extravagant caprices. A law that was fixed,
knowable and known, or which at worst changed only slowly, and after proper public



Ancient Greek political thought 13

deliberation, as the decision of the polis itself, must at one time have seemed to be the
way to impose order and justice on men’s conflicting wills, or at the very least law would
have appeared to be the basis upon which a just and orderly community could be built.
During the centuries of the polis’s existence, there was to be huge disagreement about
what the law should contain and about who should in fact make it, but law there had to
be. Towards the end of the fifth century, there was enough polis experience in the past,
and enough variety of polis experience in the present, for thinkers to begin to wonder
what all the fuss about law had once been about when it seemed so obvious that law was
just another of the things that men made. Like other human artifacts, laws were subject to
the vicissitudes of fashion and taste; constitutions came and went (except at Sparta); men
in one polis called good what men in others called wicked; and there were other
civilisations which the Greeks knew which called good things of which the Greeks had
never previously heard. Laws, constitutions, types of regime, sets of public values, beliefs
about the gods (and even their names) must therefore be matters of conventional
agreement among men. Law, therefore, cannot be part of the nature of things (physis), but
is more or less arbitrarily invented out of people’s heads. The rules of proper social living
could even be seen as being against nature. In Socrates’ day, the Sophists were saying
that law was irksome, intolerable to strong natures, setting undue limits to what those
strong natures could achieve if they were allowed their natural sway. In the rest of nature,
the strong preyed on the weak, so why should this not also be the rule in the world of
men?

The Sophists” argument was made stronger by the facts which they drew from the
world of politics to support it. The laws of different cities were plainly the inventions of
those cities, and, while it was true that a great variety of types of law existed, there was
none the less some kind of perceptible order. If you looked at the types of law which did
in fact exist, and at the types of regime which those laws supported, then it was very
obvious that the laws of each city were made by that city’s strongest party. Philosophers
debated the question of whether the One, the Few or the Many ought to rule, and that was
an interesting enough question, but it tended to obscure the important truth that the One,
the Few or the Many did in fact rule where each was strongest, and the laws of each city
and its system of public values proclaimed it loudly to the world. Nature was bound to
win out against nomos in the end, and only a fool could fail to see it. The Sophists were
sceptical about the claims made for laws, but they were not anarchists. They did not think
that, because law was convention, it was any the less law. Their argument was not meant
to encourage crime; nor was it an invitation to ordinary human wickedness. Rather it was
an incitement to very grand larceny indeed: you and your friends could try to take over a
whole polis if you felt your strength was up to it; otherwise, you had better stick to the
rules of the polis in which you happened to live because those rules had been made and
were administered by the strong.

A refutation of that doctrine of power is the starting point of Plato’s Republic, which is
a search for a kind of order different from the hard-nosed worldly wisdom of the
Sophists. The Sophists’ case amounted to no less than the denial that there were any
political values worth standing up for. How could there be when, according to the power
doctrine, everything was up for grabs? It has to be remembered that when the Sophists
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said that justice was the interest of the stronger, they meant something very broad by
justice. It would include legal justice, how the law courts should behave, and it would
include ideas about morality, the right thing to do, but it would also include what we have
come to call a lifestyle and the values and attitudes which go with it. The polis was
supposed to produce particular kinds of men leading a particular kind of life. The whole
feel of an oligarchic polis was supposed to be oligarchic; a disgruntled Theban we call the
Old Oligarch once complained that Athens was no place for a gentleman because it was
dangerous there to lash out at a slave in the street in case you hit a free citizen by mistake.
Athenian democratic manners made the citizens dress so scruffily that it was hard for a
stranger to tell the difference between slaves and free men. Contrast Sparta, where the
citizens lived in a state of perpetual war with the subject helots whom they plundered, so
that to Kill a helot who got above himself was no crime. The problem with the Sophist
argument was that it offered no grounds for thinking which was the better way of life.

Plato often seems to link the Sophists with democracy, which might seem odd when
we consider that the Sophist argument could be used equally well as a justification for
monarchy or oligarchy. Besides, Plato’s teacher, Socrates, was widely considered to be
just another Sophist (otherwise why would Plato deny that he was?), and Socrates himself
was tried and executed on a charge of impiety by the restored Athenian democracy in
399. Plato probably thought that democracy was the ideal culture for the Sophist bacillus.
The Sophists taught their wisdom for pay, and as always when wisdom is on sale, people
had to know that they were getting value for their money, and this the Sophists provided
in the form of rhetoric, something half way between what we would call the art of public
speaking and the forensic art. The Sophists taught their pupils how to be persuasive, how
to speak on both sides of a question, sometimes to a time limit and always with
indifference about which side was right. The obvious place in which these skills would be
marketable would be a democratic polis where there would be large popular juries and
popular assemblies worth persuading. Mob oratory would be useless in a monarchy and
out of place in an aristocracy; you do not harangue kings, and the appropriate mode
among aristocrats is conversation. The Sophists® skills would be useful only to agitators
of the people in cities where there was a people allowed to assemble in order to be
agitated. (It is no coincidence that the Spartans were laconic.) Fear of the people as a mob
is at the back of Plato’s distaste for Sophism. He never doubts that mob oratory can be
taught. It is a very inferior science, but it is based on a psychology of the common man
which is in all respects essentially true. The common man cannot think things out for
himself and is therefore incapable of judging whether others have thought anything out
properly; he does believe he can understand public affairs and will only listen to those
who tell him that he can; he likes things put to him simply, and he likes simple answers to
complex questions because he is really bewildered underneath his own self-confidence.
En masse the common man is a great beast who needs to be stroked, fed, flattered and led
by the nose.

The common man’s lack of a sense of his own limitations, and the demagogue’s ability
to exploit it, means that a democratic polis is always likely to get out of control. The
demagogue and the demos corrupt each other because the demagogue knows that he can
only propose what the people are already predisposed to believe is right, and the people
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will only listen to those who tell them that they are right to want what they already want.
Men such as these are the first in the world’s history to have nothing between their this-I-
want and their this-I1-will-do. The Homeric heroes were at least constrained by their roles
and by the expectations of the multitude, aristocrats were subject to noblesse oblige and
even tyrants had to watch their step; only demos, by universalising itself, found that it
could do anything, provided only that it had a will to do it.

NOTES ON SOURCES

As you might expect, there is a vast literature on Ancient Greece, and that literature keeps
on increasing at an alarming rate. Perhaps surprisingly, there is not that much on the
Homeric poems as they make their presence felt in the formal Greek political theory that
has survived. Easily the most accessible account, aimed mainly at Aristotle, is Ch. 1. of
J.B.Morrall, Aristotle (1977). All recent discussion of the world of the Homeric poems
begins from M.Finley, The World of Odysseus (1977). Finley has written a series of
sparkling books on Ancient Greece. His Democracy: Ancient and Modern (1985),
Ancient Slavery and Modern Ideology (1987), and The Ancient Greeks (1991), are
especially recommended. A.H.M.Jones, Athenian Democracy (1957), is a classic, as is
V.Ehrenberg, The Greek State (2nd edn, 1969). The Homeric poems are available in
decent prose translation in the Penguin Classics series, though I have a lingering fondness
for some of the cod couplets in Chapman.



2
SOCRATES AND PLATO

PLATO

Plato was born in 427 BC into an Athens which had already been engaged in
the Peloponnesian War (430-404) with Sparta for three years. Pericles, the
great aristocratic leader of the Athenian democracy, had died the previous
year. Plato therefore grew up in interesting times, and he came of age while
the war was ending disastrously for Athens with the humiliation of a Spartan
garrison on the Acropolis and some vicious political infighting between the
oligarchic and democratic factions for control of the city’s politics. Plato had
family connections with both the oligarchic and democratic parties, and, as a
well-born youth with a foot in both camps, it was natural for him to consider a
political career. The politics of a city at war was no doubt the staple of
conversation in his youth. Contemporary witness suggests that the Athenian
democracy changed its nature as the war went on. Pericles took Athens and
her allies into the war because he thought Athens had no option, and his
control of the popular assembly meant that he could confine Athenian strategy
and expenditure within the bounds of the possible. After Pericles, the
Athenian assembly began to listen to ill-bred demagogues who were willing
to tell the assembly only what it wanted to hear. Athens became less cautious
in its policy towards its own allies, whom it began to treat as part of an
Athenian empire, and much less cautious in strategy, which eventually led to
the débécle of the expedition to take Syracuse. The rich saw themselves as
being bled white to pay for a badly conducted democratic war, while their
democratic enemies began to suspect that the oligarchs might be moving
towards defeatism because victory against aristocratic Sparta would be a
victory for the Athenian demos and its leaders.

The last years of the Peloponnesian War were years of bitter party strife in
Athens, oligarchy alternating with democracy, but the problem was virtually
impossible to solve while the Athenian army consisted of the better-off
hoplites and the equally important navy relied on the poor for its manpower
as rowers. Athens lost the war, and an oligarchic government of the Thirty
came to power partly with the help of Spartan arms. The government of the
Thirty was vicious to its democratic enemies but it did not last long,
democracy being quickly restored. In 399 it executed Plato’s mentor,
Socrates, on a charge of impiety and corrupting the young, and this despite a
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famous pronouncement by the Delphic Oracle that he was the wisest man in
Greece.

The political experience of the Athens of his youth and early manhood
appears to have sickened Plato. As he says in the (possibly spurious)
autobiographical Seventh Letter, ‘I was forced, in fact, to the belief that the
only hope of finding justice for society or for the individual lay in true
philosophy, and that mankind will have no respite from trouble until either
real philosophers gain political power or politicians become by some miracle
true philosophers.” Plato travelled widely after the death of Socrates (there are
rumours that he dabbled in the olive oil business in Egypt), made an
unsuccessful attempt to convert a tyrant of Syracuse into a philosopher-ruler,
and eventually founded the Academy in Athens in 386 where he taught for
the rest of his life. He died in 347.

Besides the Republic Plato wrote two other books on politics, The
Statesman and The Laws (this latter is often taken to be an account of Plato’s
‘second best state’, and is said to contain the first account of the doctrine of
mixed government). His famous account of a drinking party, The Symposium,
celebrates homosexual love in a way once thought to be mildly scandalous.

Plato says in the Republic that there are people living in his own day who still believe
that all aspects of life should be regulated according to precepts derivable from the
Homeric poems. This tells us that there are also people living in Plato’s day who thought
nothing of the kind. The world view of Homer still commands the loyalty of some men
but not of others. Men cannot live without a value system which orders their lives, so it
follows that Plato’s own world is one in which a number of different value systems
compete for the attention of thinking men. That plurality of possible value systems easily
led to the Sophist position that value systems are matters of convention only in a world
where it was strength which really counted. Of course, none of this might be very
obvious to ordinary men, who would try to continue to live according to the values which
they had always lived by, though they might be discomfited by whispers that what they
had always thought of as values no longer counted for much in advanced circles.

This plurality of value systems caused Plato trouble from the beginning. If there were a
number of value systems on offer, they obviously could not all be right. Therefore most
of them would have to be dissolved in moral scepticism in order to see what survived, but
the sceptical temper was ill-suited to the construction of the kind of absolute value-
system which Plato thought was the only antidote to the moral, and therefore political,
instability which surrounded him. Plato solved his problem by inventing a double
Socrates, a sceptical Socrates and a Platonic Socrates. The historical Socrates
undoubtedly existed, but he did not write anything, so that what we know about his
opinions comes to us at second-hand and largely through admiring friends, the chief
among whom is Plato. What was it that led Plato to write so much of his philosophy
through the mouth of Socrates? Socrates was an extraordinary man, capable of arousing
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fierce loyalty and irritated enmity. According to his friends he was wise, courageous,
self-controlled and just, the best man of his time, exactly the kind of man least likely to
survive in a society in which injustice was getting the upper hand. Perhaps there is
something too mannered in this description of Socrates: wisdom, courage, temperence
and justice are the conventional catalogue of the ancient virtues, but, on the other hand,
perhaps Socrates did possess them all. What seems beyond dispute is that Socrates had an
extraordinary presence, almost a stage presence in our sense. He was one of those people
whom, once you have met them, you never forget. Socrates earned his own living, though
he never took a penny-piece for his teaching, but he seemed to exercise a kind of
fascination over well-born youths like Plato and Alcibiades. Socrates played the game of
philosophy in a way so new that we call his predecessors pre-Socratic.

Those predecessors had left knowledge in a mess. The certainties of the Homeric world
of natural hierarchies were undermined from any number of different directions, but
because those three interlocking hierarchies stand or fall together, a sustained and
successful attack from any direction would have been fatal to all three. The hierarchy of
the gods, the hierarchy of men and the hierarchy of nature paid a high price for their card-
castle elegance; all three would tumble down at the removal of a single card. Among the
first to remove a card was Democritus with his brilliant guess at atomic theory. In
essence, what Democritus had to say about atoms was simple, but it had very far-reaching
consequences. Democritus said that the whole of nature could be explained as the
behaviour of very small particles acting in ways which were in principle predictable but
which men were in fact incapable of predicting. Everything was made of the same stuff,
and every happening was simply the result of that stuff moving around. The implication
for the Homeric view of nature was obvious. How could nature be hierarchical if
everything was made up of everything else? Some events are bigger than others, a storm
at sea bigger than a storm in a tea cup, but that was just the way things turned out; a
sliding-scale of events of infinitely graded magnitude made much more sense than
different classes of events clearly differentiated from each other. And it was hardly
reassuring for a king to be told that he was made of the same clay as the meanest of his
subjects, or his slaves, or even his domestic animals. If the events which concerned kings
and nobles were not qualitatively different from the events which concerned ordinary
men, then there was no need to introduce into the world a special class of gods important
enough to account for the greatness of great men’s deeds. Now only their scale is greater,
not their nature.

The world posited by Democritus was a world of constant change. It was Heraclitus
who most famously characterised that inconstant world as a world in flux. Democritus
and Heraclitus between them fashioned a world about which it was very difficult to say
anything very positive at all, beyond saying that it was like what they said it was like. For
knowledge to be true, it had to be true always, so perhaps, as Parmenides was to say, it
was not worth the trouble to try to find knowledge in the world at all because what would
be true of the world today was bound to be untrue tomorrow. For those who took
Parmenides at his word, the only honest conclusion to be drawn was that the business of
trying to find knowledge should be wound up almost before it had begun. That was the
intellectual world in which Socrates lived and died, and, Plato wrote, a world in which all
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dogma—moral, political and religious—had had its day. No doubt there was a good deal
of dogma still around; dogma does not die the day it is shown to be baseless (any more
than all the machines constructed on the basis of Newtonian physics stopped working on
the day that Einstein discovered the principle of Special Relativity). Plato had his work
cut out as a philosopher because he believed that it was still possible to find true
knowledge, so he had to face the preliminary task of uncluttering men’s minds of the
baseless opinion which still passed for knowledge in the world after Parmenides. By
Plato’s account, Socrates was the past master in the art of showing that what men thought
of as knowledge was nothing of the kind. The most pleasing image we have is of Socrates
stopping people in the Athenian agora (the public square)—a famous Sophist, a
politician, a noted humbug—and asking them about their beliefs about how men should
live, dominating them by his questions, and cornering them in self-confessed absurdity.
What made the whole business maddening, and may have led to his trial and execution, is
that Socrates always claimed that he himself knew nothing. We can only guess that the
historical Socrates was really like that, but we can easily see why, if the invention of
Socrates the gadfly is an invention of Plato’s, it is a necessary invention. He stands for
the instrument needed to clear away all outmoded doctrine before the true job of
philosophy could begin.

Socrates made his living as a stonemason, and he is reputed to have said that the only
men who knew anything at Athens were the craftsmen. For Socrates, there was always
more than an analogy between knowing something and a technical skill (techne). What a
craftsman knows is the reverse of dogmatic; a craft is not a set of principles to be put into
operation; that is not what a craftsman does when he practises his craft, and the learning
of a craft certainly does not consist of learning a set of principles and then putting them
into practice. It is not even clear that a set of principles could usefully be extrapolated
from a craft, and most craftsmen, when asked what they are doing, would be hard put to it
to explain beyond saying: ‘Any fool can see I’m doing carpentry.” The questions which
can sensibly be asked of someone practising a skill are not about what the skill is like but
about how the skill was acquired. Someone practising a skill would be able to propose a
training programme for skill-learning much more easily than he would be able to describe
the end-product of that training. The relationship between master and pupil would be
central to the enterprise. A craft does not exist apart from its exercise, so a pupil has to
see the master practise the craft before he can begin to learn, and the whole purpose of
the training is to produce a master. That is not to say that all of the training would be on-
the-job training. A certain amount of ‘theoretical” work might be useful, in mathematics,
say, and there might be room for physical exercise to cultivate desirable physical
attributes, like strength and dexterity, but these too would be learned from a master.
Being a master also requires its own forms of in-service training, because a master is only
a master in so far as he actually practises his craft. Skills can become rusty; fitness for
anything means keeping fit; practice does not always make perfect, but lack of practice
always leads to degeneration.

Socrates may have thought that goodness was a kind of skill, being good at doing
good. Goodness always had an active quality about it for the ancient Greeks. Goodness
was not a passive condition of the soul, like innocence; nor was it simply to be well-
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intentioned. To be good was to do good things, and to be considered good was to be seen
to be doing them. Men would be known by their works. The question was how to train a
man to do good. If goodness was a skill, being good at doing good, then a moral training
would have to go far beyond posting up a list of things to do and things to avoid: tell the
truth, help friends, harm enemies, pay debts, husband inheritances, avoid self-indulgence,
and so on. These might well be the things that good men would do, and the list could no
doubt be extended almost indefinitely, but there is nothing in that list which guarantees
that they will in fact be done. Doing them requires practice so that they become second
nature, and no amount of diligent study of the list will produce men like that. And, as
with all lists of rules, there will always be exceptions because on occasions rules will
conflict. Plato deals with one such conflict in the Republic, Book I. The old man
Cephalus suggests that two of the rules of justice are helping friends and paying debts.
Socrates points out that it could not be justice to return a knife borrowed from a friend if
the friend had gone mad in the meantime. That would be paying the debt, but it could
hardly be called helping a friend. Cephalus confesses that he is stumped by that objection.
He could have said that justice is helping friends and paying debts, but not in that case.
Plato does not allow him to say that for the obvious reason that a list of exceptions to the
rules of justice would make for a very long list indeed. Not only would the list have to
contain all the rules which a just man would follow, but it would also have to contain a
complete list of the exceptions. This list of the exceptions would almost certainly have to
be much longer than the list of rules because the exceptions would always depend on
circumstances, and there is in principle no limit to the number of possible circumstances
that could arise in which the rules of justice could come into conflict. And even if the list
of rules and exceptions could be made exhaustive, there is still nothing in the list which
would guarantee that a particular man would order his life and his conduct in strict
accordance with it.

Much better, then, to approach the problem from another direction. Why not devise a
training programme to produce just men? Here the idea of justice as a skill really helps. If
there is a man somewhere who is just, then he is the master and the rest are naturally his
pupils. The pupils will themselves become just men by going through the same training
programme as he did and by attending to his example. It does not much matter if the
master cannot tell the uninstructed what the end-product of the training will be like
beyond saying: “You will end up by being like me and doing what I do.” Plato may have
thought about Socrates like that and Socrates may have meant that he could not produce a
set of rules of justice when he said that he knew nothing. His questioning of those who
said they knew what justice was may have been meant to demonstrate that justice could
not be a set of rules for conduct which only had to be memorised for justice to follow.
What Socrates obviously had was a disposition to be just, and Plato thought that the cause
of justice could best be served by devising ways in which the Socratic disposition could
be cultivated in others. Of course, this can only be a guess because we know practically
nothing about the young Socrates, and we certainly do not know enough to know how
Socrates came to be just.

Plato knows that there is still one difficulty to be overcome. Just as there is nothing in a
list of rules for just conduct which would necessarily compel anyone to follow them (why
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should 1?), so there is no very compelling reason why | should want to be just like
Socrates. | might want to be like Socrates, but I might not. Plato has to find a readily
intelligible motive for wanting to be like Socrates, and for being prepared to go through a
course of training to become like Socrates. Training implies sacrifice of present
inclination for future benefit, so what would make it worth it? Plato has to compete in a
market in which the Sophists are the market leaders offering success in public life as the
bait to potential customers. Plato never denies that the Sophists can deliver the goods on
their prospectus, and, being Greek, he knows that nobody does anything for nothing, so
he undertakes to show that the just man is always happier than the unjust man. Plato takes
it as axiomatic that most successful men in corrupt societies cannot be all good. This
applies particularly to men who have had to make their own way—exactly the market
that the Sophists aimed at. Plato is straightforward about what he means by the happiness
of the just man; he means what everybody means by happiness. The lucky or the
successful man in a corrupt society may have everything he wants, and his
contemporaries may envy him as the happiest of men, but he really is unhappy. Likewise,
the just man in an unjust society may appear to be the most miserable of men, always
doing good and always suffering calumny and worse from his contemporaries, but he
really is happier even if he is hounded to death. Happiness is the motive for justice:
happiness now, not happiness in some state of future bliss after death, and not happiness
defined out of existence as something else.

That is a tall order. Plato has to convince his audience that justice really is what he says
it is and then he has to show that audience that we have good reasons for wanting justice.
Justice is obviously a very odd virtue, different in kind from wisdom, courage and self-
control, which, with justice, go up to make the catalogue of the virtues. The difference
between justice and the other virtues is that the other virtues are worth practising even
though others do not practise them. It is to my advantage to be wise if others are foolish,
brave (though not foolhardy) if others are poltroons, and temperate if others are
profligates. At the very least, these virtues do not make me vulnerable and they might
also enable me to protect myself from others; at best, they might help me to a position of
dominance on the principle that in the kingdom of the blind the one-eyed man is king.
Justice holds out no such promise. The good fare badly among the wicked, and the worst
position of all would be to be the only just man left. The conclusion might be drawn that
wisdom, courage and temperence are obviously political virtues in a sense that justice is
not. These virtues are directly and positively related to the power relations between men,
while justice can hardly be recommended as a course of life and as a prescription for
happiness. In the Republic Plato argues the reverse. He argues that justice is a political
virtue in a sense in which the others are not. The other virtues are certainly worth having,
and Plato will end up by showing that the just man will in fact possess all the other
virtues, but he wants us to believe that justice is the central political virtue, useful in
politics in a way the others are not.

Justice is necessarily a political virtue because it has to be widely practised for the just
to survive. The just have an interest in the spread of justice, in making others in the image
of themselves. Wise men may want others to be wise, but a selfish man who was also
wise might well want to restrict wisdom to himself and a few friends for the advantages it



A history of western political thought 22

brings. A just man in an unjust society would always be at risk unless he could persuade
others to share his justice, but problems immediately begin to arise when one begins to
ask whether or not all men are capable of being just. If the answer is that all men are
capable of being just, then the additional question has to be asked: If that is so, why is it
the case that so few are just in fact? If justice is so generally accessible, why is it so rare?
Wisdom, courage and temperance, if not exactly common, are spread fairly wide, so why
is the same not true of justice? (Lots of people think they know what justice is, profess it
themselves, and affect to admire it in others, but that is not the same thing.) Partly, no
doubt, the rarity of justice is to be explained by the fact that it is usually inexpedient to be
just, but it might also be that being just is in itself harder than practising any of the other
virtues (and it will be even harder after Plato has made justice include all the other virtues
as well). Justice is the most difficult of all the virtues because justice is practised by the
whole man. In Plato’s view of it, justice is the whole man.

An inferior virtue like courage, while admirable in itself, fails to engage the whole
personality. Plato divides the human personality (psyche) into three faculties (reason,
passion and appetite), and he thinks that there are virtues appropriate to each. Courage is
a passionate virtue, and has as its object military honour, and the passionate virtues in
general are directed towards everything which concerns a good reputation. The pursuit of
a good reputation is admirable because it requires the sacrifice of inclination; honourable
men do not break the line by running away from the battle, and they are prepared to
forego self-indulgence to maintain the state of physical fitness required by the military
life. Base appetite is therefore controlled for some higher good. Plato believes that
courage is a limited virtue because the man of honour has a limited understanding of his
own virtue. The courageous man is not always very clear about why he pursues honour,
and the proof of this is that he is kept to the path of honour by the opinion of others with
whom he competes for honour’s prize. This leads to a certain moral emptiness, especially
when the courageous man is away from the censuring gaze of his peers. He is likely to be
self-indulgent in secret, and to be jealous of others’ fame and so he hides this jealousy.
He is also prone to admiration of the other things which men do in fact admire, like
wealth, but he also conceals this admiration because the soldierly character is supposed to
care only for honour. The secret life of the man of honour means that he is never really at
peace with himself. There is always something puzzling to him about his life which he
does not wish to examine too closely. This can make the man of honour appear to be
unreflecting, and it explains the attractions of the battlefield; there the call of duty is pure
and simple: at war with his enemies, he finds that he is at peace with himself.

There is also a subordinate virtue associated with the appetites. By appetites Plato
means desires directed towards things which are neither true nor good in themselves.
That definition is negative but it is not meant to be evasive. Plato deliberately refuses to
give a list of the appetites beyond the most obvious—food, drink and sex—because he
thinks that the desires multiply, and the more they multiply the more difficult they are to
satisfy and the worse they become. A taste for this leads to a taste for that, until the man
dominated by his appetites finds himself in a state of siege, surrounded by clamouring
desires each yelling out to be satisfied. He cannot satisfy them all, and he might not even
know which to satisfy first. (The only way out of the dilemma is to become a tyrant. He
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would then have all the resources of his state to satisfy his desires.) If a man can only live
a life of appetite then the best thing he can do is to subordinate as many different
appetites as possible to a single appetite—say the love of money. Miserliness is about the
best that the appetites can offer. The miser denies himself other indulgences so he can
indulge his love of money to the full. He does not care who knows that he is a miser; in
fact he might take a perverse pride in it; unlike the honourable man, he does not need the
good opinion of others, and he could easily spend his life in lonely contemplation of his
hoard. It never occurs to him to ask himself why he wants more money; he simply does,
and finds it odd that not everybody else does too.

Reason in Plato’s sense is not involved in the lesser virtues of courage and self-control.
This is not to say that the lesser virtues can be practised without some kind of knowledge.
A courageous man has to be good at being a soldier, which involves training in a skill and
in the kind of knowledge which comes from knowing the dangers to be faced in war.
Likewise, the moneymaker must know something, otherwise we could not distinguish
between those who make money and those who try to but don’t. In Plato’s view, reason is
directed towards true knowledge. By reason he sometimes means what we mean by
reasoning, or judgement, or contemplation, but reason is to be thought of as unitary
because it is directed towards a single object. Of course, not everything we call
knowledge is true knowledge in Plato’s special sense, and not all knowing is done by
those who possess true knowledge. There is a rough, everyday knowledge, which Plato
does not always despise in the way he despises moneymaking—a craftsman’s knowledge
for instance—but that is not the true knowledge which reason seeks. That everyday
knowledge, while not despicable, can easily get in the way of the acquisition of true
knowledge and can even be mistaken for it. Much more insidious are the bastard claims
to true knowledge peddled by Sophists. The mind’s search for true knowledge is made
that much easier by emptying the mind of these other kinds of knowledge at the start. Part
of this mistaken knowledge is about justice; at Sparta, courage was reckoned the supreme
good, and at Carthage, wealth. Part of true knowledge is the recognition of the limitations
of other views of justice. The practice of the virtues is supposed to bring happiness, but
the happiness which courage and self-control bring is always incomplete. The courageous
man has his self-doubt and the miser always wants more. Only reason can complete the
happiness of the other virtues, and reason does this partly through its relationship with the
other faculties and partly through the pursuit of the true knowledge which is its own.
Reason supplies a kind of control to the other faculties which they cannot provide for
themselves. The self-control exercised by the lower faculties, while useful, only tells a
man how to control himself, and never why. Only reason can tell us why control of the
other faculties is good. Reason’s first job is therefore self-knowledge, an awareness of the
right ordering of the soul.

Like the other faculties, reason is active. It works out what the soul’s order should be
and it is also the guarantor of that order. Reason’s knowledge is its title to rule the rest of
the self, and that knowledge, together with the rule which it justifies, makes up the kingly
science. What is true for each man within himself is also true for the relations between
men. The man who is himself properly self-controlled is fit to command others unlike
himself. His relations with others like himself will be friendly and co-operative, but his
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relations with others unlike himself will be relations of rulership. Plato sees a very close
connection between instability of character and political instability. An unstable character
is one where the naturally ruling part is not in control, and an unstable state is one where
men who are not naturally in control of themselves control public affairs. In both cases,
an inherent instability will cause unhappiness sooner or later; much better to get things
properly organised at the outset. The Republic is largely an attempt to show how just men
can be produced and how advantageous it would be if they were to rule a polis.

THE REPUBLIC: SETTING THE SCENE

The Republic is written in the form of a long conversation between Socrates and others.
The tone becomes less conversational as the work goes on, and by the end it has virtually
become a Socratic monologue. Some commentators have concluded that the Republic as
we have it must be a composite of two works because the first at least of its ten books is
so unlike the rest; but no-one denies that there is a single connecting argument which
goes right through it. Perhaps the best way of looking at the relationship between the
beginning of the Republic and the rest of it is to see the first and second books as setting
the scene for the arguments which follow. ‘Setting the scene’ is meant in a
straightforwardly dramatic sense. The Republic opens with Socrates walking back from
the Piraeus to Athens after a religious festival when he is persuaded by Polemarchus, the
son of Cephalus, to come home with him and meet a gathering of friends. Socrates is
greeted by Cephalus, who seems to have aged since Socrates saw him last, and the talk
quickly turns to the question of what it is like to be old. In the course of that discussion
Plato allows us to find out a good deal about Cephalus and about the way he looks back
on his own life. Cephalus has lived a good life according to his lights. He has told the
truth and paid his debts; unlike the other old men of his acquaintance he does not regret
the passing of youth and its pleasures, and he does not take a jaundiced view of the
young. He has been a businessman (there is a historical Cephalus who was a shield
manufacturer). He inherited a diminished family capital and increased it, which enables
him to look forward to leaving his sons more than his father left him, though less than his
grandfather left his father. He has been able to make money without having to struggle;
he has never been tempted to lie and cheat for it, and he has not become over-fond of
money. He has heard tales about the punishments which might be visited upon the
wicked after death, but when he looks back on his life he sees no cause for alarm.
Socrates finds his serenity in the face of death admirable.

Cephalus’ goodness lies in his consistency. His is a businessman’s ethic, giving every
man what he is owed. He has done his duty by his fellow men and by his own sons.
When Socrates meets him he has been sacrificing to the gods, for Cephalus will leave no
debts unpaid. If he has a fault, it is that he is not very reflective about his own ethic,
though Socrates does not chide him for that. Socrates does ask him what he thinks
goodness is, and Cephalus answers that it is telling the truth, helping friends and paying
debts. Socrates suggests very gently that there may be cases where that definition might
cause a problem or two, as when a friend has lent you a knife and gone mad in the



Socratesand Plato 25

meantime. Would it be just to return the knife in these circumstances? Well, probably
not, because that would hardly be helping your friend, though it would certainly be
paying your debt. Cephalus can see no way out of the difficulties; Socrates does not press
him, and anyway Cephalus has more important things to do because he hasn’t finished
his sacrificing yet. Obviously there is more to be said. He bequeaths the argument to the
young men and quietly shuffles off the scene, never to be heard again. We are to assume
that a properly conducted sacrifice is not a trifling matter, so at least during a part of the
action on-stage (perhaps while Thrasymachus is talking because he is in many ways the
opposite of Cephalus) religious rites are still being practised off-stage.

The scene is charming, but at the same time puzzling. One of the pleasures of old age
that Cephalus mentions to Socrates is a delight in intelligent conversation, yet Plato does
not keep Cephalus in the dialogue very long. Plato has even prepared us for his exit right
at the beginning of the scene where Cephalus is found resting in a chair with a garland
round his neck; plainly Cephalus has unfinished business on hand. Cephalus is dismissed
because his is not an example to be followed. The Republic is a book about justice, and
Plato could have said: Being just is being like Cephalus; his life is admirable, so imitate
him. When Cephalus leaves the scene the moral authority of a lived life leaves too;
justice is to be found elsewhere, in the present, not the past. Perhaps the dismissal of
Cephalus is also meant to tell us that the gods can no longer be relied on to provide
answers to questions about how we ought to organise our lives. Religion is no longer
centre-stage; it has lost the moral authority it once had. What old men and the gods have
to say is still worth listening to, but what is said has to be examined on its merits.
Nothing is to be taken at face value.

Cephalus is replaced by the Sophist Thrasymachus, and the scene has been carefully
set for him too. The rejection of ancestral wisdom and the wisdom of the gods is meant to
tell us that the world has lost its way. Moral authority is no longer adequate; everything is
questionable and there are no obvious answers. The great danger in a world like that is
the man who peddles easy answers to complex questions, and the greatest danger of all is
the man who has only one answer to a host of different questions. Thrasymachus stands
for both. Justice is the interest of the stronger and injustice pays; remember that and life
becomes simple; you’ll get through and you will never have to think again.
Thrasymachus gets a real drubbing from Socrates. What happens when the strong tell you
to do something which is obviously not in their interest? Is it then right to do what they
tell you? Thrasymachus wriggles by saying that rulers as rulers never make mistakes. We
do not call a mathematician a mathematician by virtue of his mistakes and the same is
true of rulers: they are called rulers to the extent that they get things right. This is the
moment when Socrates begins to duff Thrasymachus up. On Thrasymachus’ own account
of it, ruling is a skill like other skills. Socrates has no trouble in showing that skills like
medicine are practised for the good of the patient, not for the good of the practitioner.
The relationship between doctor and patient is one between superior and inferior
(doctor’s orders), but the doctor has the good of the patient’s health at heart and not his
own. It follows from this that all skills are practised for the good of their object; ruling is
a skill, therefore its purpose is the good of the ruled, not the ruler. Therefore justice is the
interest of the weak, not the strong. Thrasymachus does not give up easily, although in
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the end he concedes defeat; but unlike Cephalus he is not dismissed from the dialogue.
He is tamed and allowed to remain, but to remain in silence. It might have made more
sense to keep Cephalus and let Thrasymachus go. Thrasymachus is exactly the kind of
false philosopher that Plato despises. After Socrates has finished with him he really ought
to go off in a huff. Cephalus ought to stay, not perhaps following all the stages of
Socrates’ subsequent argument very closely, but nodding a kind of distant approval as
Socrates expounds true justice to the young men. Yet Cephalus goes and Thrasymachus
stays.

Why? The answer is probably age. The theory of justice which Socrates will eventually
offer in the Republic is a theory of self-control. Cephalus is a man with all passion spent.
One of the advantages of old age that Cephalus mentions to Socrates is the freedom from
the tyranny of desire. That is what makes Cephalus unteachable; there is nothing left to
be controlled. Thrasymachus is still vigorous. We are to assume that there is still
something there worth controlling, and the whipping-in of Thrasymachus is meant to tell
us that it is controllable. Thrasymachus cares about money and will not tell the company
what justice is until he has been paid. Socrates has no money and the others agree to pay
for him. Thrasymachus is worthy of his hire. He has a reputation as someone worth
listening to and we can assume that he has done well in this kind of discussion before.
Thrasymachus is worldly. He makes a claim to an expertise which looks as if it is based
on experience of the political world: no matter where you go you will find that all states
are in fact divided into the powerful and the weak, no matter how that fact is disguised.
Thrasymachus’ expertise is something like the expertise of political science, seeing
beyond the appearances to what really is the case. Thrasymachus’ claim to his expertise
is never seriously disputed. Socrates’ refutation of Thrasymachus is purely formal. Plato
wants us to think that the knowledge possessed by Thrasymachus is inferior to the
knowledge possessed by true philosophers, but Thrasymachus’ claim to knowledge is left
substantially intact. Plato probably wants us to think that what Thrasymachus has to tell
us about the world of politics is substantially correct, and Plato in fact returns to a power
theory of politics in Book IX of the Republic where he discusses imperfect forms of rule.
His objection to Thrasymachus is not just that Thrasymachus is dangerous because like
all Sophists he peddles false ideas about justice. Rather, it is the claim of Thrasymachus
to have seen beyond the appearances to the reality of politics. Thrasymachus says that
justice is always the interest of the stronger, and that would be the case even where the
interest of the stronger is publicly proclaimed as the interest of everybody. Thrasymachus
claims a knowledge which is worldly knowledge, but not everyday knowledge. In the
Republic Socrates is also laying claim to knowledge beyond the appearances, and so it is
important for Plato to distinguish between ‘real’ real knowledge beyond the appearances
and bogus real knowledge beyond the appearances of the kind that Thrasymachus
possesses. This makes for a certain complication, and it is well to understand clearly that
knowledge for Plato is divided into three classes, not two: first, ordinary knowledge as it
appears to men living ordinary lives in the world; second, knowledge of the
Thrasymachus kind which avoids the deceptions practised by the world on the
perceptions of ordinary men; and third, a true knowledge which sees beyond what
Thrasymachus has seen.



Socratesand Plato 27

Perhaps inadvertently, Thrasymachus has put his finger on something which always
causes trouble in states. Things are not always as they seem to be; the strong do not
always proclaim openly that what they say justice is, is really only their own self-interest.
Ways can always be found of softening the message. Ideological forms can easily conceal
the reality of power, and power itself can always find proxies. It can be difficult in states
to get to the bottom of the question: Who rules? We sometimes forget that the
oppressiveness of government is not the only thing about it which causes discontent.
Often a sense of alienation arises from not knowing who it is who really does call the
tune. If those who apparently rule are in fact the agents of others, then discontent can be
compounded with frustration: 1 am being badly treated and | do not even know by whom.
Political science since Thrasymachus, and especially modern political science, has
importantly concerned itself with questions of this kind: Who really rules? The Ideal
State of Plato’s Republic is designed to bring the realities of power out into the open.
Plato’s Guardians rule and are seen to be doing so. There is no place in the Republic for
informal oligarchs of wealth and influence. Guardians rule, and that’s it. Plato knows that
family, caste, and class based on wealth, are often the bases of disproportionate power in
states, and the purpose of the political engineering in the Republic is to neutralise them.
Rulers are denied wealth and family life so that they can control the deleterious effects of
wealth and family loyalty in others on the state, and the military caste in his Ideal State is
kept in strict subordination. In Plato’s Ideal State, politics in the sense of naturally arising
conflict, or as caused by conflict, has no place. He is not trying to stop family life, or to
prevent people from loving honour; rather he devises arrangements which will make
them a source of unity, not of division.

The final problem which Thrasymachus leaves unresolved is the problem of divided
states. The state as it exists in the world is not one state but two. All cities are divided.
Plato could either try to construct a state in which the causes of those divisions were
eradicated or try to construct a state in which the causes remain but the effects are not
divisive. Plato takes the second course by making sure that the causes of division, where
they operate at all, always have the effect of dividing the ruled and not the rulers. He has
at least as sure a grasp as Aristotle of the principle that the cause of political instability
and changes of regime is disunity in the ruling group, and he adds the twist that the ideal
recipe for political stability is unity above and disunity below. If all the material wealth in
a society is possessed by the ruled class, then they can quarrel about it to their hearts’
content provided only that wealth is not concentrated in too few hands. The same is true
of honour. Provided that competition for honour is confined to a military caste who are
kept from the highest positions in the state, then the military are unlikely to compete with
their rulers, who are above such things, and they are unlikely to be united as a group
except on the battlefield. The problem then becomes one of finding a principle which can
keep the ruling group itself united, and this Plato thinks he has found in the principle of
justice.
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THE GUARDIANS OF THE STATE AND
JUSTICE

Justice is the integrating principle in Plato’s Ideal State. It both binds the classes to each
other and is the basis for unity in the ruling group. In the Republic Socrates changes over
from trying to find out what constitutes justice in a single man to trying to find out what
constitutes justice in a whole community. It is only when he has given an outline of state
justice that he returns to the question of justice in individuals from which the Republic
began. The reason Socrates gives for this alteration in procedure is that justice is easier to
find in the state because there, being public and a quality of the whole thing, it will be
easier to recognise, but it will be the same justice. Being a quality of the whole, justice
cannot inhere in a part of the whole, in a legal system for instance, administered by wise
and learned judges. Justice must touch everybody. We already know that justice is not a
set of do’s and don’t’s, and so we are already in a position to guess that justice will be a
characteristic of a certain kind of arrangement in which everyone has his proper place.
We already know that Plato is concerned to distinguish between different kinds of
knowledge, and that for him knowledge is closely related to the idea of a skill, so we
should not be surprised when Socrates suggests that a properly organised state is one in
which people are assigned to their places according to what kinds of skills they are
capable of developing.

One of these skills, the art of managing others, will be the basis of the ruling group’s
claim to rule the rest. Therefore, we would be right to expect that the most important
institutional arrangements in Plato’s state would be those devoted to the training, and so
to the perpetuation, of the ruling group. There would always be Guardians-in-training in
Plato’s state, and preserving that training unchanged would be the state’s first priority.
The aim of that training is to produce just men in the double sense that Plato understands
justice: men who are in fact just and who know what justice is. The training of Guardians,
like all training, is a process of selection. Plato does not actually tell us whether everyone
in his state will begin the training process, but his concern that there will be no wastage
of talent makes it a reasonable inference that nobody will in principle be excluded, and
certainly not women. During the education of Guardians a good deal has to be taken on
trust because the end is very far away from the beginning. It is not until Guardians are
over fifty that they emerge from the training process as fully-fledged rulers in their own
right, and we are to assume that only a few make it right to the end. The selection process
also provides the state with its structure, because each person remains in the highest class
that his own talents will take him to. Promoting a person beyond his capacities is neither
good for him nor good for the whole.
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The training programme proceeds from lower to higher stages. The less difficult
subjects of literature, mathematics, music and gymnastics are followed by the most
difficult subject of all, dialectic, or training in philosophy. The whole of Plato’s Republic
is itself an exercise in dialectic, which has led some commentators to suggest that the
Republic is a textbook for the Philosopher-Ruler’s training in the double sense that it
contains an account of what that training should be like using the dialectical method of
reasoning to show that the training prescribed is the best possible training method for
ruling. Being able to understand fully what the arguments are for the training is itself
evidence that you are yourself suitable training material. (And perhaps even
Thrasymachus could in the end be made to see the truth of the arguments and so be
rescued for true philosophy.) Perhaps the character of the Republic as a dialectical
excercise explains why Plato is so careful to set up the dialogue in such a dramatically
formal way. Easy definitions of justice have to be formally dismissed to show that
philosophy is a serious business. The early refutations of Cephalus and Thrasymachus,
and the long formal re-statement of Thrasymachus’ position in Book Il, are meant to
prepare the young men for a long discussion before justice is finally reached. Only those
who stay the course are capable of understanding what justice is, just as there are no short
cuts to the training of Philosopher-Rulers.

Dialectic works through statement and contradiction. A position is stated by one
speaker in the dialogue, and somebody else offers qualifications or objections. These
qualifications or objections can be of two kinds: either they can hold that the originally
stated position is unclear, perhaps because it contains contradictions, or objections can be
raised to a stated position on the grounds that it is inadequate because it leaves something
out. The original position is then restated by ridding itself of its own contradictions and
by taking into account the objection that it was inadequate. The process is one which
produces increasing coherence both in the sense that what is being proposed becomes
internally more coherent as the contradictions are ironed out, and in the sense that it
incorporates what seems sensible from the criticisms which are offered against it. It is
easy to see that this is ideally how ordinary argument should proceed. It is essentially co-
operative despite the dialectical form the argument takes. The protagonists offer positions
and objections to positions, but they agree about the rules of the dialectical game, and
their competition has the common purpose that both want to get to the end to find out
what the truth about something really is. In the case of the Republic, truth about justice
will have been reached when a description of justice is offered which contains no internal
self-contradictions and to which no other objections on the grounds of inadequacy can be
made. Truth exists without contradictions.

What might not be so obvious about dialectic is the number of different things which
have to be agreed to before dialectic can proceed. There are at least six aspects of
dialectical argument which have to be agreed to before true dialectic can begin. First,
because dialectic is a process, its stages are necessary; at any stage of dialectical
argument positions are put forward as if they were truths and are only seen to be partial
truths when objections do in fact arise; you have to be committed to waiting to see
whether objections do arise; thinking through implies patience. Second, nothing in
dialectic is ever wasted; nothing is wholly true until the end is reached, so nothing is
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wholly false; a position needs its contradiction to move to a higher stage of synthesis.
Third, it follows that in a truly dialectical argument nothing is ever completely destroyed:;
rather, ideas are incorporated by having their independent existence negated; positions
offered as truths or as objections to truths are gathered into truths which become truer by
becoming more comprehensive. Fourth, it must follow that what truth will eventually be
comes from the dialectical process itself; truth cannot be a deus ex machina or a blinding
flash of inspiration; therefore we are being asked to distrust all truth claims which
themselves claim that everying which came before was false. Fifth, because truth comes
out of the process of dialectic it is not so much invented as discovered, not so much
created but grasped. Truth emerges, is at first dimly perceived, and only at the last is it
there for all to see. And finally, anybody who does not wait the process out to the end
goes away with something inferior, and anybody who thinks he can see through to the
end before the end is reached is at best guessing and at worst cheating. Small wonder,
therefore, that Plato is careful to set the scene for the dialogue about justice in the
Republic. We might find the Are-you-sitting-comfortably-then-we-can-begin aspects of
the Republic irritating, but Plato means us to take them very seriously indeed. We have to
commit ourselves to a very long process if we are to understand what justice is and to
grasp the necessity of the procedure which gets us to it.

The way that Plato uses the dialectical argument in the Republic is also meant to point
up the difference between dialectic and other forms of argument with which it might
possibly be confused. The kind of fast table-tennis that Socrates plays with
Thrasymachus looks like dialectic but is in fact what the Greeks called eristic, show-off
stuff, sometimes played to a timetable and always played for applause. Socrates wins.
The question is: Why does Plato allow Socrates to play the eristic game in front of the
young men when the point of the ensuing dialogue about justice is to show that dialectic
is superior to eristic? Socrates is better than Thrasymachus at eristic, so is there not a
danger that the young men will think that Socrates is a better man because he is better at
eristic? Something must make that risk worth taking, but Socrates takes a long time
before he tells us what it is, and then only after the audience has already got a hefty slice
of dialectic under its belt. Eristic is part of the armoury of Sophistry, where Sophistry is
seen as the essential equipment for success in a democratic polis. The young men of the
dialogue’s audience are exactly the sort of people who might do well in democracy
through the corruption of their good qualities. Like all the Greeks, Plato knew that the
polis would be difficult to govern, and one of the things that made it so was the tendency
of men to choose the wrong kind of government when they were in a position to choose
at all. The Athenian democracy had had notable aristocratic leaders, truly superior men,
who had done nothing to educate the people, so that nothing had been done to prevent the
demos choosing to be ruled by a man who was one of themselves; where Pericles was,
there shall Cleon be. The hint of deference towards superiors is only a hint; aristocratic
leaders of the democracy are a stage on the downward path towards the democracy
finding leaders of its own.

So where does dialectic eventually lead? Plato’s answer is that the dialectically trained
mind strains after the vision, or the Form, of the Good. Being able to see the Form of the
Good is the highest kind of philosophical knowledge. Plato also claims that true
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knowledge begins with the Form of the Good. So how can the Form of the Good be the
end to which all knowledge strives and at the same time the beginning of all knowledge?
Plato thinks that the Form of the Good illuminates all the other Forms of knowledge in
the way that the sun illuminates all the other objects of sight as well as giving the power
of seeing to the eye: no sun, no sight and no objects to be seen. All other Forms which are
not the Form of the Good have something of the Good in them, just as everything that we
see has something of the sun in them which enables them to be seen. Of course, this
clever analogy does not actually tell us what the Form of the Good is. Plato is merely
saying that, once seen, the Form of the Good could no more be forgotten than we could
forget the sun; nor, once we have seen the sun, would we be likely to mistake anything
else for it, and once the sun is up, everything else looks different, so that we can say that
the sun enables us to look at everything else in a different way. Seeing other Forms in the
Form of the Good’s light is to see them for the first time as they really are. Everything
which has one of these Forms, an intelligible essence, is an object of true knowledge.
Forms appear in the world of experience amid clusters of appearances which attach
themselves to Forms in much the same way that the soul can only exist in the everyday
world by putting up with the grossness of its enclosing body which anchors it to
imperfect human societies. Justice has its own Form which, like every other Form, can
only be perceived when the Form of the Good throws its effulgent light upon it.
Therefore Philosopher-Rulers must attain the highest form of knowledge before they can
know the first thing about their business, which is the preservation of justice in the state.
Justice has first to be seen before it can be defended.

Plato’s contention that his-Philosopher-Rulers must be able to see the Form of the
Good before they can even begin to learn the practical skills of ruling under the wise
tutelage of an experienced Guardian, may look odd at first sight. Why cannot Guardians
be taught the art of ruling direct, by imitation for example? Why cannot they be told by a
fully trained Guardian: Do what | do? That question is especially pertinent when we
consider that the training in practical skills is that kind of apprenticeship anyway. After
the period of philosophical training it takes a further fifteen years before full mastery of
ruling is achieved. The obvious answer is that the philosophical training is designed for
the benefit of the ruling class itself, and only indirectly for the benefit of the ruled. Plato,
like all the Greek political thinkers, believed that political instability was caused by
divisions within the ruling elite, and he realised that a common system of education is
one of the ways that an elite can be bound together. All Plato’s Guardians would have
been to the same elite school, and some of the characteristics of a particular kind of
school are preserved throughout a Guardian’s life, for example the common meals and
the barracks life in general. They would all know each other and would continue to live
and work together in each other’s company. This close proximity has its dangers,
especially as the system of education which Guardians go through is selective and
therefore competitive. What is to prevent Guardians continuing to compete with each
other after their education is over? Would that not threaten the solidarity of the Ideal
State’s ruling group? Plato believes that his education system would in fact lead to elite
solidarity, but he is well aware of the dangers of intra-elite competition and goes to some
lengths to explain why he thinks that it would not happen. Men compete to outdo each
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other in the things they call good. On the face of it, therefore, it appears to be the case
that there is no end to competition because there is no reason why competition should
ever stop.

However, Plato thinks there is a limiting condition on competition which is obvious
when you actually look and see what happens when men compete. Musicians, for
instance, tend to be competitive, and this is at its most obvious when they tune their
instruments. Tuning a lyre by altering the length of its strings is a tricky business
requiring a lot of practice, so that in those days tuning the instrument correctly would be
an important part of musicianship. A musician whose ear could not recognise perfect
pitch and who lacked the dexterity to tune his lyre probably would not really know what
to do. His ear would not tell him what to aim at and his incompetent hands would not be
very helpful in achieving what he thought he was aiming at. With these handicaps, all the
incompetent musician could do would be to try to do what he was doing better than other
musicians. He would make a hash of it, but trying to tune his lyre better than other
musicians were tuning theirs would be the only way he could proceed. Lacking skill, and
lacking knowledge of perfect pitch, he would find himself competing with others like
himself and also with those musicians who have perfect pitch and the skill to tune their
lyres to it. He would not know he was competing with the good musicians because,
lacking knowledge of perfect pitch, they would all seem to be much the same to him:
natural competitors. Plato then considers the case of the good musician, the lyrist who
knows what perfect pitch is and has the skill to tune his instrument to it. He would try to
tune his lyre better than the incompetent musician but he would only be trying to tune his
lyre as well as the other good musicians. The good musician, unlike the incompetent
musician, only competes with others unlike himself. Plato thinks that just men will be
like good musicians. They will not compete with other just men but only with unjust
men. By ‘compete’ he means strive to overcome, to dominate, by which he means rule.
Just men do not try to outdo each other in the thing which is most important to them,
therefore a ruling group of just men would be solid.

Plato thinks that men are to be judged by the way they treat each other. Guardians are
expected to treat other Guardians differently from the way they treat those whom they
rule. Perhaps Plato means this to be a test of whether those who make it through the
Guardians’ training really are fit to be Guardians. The account in Book IX of the
Republic of the process by which the Ideal State could degenerate shows that Plato thinks
that the most likely cause is a mistake in the training programme for rulers. Guardians
only have their knowledge to distinguish them from non-Guardians. That knowledge is
the product of a certain inner condition of the soul and there is always the possibility of a
fake. One of the ways of detecting a fake who had somehow slipped through the selection
process would be to watch the way he acted towards his fellows. There would be
something forward about the false Guardian; he would be trying just a bit too hard; he
would always go an inch beyond what was considered proper by the others. It is easy to
see what form this would take. The true Philosopher-Ruler is a reluctant ruler. His heart
is set on the Good, and he accepts the burdens of rulership because the Good can only
survive and prosper in a city which is ruled by just men. Rule by Guardians is an attempt
to universalise justice in so far as that is possible, and the end is happiness because the
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just are happier than the unjust. Ruling is not exactly a chore for Guardians, but, not
being their first love, it is certainly a duty. The almost-but-not-quite Guardian would
betray himself because he was too keen to command; he would want to show how good
he was at it and insensibly he would begin to compete with his fellow rulers. This
second-best Guardian would thus show his timarchic character, fit to be a member of the
military Auxiliary class and promoted beyond his competence.

Real Guardians, unlike pretend Guardians and all other ruling groups or individuals,
have to be persuaded to rule. In all other regimes the ruling part obviously gets something
out of ruling: wealth, fame, ease or anything else that men call good. Guardians, on the
other hand, get none of the things men normally call good from the exercise of their
function; indeed, most of the things that men do call good are excluded from their lives.
They are forbidden gold and silver; sexual life is strictly controlled through mating
festivals, their food is eaten in frugal common messes and what fame there is that is
available to them would accrue to the group, not to individuals. And ruling is not made
easy for Guardians because they do not have a system of law to guide them. Decisions
have to be made by thinking things out from first principles, not by reference to rules and
precedents. What, then, is to prevent Guardians from leaving decisions to other
Guardians? Why could not each Guardian say to himself: ‘Let someone else suitably
qualified do the work. Leave me to my philosophy. I know that it is important for
decisions to be made by those qualified to make them, but why should | make them?
Provided they are made by someone like me they will be good decisions.” The arguments
for rule by philosopher-kings fail to be convincing as arguments about why a particular
Guardian should engage in the work of ruling. It could easily be that the disinclination of
each individual Guardian from the business of ruling could introduce an element of
competition into the ruling group which is analogous in reverse to the element of
competition which would arise if a mildly timarchic character was to make his way by
accident into the Guardian class. The unsuitable Guardian would compete with others in
his eagerness to command; suitable Guardians might insensibly begin to compete by
avoiding the distracting duty to rule by putting the burden on others.

This is no small objection to Plato, who is anxious above all else to keep the ruling
group solid, yet here is the possibility of Guardians competing with others like
themselves, something Plato says should never be. Perhaps Plato never thought that there
would be more than one philosopher-king. One would certainly be enough, and in his
case there could be no question of his leaving rule to others like himself because there
would be none like himself to leave it to. However, the elaborate educational
arrangements in the Republic can leave us in very little doubt that they are designed to
produce a group of rulers. Otherwise, why devise such a system at all if it is only ever
likely to produce a single kingly man? If a single kingly man, why not none? None is just
as likely as one, and it is hardly likely that Plato would design a whole state on the off-
chance that it might occasionally produce a man capable of ruling it. So even though
Plato never comes clean about the likely numbers of his ruling class we are entitled to
suppose that it would in fact be a group. So the question still arises: What would a
particular Guardian’s motive be for ruling himself rather than leaving it to other
Guardians to rule? (Plato might have said it would be fair if Guardians took it in turns,
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but he does not.) Perhaps the answer lies in the idea of justice itself. Justice is the proper
relationship between the parts in a whole, where proper relationship means something
like a working relationship. Rule has a dynamic quality about it; it is something which
has to go on the whole time. Rule is not conquest. Reason in an individual does not
overcome the lesser faculties of spirit and appetite once and for all; it establishes a proper
relationship with the lesser faculties and has to keep that relationship in good working
order. Reason has to be trained to form that relationship and has to keep in training by
maintaining it in much the same way that to keep fit you have to keep on training. What
is true of the rational part of the individual personality is also true of the state. The
rational part, Guardians, do not just have to become Guardians; they have to keep up their
fitness as Guardians, and the only way they could do that would be to keep on doing what
a Guardian does, which is to rule. It would not be enough just to keep their eyes fixed on
the vision of the Good and let the rest go hang. That would be the equivalent of the
trained athlete who thought he could maintain his fitness by keeping the idea of fitness
constantly in his mind. Justice is illuminated by the Form of the Good, but being just also
requires the exercises which justice requires, one of which is ruling.

The absence of a system of law also makes these exercises in justice necessary. Each
Guardian really has to think each decision out. Even sympathetic critics of Plato have
been unsettled by the absence of law in the Republic on the grounds that without law
there would be nothing to act as a control on the ruling activities of Guardians. Quis
custodiet ipsos custodes? If there is no body of men to keep Guardians in control there
should at least be the constraining force of law. The sympathetic critics of Plato turn to
his work the Laws with relief because there rulership is hemmed in by law and the prime
duty of rulers is to keep the laws unchanged and to obey them. The criticism of the lack
of any system of law in the Republic is based on Plato’s own worry that the Guardians’
system of internal self-control might fail, and that failure is always a possibility at least in
principle, but what the criticism fails to take account of is the positive benefits which the
absence of law brings to Guardians themselves. The test of the rightness of a ruling
decision would always be that it was the same decision that any other Guardian would
make in the circumstances, and it is by no means fanciful to suppose that faced with
making a decision, each Guardian would see himself as going through the same thought
process that any other Guardian would. Every Guardian is present when each decision is
made in the same sense that each penitent confronts the whole priesthood at his
confession. Every Guardian guards every other Guardian. Something like this is also
implicit in the division of the state into classes. A class relationship between two
members of different classes means that a member of one class would treat every member
of the other class in exactly the same way that any other member of his own class would
treat him, and the obvious test of the rightness of the treatment would be to ask: How
would anybody else like me treat him? The advantages of that mode of operation for
class solidarity are obvious; being designed to promote solidarity, it also acts as a check
on the behaviour of any particular member of a class.

The other great advantage of the absence of a legal system is that it would make the
lower class much easier to rule. We have become so used to the idea that law is the
obvious way to regulate behaviour that we have come to associate behaviour in the
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absence of law with anarchy. Plato’s Republic points to a very different conclusion.
Imagine yourself in the position of one of the ruled class in Plato’s state. How would you
know how you were supposed to behave? The law would not tell you, but the fact that a
Guardian class existed would tell you that certain things were permitted and certain
things forbidden. You would in fact be in the position of someone in a country whose
manners and morals were not your own. You would tend to be cautious, and the only way
to proceed would be to imitate the people around you in much the same way that people
at a service in a strange church tend to stand at the back; to stand right at the front with
no-one to imitate would be to risk solecism. Imitation, doing what others are already
doing on the assumption that it is permitted, is a perfect image of law-abiding behaviour
in a society which has rulers but no laws. Where there are no rules, the ruled would make
their own.

If there were to be a challenge to the rule of Guardians in Plato’s Ideal State, it would
be much more likely to come from the Auxiliary class than from the class of the ruled.
The class of Auxiliaries comprises those who were selected for Guardianship but who do
not quite make it. Plato has already alerted us to the fact that he expects trouble from this
group of slightly disappointed superior men. The Auxiliary class has a kind of group
solidarity which the ruled class lacks. It is the military and police power of the state, its
strong arm. It is not clear how many Auxiliaries there will be in Plato’s state because
Plato is not precise about numbers, but we can be sure that there will be more Auxiliaries
than there are fully fledged Guardians and we can also be sure that there will be fewer
Auxiliaries than there are members of the ruled class. What is not clear is how the
Auxiliaries are going to be satisfied with their lot. They have all the disadvantages of
Guardians with none of their compensations. Auxiliaries are to share the highly
disciplined barracks existence of Guardians with its denial of family life and wealth, but
Auxiliaries would never be quite sure about why their life should be organised in that
way. Not having access to a vision of the Good, they would have to be content with their
own esprit de corps. Plato compares them to watchdogs, gentle with friends and terrible
against enemies, but they are watchdogs who might in fact have very little to do. Plato
wants his state to be as isolated as possible. Economic autarky means that there will be
very little contact with the outside world; being far from the sea, there will be no trade,
and especially no trade in ideas which might lead to questions being asked about the
desirability of the Ideal State’s existence. Plato probably had Sparta in mind, notoriously
difficult to provoke into war, and whose dependence on its hoplite army contrasted with
the Athenian dependence on its navy manned by the common people. Athens had been
commercial, imperialist and democratic, and Plato wanted his state to be none of these
things. So what would the Auxiliary class actually spend its time doing? Snooping
perhaps, and training for wars which would rarely happen; not a recipe for a very
satisfying life. Satisfaction by doing is, according to Plato, the key to all fulfilment, and
that would be particularly true of active Auxiliary types. No amount of make-believe
battle could work indefinitely as a substitute for the real thing. Either Auxiliary morale
would eventually slump or pressure would build up for a real war, and with that pressure
would come the danger of a military coup d’état.

It is hard to see what Guardians could do in these circumstances. They are few and the
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Auxiliaries many. Guardians would have to rely on the respect of young warriors for
older and senior soldiers to curb Auxiliary discontent. Guardians have been Auxiliaries
themselves, and perhaps Plato thought that the respect which comes from seniority would
continue. And it might work. Modern governments sometimes appoint very senior
officers to positions of civilian authority when soldiers are more than ordinarily involved
in the business of rule. During colonial uprisings, for instance, when the possibility exists
that the army will take matters into its own hands, the firm hand of an old soldier may be
used to strengthen government’s authority with its own forces. Auxiliaries might also be
reconciled to their position in Plato’s scheme of things by the state religion. Plato’s state
is to be sustained by a noble myth which holds that all men are the children of the same
mother who has produced men of gold, silver and bronze corresponding to the three
different classes into which Plato divides his ideal community. Mixing of the metals
would be sacrilege, and, because the division of the state is division of function, seeking
to usurp a function to which one was not suited would itself be sacrilege.

The introduction of a state religion has led some critics of Plato to question how
seriously he means us to take the claim that the Ideal State of the Republic is founded on
reason. The myth of the metals looks uncomfortably like an exercise in political
propaganda, and Plato appears to damn himself by saying that the state would be well
served if everyone were to believe in the myth, Guardians included. If that is so, then
what is the point of the long and rigorous education of Guardians so that they can come
to see the vision of the Good? Would not inculcation of the state religion have the same
effect? Put that way, it becomes obvious that, in the case of Guardians, belief in the myth
of the metals could never be a substitute for the vision of the Good, because without
knowledge of the Good they would not know that the myth of the metals itself enjoined
belief in something which was itself good. All Plato means by saying that Guardians too
must believe in the myth is that they would have to know that the division of the state
into three classes was good, and that there exist in the state large numbers of people
whose access to that truth can only be through the myth. Why that should be especially
sinister is not clear, unless one is to take the position that all belief in the truths of
religion is sinister. Like most Greeks, Plato believed that a man without a religion was
something less than a whole man, just as a city without its own civicly recognised
religion was something short of a whole city.

The question: How literally does Plato want us to take the religious provision in his
Ideal State? really shades into the general question: How literally did the ancient Greeks
as a whole take their religion? This is a question fraught with difficulty, because the way
the question can be answered can easily depend on the answer to yet another question:
What kind of religion could anybody take seriously? Atheists would say that no religion
could be taken seriously and Christians would say that only a serious religion could be
taken seriously, by which they would mean Christianity. The case for Christianity would
be that it was theologically consistent, was grounded in proof, and therefore it was
capable of gaining the consent of rational men. Ancient Greek religion falls on all three
counts. It was a religion of public observance, not inward conviction, and it had no
rational system of theology. But that view of Greek religion fails to take account of what
it was for. The Greeks had no idea of the separateness of religion from government.
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Religion to them was just one aspect of the order which was meant to guide and control
men’s lives. What this meant in practice was that what could not be done in one way
could be done in the other. Religious observance was a form of social control which did
not require the socially expensive use of force. Most Greek cities lived close to the
breadline by modern standards, and few cities could afford to professionalise the function
of rule. Greek cities had ruling classes in a sense which is literal, and, faction-divided as
most of those cities were, there was always bound to be something grating about the way
rule was exercised. The rules were made and enforced by the same ruling group, and rule
enforcement could not be softened by an appeal to an impartial state. In these
circumstances, any form of social control for which some extra-personal authority could
be cited was bound to be attractive to a ruling group as a way of sweetening the pill.
Perhaps Plato’s state religion is best seen in this light. He may have thought that the
milder forms of social control which a shared religion made available were less likely to
be resented than the overt exercise of power by a ruling class.

Above all other things, Plato’s Ideal State was meant to last, and it is easy to
underestimate how difficult it must have been in the ancient world even to begin to think
of a state as being able to exist for ever in the same form. The miracle of Sparta apart, the
founding and destruction of cities was the rule rather than the exception when even whole
nations could appear and disappear. Plato was one of the first to see the connection
between the domestic arrangements of a state and foreign policy. Chronically divided
cities would be divided about peace and war as they would be divided about everything
else. The war party would look around for allies in cities with war parties like
themselves, fight a war with a similarly constituted league of other cities, and if
victorious, return with the help of their allies to settle accounts with the enemy at home.
Oligarchs and democrats both played that game, so that foreign policy compounded
domestic class war. Most Greeks could see no way out of a vicious circle of changes of
regime, and it is no wonder that Plato says in the Republic that each city as we find it in
the world is best described not as one city but as two. In Book IX of the Republic
(‘Imperfect Societies’) Plato shows that he thinks it is possible to begin to generalise
about the causes of changes of regime and to suggest that those changes follow a distinct
pattern.

THE THEME OF POLITICAL DEGENERATION

In Book IX of the Republic Plato discusses timarchy, oligarchy, democracy and tyranny
as degenerations from his own Ideal State. He imagines the Ideal State as once having
existed and states as they exist in his own contemporary world as degenerate copies. He
also means us to see that process of degeneration as the danger to be guarded against if
the ldeal State were to be set up at some time in the future. We have already seen what
Plato thought the destabilising effects would be if a timarchic character found his way by
accident into the ruling Guardian class. In the section of the Republic on Imperfect
Societies Plato uses the idea of instability of character as a way of showing how all states
except his Ideal State are unstable, and he works out a sliding scale of instability, with
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timarchy the most stable of the imperfect forms and tyranny the least; oligarchy and
democracy come somewhere in between.

Plato’s approach to the problem of political instability through the idea of the
instability of individual character can easily seem naive to us because we are so used to
seeing the political and social values associated with a political system as mediating
between individuals and the political arrangements with which they live. Excuses are
sometimes made for Plato on the grounds that individual character mattered much more
in the Greek polis because it was so small by subsequent standards. The character of
individuals and the character of a polis are supposed in some sense to be ‘closer’ than is
possible in large states. Excuses like these are in fact unnecessary because the polis was
there to mould the characters of individual men. Plato’s interest in individual character
stems from the straightforward perception that men are difficult to rule. He accepts that
there are three different character types depending on which faculty of the soul—reason,
spirit or appetite—predominates, but it would be misleading to say that this classification
is merely the result of soul-surgery; rather, the classification already corresponds to
different political types moulded by different types of polis. Plato is the last theorist who
should be accused of a simple nature or nurture view of human personality or attainment.
Nor is Plato’s classification of character types to be thought of as a form of prediction
about what the characters of particular men and women will turn out to be like. A
character has to occur in the right circumstances and have access to the right training
before it can develop in its natural direction. On Plato’s view of the world as it is, it is
highly unlikely that any state as it is constituted is the right place for the natural
development of the rational character which is the type of the Philosopher-Ruler. Plato is
pessimistic about character: when the best becomes corrupted it becomes the worst. His
idea of character, especially his idea of the best character, is far removed from that idea
of character which means “able to resist temptation’, and it is precisely because he is so
pessimistic about the capacity of the Greeks to resist life’s cruder blandishments that he
attaches so much importance to character building.

Ancient Sparta had the greatest reputation for building the character of its citizens.
Plutarch’s Life of Lycurgus, who is credited with founding the Spartan Constitution,
dwells long on the programme for training the young men in war, and Plato’s own
account of timarchy is so closely modelled on Sparta that we are justified in inferring
from it that it is Plato’s view that even so well-constituted a training system as Lycurgus’
is bound to fail in the end because it falls short of the ideal. Timarchic society
degenerates into oligarchy because the timocrat does not really know what to admire until
others point the way. Military training is discipline forced on him from the outside; no
doubt its code of self-denial and contempt for riches in favour of honour is meant to be
internalised, but the very fact that the timocrat is easily led in war means that he could be
easily led in other directions too. There is always something brittle about timarchy, and
Sparta’s own collapse is its object lesson. When Sparta gained an empire with all its
opportunity for self-enrichment, Spartan self-control gave way before the treasure house,
and competition for military honour converted itself overnight into the undignified
scramble for wealth.

It is not difficult to explain how timarchy, as long as it lasts, is able to maintain itself.



A history of western political thought 40

As long as luxury is avoided monopoly of armed forces easily extracts the means of life
from a subject population. The population would not have to be exploited economically
in the managerial sense, and neither would it be cannon fodder; provided the serfs paid
their tribute in kind and did not get ideas above themselves they would at the very least
be secure. Oligarchy, the natural degeneration from timarchic society, is unstable from
the beginning because it cannot offer security to the ruled class. The oligarchs are to be
thought of as timocrats who have gone off war. Loving money, they are too mean to pay
for the preparations for war so that when war comes they are at a loss. Being few, they
cannot defend the city by themselves, and having neglected military exercises in the
pursuit of wealth, they and their sons are ridiculous in the eyes of the lean and mean
lower classes whom they have been forced to arm in the emergency. In its ideal character,
an oligarchy consists of misers and their fat brats. Oligarchs are moneymakers, and the
easiest way to make money is to lend it out at high rates of interest. No sensible oligarch
would allow himself to become the victim of usury, but every oligarch is vulnerable
through his sons. Every oligarch dreams of the day when his son will take over the
business, but, to show that he is fit to take it over, the son has to show that he too can
subordinate all his other appetites to the single appetite for wealth. The sons know they
will be wealthy when they inherit, but why should they wait? And they might have to
wait a very long time. Misers die notoriously old because they sacrifice all other forms of
self-indulgence to the supreme appetite for money. It might easily occur to a young
oligarch that he will be too old to enjoy the wealth when his father dies. This would be
especially true if the young oligarch had taken his father’s advice and kept to the straight
oligarchic path towards miserliness because he would already be an oligarch by the time
he inherited.

None of this would go unobserved by other oligarchs on the lookout for opportunities
to put money out at interest. They would encourage the profligacy of oligarchic sons with
‘poisoned loans’ effectively on the security of their fathers’ deaths, which is not exactly
an ideal basis for family life either in the case of the borrower or the lender. The borrower
would have a reason to look forward to his own father’s death and the lender would live
in continual fear that some other oligarch would do to his own sons what he was doing to
the sons of others. The corruption of sons puts the whole system of oligarchy at risk.
Plato believes that it is solidarity in a ruling group which enables a type of government to
last, and his account of oligarchy shows just how disunited a ruling group of oligarchs
would be. Sons are pitted against fathers, and those same fathers are the cause of the
corruption. Each oligarch sees the sons of other oligarchs as fair game while trying to
protect his own sons, while knowing that every oligarch is thinking in exactly the same
way that he is. Oligarchy begins to look like a crabbed and miserable existence, and the
unhappiness of oligarchy is Plato’s other test for injustice. The just are happier than the
unjust and the extent of oligarchic unhappiness is the measure of how far oligarchy falls
off from the justice of the Ideal State.

It is when Plato comes to consider democracy, which is the next stage downwards from
oligarchy in his scheme of political corruption, that the measurement of justice and
injustice in terms of happiness and unhappiness begins to cause him problems. There is
something obvious, perhaps even commonplace, in Plato’s picture of miserly fathers
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afraid that their sons will squander the family wealth. Nobody would find it easy to
regard that as a recipe for human happiness. Democracy as Plato describes it is different.
The problem of democracy for Plato is that, at least at first sight, it appears to be such an
attractive way of life, attractive both to the leaders of the democracy and to the people
themselves. Plato is very honest about this. In a democracy everybody can choose what
kind of life he wants to live, and he can change his mind about that from day to day.
Oligarchy, while it lasts, does at least require the single-mindedness and avoidance of
self-indulgence necessary for the accumulation and preservation of wealth, but
democratic man ‘lives for the pleasure of the moment. One day it’s wine, women and
song, and the next bread and water; one day it’s hard physical training, the next indolence
and ease, and then a period of philosophic study. Next he takes to politics and is always
on his feet saying or doing whatever comes into his head. Sometimes all his ambitions are
military, sometimes they are all directed to success in business. There’s no order in his
life...” We have already seen that Plato means us to take literally the idea that the just
man is happier than the unjust man, and he means by happiness what we ordinarily mean
by happiness, so he knows he is on dangerous ground when he begins to argue that
democracy is less just that the Ideal State, timarchy or oligarchy. The free and easy style
of life in a democracy, where people pursue their self-chosen ends, might easily seem to
promise more ordinary human happiness than the austere and disciplined forms of polis
which precede democracy in Plato’s scheme of degeneration. To argue against
democracy, therefore, Plato has to ask us to take very seriously the possibility that
democracy cannot last. Democracy is the least stable of his forms of rule.

What democracy gains by its attractiveness it loses by its instability. Plato’s treatment
of democracy is different from his treatment of other forms of rule because he has a very
clear grasp of the stages of its political development. Unlike oligarchy, which disappears
overnight as a result of its unfitness for war, democracy goes through a series of well-
defined phases before it finally sinks into the mire of demagogic tyranny. The
establishment of democracy is the easiest of its stages: either in war, or from some other
cause which Plato does not specify, the people realise that it was their own cowardice
which allowed the oligarchs to rule them. They kill or exile the oligarchs, proclaim that
henceforward all offices are open to everybody by lot (election was an oligarchic
principle in ancient Greece) and that from now on everybody is free to live as he pleases.
An assembly of all the citizens will now decide all the important matters which affect the
life of the city. Democracy’s first leaders will obviously come from the ranks of the
discontented under the oligarchy. No doubt those profligate, debt-ridden sons of oligarchs
would have had a hand in the rebellion against the oligarchy, and they are the natural
leaders of the democracy. Most of the people do not have much time for politics because
they have to earn their living and are content to leave the direction of affairs to the spoilt
youths who keep the mass of the people sweet by robbing the rich, keeping most for
themselves, and distributing the rest among the poor. Demagogic leadership requires just
that kind of knowledge which Plato thinks the Sophists peddled at Athens. Sophist
training was training in the psychology of the crowd. Plato sometimes talks as if
democratic leaders are themselves Sophists, natural crowd-pleasers, superior men with a
capacity for real philosophy, who are corrupted by the crowd, but more often he talks of
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the Sophists as trainers of demagogues. Plato does not doubt that crowd psychology can
be taught. It is not a true science, like statesmanship or medicine; it is more like learning
to control a large and powerful animal; you could teach demagogy to yourself by
observation and practice because it is not very difficult, though it would take time;
however, the Sophists can pass on their knowledge of the passions and pleasures of the
mass of the common people much more quickly.

In this first stage of democracy, the crowd and its leaders are accomplices. Rich and
superior young men have just those qualities—intelligence, good memories, courage,
generosity, perhaps good looks and noble birth—which make them attractive to the
crowd. Men like these cannot be expected to resist the crowd’s plaudits. In this it is the
crowd itself which is really the Sophist on a grand scale, turning these golden youths into
just the sort of people the crowd wants for its leaders. Given these qualities and that
training, there is no reason why a natural leader of the crowd should not, like Alcibiades,
aspire to lead the whole of Hellas and to conquer the world. This lack of moderation in
the character of its leaders is the beginning of the ruin of democracy. We have to assume
that the corruption of the demagogue’s character was incomplete before the transition
from oligarchy to democracy. The would-be democratic leader would have been brought
up as an oligarch, quarrelling with his father (who might have made the mistake of
buying him a Sophist’s education), exposed to the poisoned loans of the moneylenders,
thinking himself a hell of a fellow and finding the restraints upon him irksome. None the
less, restraints there would have been; Plato thinks that all education has some effect, and
while the oligarchy lasted the soul of the young oligarch would have been disciplined to
some extent. Oligarchic parsimony would be in conflict with the desires which clamoured
for satisfaction. With the change to democracy, paternal precept and example would no
longer exert any external control on the crowd leader’s character. The only surviving
force for moderation would be the extent to which the leader of the crowd had
internalised the values of his oligarchic upbringing, but the principle of oligarchic self-
discipline would have the clamouring desires to contend with inside the demagogue’s
own personality. Plato’s account of the internal conflicts of the demagogic character in
the process of corruption is a brilliant image of what happens in the first stage of
democratic politics. As crowd pleasers, democratic politicians have to listen to the crowd
in the assembly bawling for what it wants. The only way the demagogues would know
what to do in these circumstances would be to give in to the section of the crowd which
shouted the loudest or to give the crowd what it shouted loudest for. The crowd’s own
character is already democratic, following the desire of the moment. Being undisciplined,
the democratic character fails to order its desires. It sacrifices the one which at the
moment is the most importunate. Popular leaders are exposed to the clamouring
multitude at exactly the moment when their character has thrown off all external
constraint and demands are being increasingly made upon it by its own desires. The
demagogue finds the same thing happening both in his political and in his private life.
Wherever he looks, both outside and inside himself, he sees desire demanding to be
satisfied; he gives in to both, satisfies both himself and others, and so is dragged down to
the crowd’s own level.

At first, the crowd is flattered to find that it has a leader who professes to be no better
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than themselves, but the people need something more than flattery to remain convinced
that their leader has a care for their welfare. Despoiling vanquished oligarchs will keep
them happy for a time; so will cancelling debts and redistributing cultivated land, but this
is harder to do. Democracy is also the ideal breeding ground for a new class of
moneymakers now that the old rich have gone or have gone underground, so the
demagogue begins to rob them. The easiest way to do this is to invent oligarchic plots,
and there follows a spate of denunciations of enemies of the people followed by treason
trials during which the democratic leader begins to get a taste for blood. The strategem of
inventing conspiracies can easily backfire. The surviving oligarchs and the nouveaux
riches take to real plotting; some plot in voluntary or enforced exile, so that the
demagogue finds that he now has real internal and external enemies. The next expedient
the demagogue on the way to becoming a tyrant tries is war. War reinforces the people’s
conviction that they need a ruler; it serves the ruler well because he can now begin to tax
the people to supply the war-chest and this would send the idlers among the people back
to work in order to be able to pay the taxes. There has already been some grumbling, and
the discipline of regular work is a useful antidote against the grumblers turning to
plotting. It is easy to see what the grumbling would have been about. The people
originally followed the demagogue for an easy ride; they expected to live off the spoils of
a democratic victory and they did not mind too much that the demagogue took a
disproportionate amount of the spoils because the crowd were doing well enough.
Besides, democratic leaders did not pretend to be better than their following and were
only doing what each member of the demos would do himself if he had the chance. Now
things were beginning to change. Insensibly, being a member of the demos becomes less
a matter of collective self-interest in the distribution of the good things of life and more a
matter of self-sacrifice in the interests of the demos’s leader. Taxation and war were not
the reason why the crowd followed its leader, and it would be at the moment when both
appeared on the political agenda that it would begin to be frequently remarked that, after
all, the demagogue has done much better out of the democracy than the people, and that
in the coming war the leader is probably not going to be found in the forefront of the
battle.

The third stage of democracy follows in which the democratic leader degenerates into
tyranny. The treason trials have already given him a taste for blood. He begins to see that
wherever he looks he is surrounded by real or potential enemies. Dispossessed oligarchs
plot at home and abroad, and the people’s enthusiasm is turning into sullen acquiesence.
It is about time that the demagogue looked to his own safety, so he equips himself with
the badge of tyranny, a foreign guard loyal to his own person for pay. These would be
men like the tyrant himself, discontented sons of the rich from other cities, who would
become the companions of his debauches and they would make it their business to see
that the tyrant’s character combined to be dominated by the low desires which they share.
Theirs is a bought friendship, and they would live in the fear that the tyrant might reform,
regain his people’s love, and make them redundant. The praetorians feed the tyrant’s
desires so that he is mastered by them, and it is the tyrant’s taste for blood which gives
them the clue to their best strategy. Plato speaks of a master passion which is the most
deeply embedded and secret of all the desires. It is of the kind which is normally allowed
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out only in the dreams which follow the sleep of debauch. It shrinks at nothing—not
incest, not bestiality, not rape of the gods—and it feeds on murder. The tyrant’s guard
sees to it that the tyrant can live out in his waking hours the darkest and most repressed
wishes of the human soul. Once he has been mastered by them, the tyrant is the most
slavish of men and, all other courses of human action now being closed to him, he can
only go forward in blood.

Plato’s account of the degeneration of the oligarchic character through democracy to
tyranny completes the elegant symmetry of his whole argument about the connection
between human character and forms of rule. The character of the Philosopher-Ruler was
dominated by the single faculty of reason and the Ideal State was dominated by the single
vision of the Good; now the tyrant is dominated by the single master passion and the
tyrannical state is dominated by the absolute inversion of the Good. Plato never wavers
from his contention that the character of a city is determined by the character of its rulers.
Guardians are well-adjusted men who have been trained to acquire that internal right
ordering of the faculties which alone can bring that strength and peace of mind which
brings true happiness, and they impart that strength, peace and happiness to the state. The
tyrant’s is a disturbed personality, and his state is weak and unhappy as his retinue of
armed guards turns the people into slaves to service evil. Just as the perfectly just man is
always the happiest of men even in the worst of societies, where he will be reviled,
tortured and killed, so the tyrant is the most wretched of men even in a society which he
can bend to his own will because he is a slave to the master passion which controls him.
This provides Plato with a good reason for banning the poets from his Ideal State. The
poets present tyrants as happy and god-like, and it is no wonder that tragedians like
Euripides prosper in democracies and tyrannies.

The description of the descent from democracy into tyranny completes Plato’s account
of the degeneration of human character and of states into abject misery. Right at the
beginning of the Republic he had promised to show that, despite appearances, states ruled
by the One and the Few were happier than states ruled by the Many, just as he promised
to show that individual characters were happy to the extent that they were able to control
the unruly multitude of the desires. On its own terms we can accept Plato’s contention
that the Philosopher-Ruler is the happiest of men and that the tyrant is the least happy,
but these are plainly extreme cases. The account of timarchy is equally plainly modelled
on Sparta, and so is a special case. Most Greek cities hovered between the polarities of
oligarchy and democracy, and it is on his treatment of these that any claim for Plato as an
analyst of the nature of political change and its relationship to human happiness must be
based. It has been remarked before that Plato knows that he is on sticky ground here
because the democratic way of life is so attractive. Those busy rich oligarchic misers with
their pleasure-loving sons straining at the paternal leash are not very obviously happy
men, and they are certainly not happy in comparison with the versatile democrats who do
a bit of everything and nothing for long. Plato recognises this and that is why he breaks
up the democratic stage of political degeneration into different periods to show that,
while democracy might well be an attractive proposition in the short run, its long-term
prospects are very bleak indeed. Plato never in fact argues that the democratic character
in its early stage is unhappier than its oligarchic predecessor, so his only case against it,
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and against those who in general favour demaocracy, is short-sightedness.

This is a matter of some importance, because commentators on Plato’s Republic have
sometimes said that the scheme of political degeneration is not to be taken seriously as
history on the grounds that, because the Ideal State has never actually existed, Plato
cannot mean us to take literally the idea that the imperfect forms of state are degeneration
from it, and this in its turn has tended to reinforce the view that Plato’s political thought
is in general divorced from the real political world. Yet the obvious care with which Plato
sets out the argument about political degeneration, and the real or imagined detail he puts
into it, makes it hard to believe that what he says about political change is not based on a
reading, if only a very partial reading, of ancient Greek political experiences. His
treatment of democracy bears this out. If Plato means us to take his argument that it is the
tyranny which eventually comes out of democracy which is the chief case against it, then
he must mean us to take at least that part of the degeneration scheme seriously as history.
Of course, taking the developmental connection between democracy and tyranny
seriously as Plato does, entitles us to ask how seriously we are prepared to take it, and
how seriously we are prepared to take other parts of the historical scheme. One very
obvious thing can be said at the outset. If it is short-sighted to prefer oligarchy to
timarchy, because oligarchy leads to democracy and democracy leads to tyranny, why is
it not short-sighted to prefer timarchy to the Ideal State, because timarchy leads to
oligarchy, oligarchy leads to democracy and democracy leads to tyranny? And finally,
why would it not be short-sighted to set up the Ideal State, because degeneration from the
Ideal State begins the process which leads through all the intervening stages to tyranny?
From Plato’s account of degeneration it simply is not clear why the charge of short-
sightedness applies only to the first, relatively happy days of the democracy.

It could be argued for Plato that it is all a question of time. Any form of government
which lasted any length of time would have the advantage of putting off the fatal day on
which tyranny, the worst of all governments, at last emerged from democracy. Spartan
timarchy and Theban oligarchy stood as examples of very long-lived non-democratic
regimes. However, if Plato means us to take his scheme of political degeneration
seriously as a gloss on the political practice of the Greek cities, then the longevity of the
democracy at Athens has to be put on the other side of the balance. Athens had some kind
of working democracy from the time of the Constitution of Cleisthenes (end of the sixth
century) until the oligarchic coup d’état towards the end of the Peloponnesian War, a
period of two centuries, and the democracy re-emerged and survived intermittently until
Philip of Macedon destroyed all independent Greek political life at the battle of
Chaeronea in 338. It must be stressed that the democratic regime at Athens corresponds
to the early stage of the democracy in Plato’s scheme, the period in which democracy
appears attractive on Plato’s own account of it and the period which, also on Plato’s own
account of it, cannot last, so that to favour the democracy is to be fatally short-sighted.
Yet where in the Republic is there a mention of the short-sightedness of Cleisthenes?

There is no quibble. Plato wants it both ways in his attack on democracy. He wants on
the one hand to display his fairmindedness by showing that he understands why
democracy is attractive, at least to minds unused to giving much consideration to the
future, and on the other hand he wants to argue that democracy is the least stable of all
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the political regimes with the horrors of tyranny waiting at the end. To do this, he has to
make his account of democracy a historical, that is, a developmental account. Of course,
Plato had to argue something like that, because his account of human character demands
it. If the democratic character is the least stable of the four types of human character, then
the democratic regime has to be the least stable of the four types of regime. If he had
admitted that democratic regimes can be stable, then he would have had to modify his
account of the types of human character, just as, if he had modified his account of human
characters, he would have had to modify his account of different types of regime. The
bedrock of Plato’s political theory being the identification of types of regime with human
character types, it follows that Plato’s whole political theory begins to look shaky if his
historical account of democracy can be undermined in those same historical terms Plato
himself uses. Plato’s political theory is nothing if not architectonic; everything in it stands
or falls together. If the account of human character, or a part of it, falls, then everything
else falls; if the account of the types of political regimes, or a part of it falls, then
everything else falls.

There is a notable irony here. It was remarked right at the beginning of the opening
chapter on the Greeks that the old Homeric account of the world was vulnerable because
its three interlocking hierarchies of gods, men and nature stood or fell together. It was
also pointed out that Plato’s own political theory can be seen as an attempt to remake the
hierarchy of men on a rational basis in a world in which it was becoming increasingly
difficult for rational men to justify the way they ordered their political relationships by
appeals to ancestral wisdom. Plato’s own political theory turns out to have something of
the card-castle quality of the world view which it was intended to replace.

NOTES ON SOURCES

Plato has attracted a mound of learned commentary since antiquity. His Republic
(Penguin Classics) is only one of his political works, the other two being The Laws and
The Statesman, both of which exist in various editions. All students of Plato ought also to
treat themselves to the delights of The Symposium (Penguin Classics). In the English-
speaking world, modern commentary begins with Plato’s enemies, R.H.S.Crossman,
Plato Today (revised 2nd edn, 1959), and Karl Popper, The Open Society and its
Enemies, Vol. 1. The Spell of Plato (revised edn, 1962). These two works have to be
watched every inch of the way. Ernest Barker’s Greek Political Theory: Plato and his
Predecessors (5th edn, 1960) and The Political Thought of Plato and Aristotle (1959) are
more balanced, though Barker has a tendency to regard Plato as a Jacobin and Aristotle as
a sound Victorian liberal. R.L.Nettleship, Lectures on the Republic of Plato (1901, reprint
1968), has great staying power. A.D.Winspear, The Genesis of Plato’s Thought (2nd edn,
1952), and Alexandre Koyre, Discovering Plato (1960), deserve a mention.
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ARISTOTLE AND THE SCIENCE OF
POLITICS

ARISTOTLE

Aristotle was born a subject of the king of Macedon at Stageira in Thrace in
384 BC. His father was a doctor who attended king Amynatas, whose throne
was later occupied by the Philip who was father to Alexander the Great. Philip
made peripheral Macedon the most powerful state in Greece, and Alexander
conquered the world. Aristotle came to study at Plato’s Academy at Athens
when he was seventeen, and he remained there as student and teacher until he
was nearly forty. Aristotle’s Macedonian court connections may have made
him slightly suspect in an Athens that saw its own rather complicated foreign
policy being undermined by Macedonian success. Athens still regarded itself
in important ways as the centre of Hellas and could be expected to look
askance at the threat to Greek city-state autonomy posed by Macedon’s rise to
hegemony, first in Hellas and then in the whole world. We shall probably
never know for certain how far Aristotle was ‘involved’ in Macedonian
politics. Some have seen only the detached scientist in Aristotle, while others
have seen him as the cultural wing of Macedonian imperialism (or even as a
Macedonian spy). The evidence for the latter is not much more than ancient
tittle-tattle, though the extended treatment of monarchy in The Politics has
sometimes been seen as a defence of Macedonian kingship.

Whatever the truth of the Macedonian connection, Aristotle had to leave
Athens on account of anti-Macedonian feeling at least twice, though his first
exodus was probably also bound up with the question of the succession to
Plato as head of the Academy, a job Aristotle failed to get. Aristotle went to
Assos in the territory of the tyrant Hermias of Atarneus, whose daughter he
married. This is the period of Aristotle’s studies in marine biology. He also
went to Macedon to become tutor to the young Alexander for a year or two,
and he was back in Athens in 336. By this time, Philip of Macedon had
established himself as hegemon of the Greek cities. He was assassinated in
336, and it was Alexander who became ‘the Great’. Aristotle founded his own
school at Athens, the Lyceum, with its famous covered walk (peripatos),
hence the name Peripatetics for the followers of the Aristotelian philosophy.
The curriculum at the Lyceum contained biology, theology, metaphysics,
astronomy, mathematics, botany, meteorology, ethics, rhetoric and poetics as
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well as politics, so that Aristotle has a much better claim than Plato to being
the founder of the first real university.

Athens was divided into pro- and anti-Macedonian parties, roughly
oligarchs against democrats, and Aristotle had well-born friends (he was a
snappy dresser and affected the aristocratic lisp). There was a renewal of anti-
Macedonian feeling at Athens when news reached the city of Alexander’s
death at Babylon in 332, and Aristotle sensibly took up residence at Chalcis in
Euboea, where he died ten years later at the age of sixty-two.

THE PROBLEM OF ARISTOTLE’S POLITICS

Much is usually made of the fact that Aristotle was Plato’s pupil. Plato, being the great
man he is, must have been an inspirational teacher, and Aristotle, being the clever man he
is, must have been a model student, therefore Aristotle must have learned much from
Plato and have come a good deal under his influence. Plato spent his life trying to design
the Ideal State, so that any mention of ideal states in Aristotle’s work on politics must
reflect the influence of Plato. However, Aristotle’s conception of what political theorising
consists of contains many things that are not very conspicuous in Plato, so there must
have come a time when Aristotle chose to break with Plato and branch out on his own.
Because Plato was bound to have been so influential, Aristotle’s break with Plato must
have been difficult to make, even painful, comparable with Marx’s break with Hegel, or
J.S.Mill’s with Bentham (which took the form of a much-publicised nervous breakdown).
Therefore, so the argument runs, the break can never have been really complete, which
brings the argument back full circle to Plato’s own greatness as an influence on Aristotle.
Various possible reasons have been canvassed for the necessary influence of Plato on
Aristotle. For some, Plato’s ‘greatness’ is enough; he would have influenced anybody, so
that it is to Aristotle’s credit that he should have sloughed off even a part of Plato’s
influence. This tendency to patronise Aristotle from the Platonic heights is at its most
pronounced in the view that Aristotle, not being quite Greek (he was born in Stageira in
Macedonian Thrace) and being an Athenian only by adoption, must have been
wonderfully impressed by a philosophical Athenian aristocrat like Plato. The young
Avristotle was probably pathetically grateful for any attention the great man could spare
him after finishing the education of the gilded Athenian youths for whose benefit the
Platonic Academy had been founded.

This picture of Aristotle the outsider is used to explain some of the fundamentals of
Aristotle’s political thought. By origin the subject of a king and living in Athens as a
resident foreigner (metic) without political rights, Aristotle came to overvalue the idea of
citizenship; coming from the fringe of the Greek world, he made too much of the
distinction between Hellene and barbarian; and like all outsiders wanting to belong, he
cried up the virtues of the polis and took too rosy a view of its faults. Aristotle may even
have done this for entirely self-interested motives. It was the rise of Macedon under
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Philip and Alexander which put an end to the free and independent polis, and Aristotle
himself may have come under suspicion as some kind of Macedonian agent, as the
philosophical wing of semi-barbarian military kingship, and so had to cover his tracks by
always arguing that life in a properly constituted polis was the best life that Greeks could
aspire to. Aristotle’s own father was probably court physician at Pella when Philip was
king, and there is a tradition that Aristotle was tutor to the young Alexander. There is
something too pat about that tradition. Of course the greatest ruler of his day had to have
the greatest philosopher of his day as tutor, and of course the greatest philosopher of his
day had to have the greatest pupil. The most poignant image we have of Aristotle is of the
old man anxiously waiting in Athens for news of the progress of Alexander’s eastern
conquests, worrying about the orientalisation of Hellas which is its inevitable result, and
hurriedly putting together in the Politics everything that was worth saying about those
little Greek states before they disappeared into the world empire which was to be the
standard political unit for the next two thousand years. Greeks and those whom the
Greeks called barbarians were going to be living on terms of rough equality in these new-
fangled empires. Best to get down on papyrus what the polis at its best was like while the
polis was still a living memory, while there was still time, and while it still made sense.
Avristotle’s cousin, Callisthenes, accompanied Alexander to the east, ostensibly to
compose the official campaign history and to recite Homer to Alexander when he was
drunk and thought he was Achilles; but Callisthenes, in one version of the story, was
really Aristotle’s spy, planted on Alexander to report back what he was up to and to put a
halt, as far as he was able, to Alexander’s admiration for the Persian king Cyrus turning
Alexander into the kind of oriental despot which it had been Greece’s greatest triumph to
stop in his tracks at Marathon, Salamis and Plataea. Callisthenes was eventually executed
for complicity in a plot against Alexander’s life, though the details of what happened are
obscure. In one version, Callisthenes died as a martyr to Hellenism because he refused to
bow and scrape before Alexander in the eastern manner, and after this the rot set in
because there was no-one to stop Alexander’s ascent into mystical kingship and his
companions’ descent into subjecthood.

The event which really sent a shudder through all right-thinking Hellenes was the
banquet at Opis in 324. By this time, Alexander was leading a multi-racial army. The
supply of Greek mercenaries was never enough, and Alexander had recruited large
numbers of Persians. The Macedonians mutinied in the camp at Opis. Their grievances
seem to have been racial: Alexander had allowed Persians into the elite Companions of
Alexander and into the decent regiments, had taken to wearing Persian dress, and had
begun to greet his Persian commanders with a Kkiss. Alexander confronted the
Macedonians, threatened to pension them off back to Macedon, and distributed all the
commands among the Persians. When the Macedonians had sobered up, they kissed and
made up with Alexander, and Alexander ordered a banquet to celebrate the reconciliation.
The occasion was skilfully used by him to effect a reconciliation between the Persians
and the Macedonians. We are told that the priests of the Macedonians and the magi of the
Persians shared in the religious rites, and that Alexander persuaded 10,000 of his
Macedonian veterans to marry their Asiatic concubines. He made a remarkable speech in
which he pleaded for omonoia, concord and co-operation, between the races. From that
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time onwards it was to be recognised that the multi-racial empire was the coming
political unit. This was the supremely anti-Aristotelian moment, when the distinction
between Hellene and barbarian, free and slave, naturally at war with each other, so
carefully made by reason, was obliterated by the sword of Alexander. And on this
occasion, the true Greeks appear to have been ominously silent about the question of
racial mixing.

Perhaps it was the speed of Alexander’s conquests which accounts for the form of
Aristotle’s Politics as we have it. All of the commentator’s agree that the book is a mess,
and the most charitable view we can take of it is that it was put together in a hurry. There
is no evidence that this was in fact the case, just as there is no evidence available to tell us
that Aristotle himself wrote the book as it has come down to us. (One view of the Politics
is that it is a compilation of notes taken by pupils from Aristotle’s lectures on politics at
the Lyceum.) Aristotle has a great reputation as a systematiser of knowledge, and the
Politics is on the face of it so unsystematic that it appears to be impossible that Aristotle
himself could have been responsible for the finished product. Another, equally plausible,
view is that the order of the Politics’s eight books has become jumbled during the course
of the centuries, and several scholarly careers have been made out of the business of
rearranging them. The most convincing case for rearranging the books has been made out
by Werner Jaeger in his Aristotle: Fundamentals of the History of his Development,
though Jaeger’s case depends on the basic premise that Aristotelianism took the
distinctive form it did as a result of a painful break with Platonism. Jaeger argues that
there is a distinction to be made between what he calls ‘the Original Politics’ (Books 2, 3,
7 and 8) and the truly ‘Aristotelian Politics’ (Books 4, 5 and 6), with Book 1 written the
latest of all as a general introduction. The Original Politics is Platonic in inspiration and
deals with the construction of the Ideal, or best possible, State, while the Aristotelian
Politics contains a much more empirical grasp of how politics works in the real political
world.

Avristotle’s political science is empirical in the way that Aristotelian biology is
empirical. On Jaeger’s view of it, Aristotle’s chief contribution to political science is to
bring the subject matter of politics within the scope of the methods which he was already
using to investigate other aspects of nature. Aristotle the biologist looks at the
developments in political life in much the same way that he looks at the developing life
of other natural phenomena. This rooting of political life in nature contrasts strongly with
Plato’s tendency to write off most of what actually happens in the life of cities as a
hindrance to true political knowledge, as useless in theory and dangerous in practice. For
Avristotle, part of political experience is what men have thought of that political
experience. It is natural that political experience has a meaning for those whose
experience it, and so Aristotle has a tendency, again markedly absent in Plato, to give
common or received opinion about politics a sympathetic hearing.

Avistotle often begins a subject of enquiry by reviewing current opinion about it, and it
is easy to think that Aristotle does this merely because he has to start somewhere, or
because he is modest and fair-minded, and does not want to exclude opinion just because
it is received. Aristotle’s purpose is rather different. He wishes us to understand that men
have not lived for nothing. Men differ from the animals because they are capable of
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understanding the kinds of lives which they live, and it would be absurd to pretend that
all previous understanding had understood nothing at all. Aristotle does in fact think that
common opinion (common, that is, among Greeks) and other philosophers have got
things wrong, have been confused, or have offered a limited understanding of politics, but
it is inconceivable to Aristotle that they have nothing at all to teach us. An important part
of systematic reflection about politics will consist of sifting through this received opinion
and explaining how its errors arose. Even the mistakes of the past can be instructive. Of
course, Plato had not in fact ignored received opinion. The Republic borrows from
Spartan practice for instance, but Plato borrows from Sparta because he approves of
Sparta and not because Sparta as a piece of political experience must have something
important to teach us. (Aristotle will even allow the non-Greek city of Carthage a place in
political science because it has a reputation for being well-governed.)

The naturalistic approach to politics is far from simple-minded. Aristotle does not think
that everything which just happens to happen in the world is natural. The processes of
nature are subject to endless vicissitudes. Aristotle preserves Plato’s distinction between
the world as it is and the world as it is meant to be. Political science is meant to be useful,
and political science’s function as Aristotle sees it is to identify those aspects of political
life which operate as nature intended (‘Nature does nothing without a purpose’), with a
view to removing or amending those aspects of political life which frustrate nature’s own
purposes. This is an extremely ambitious undertaking. It means that nothing political is in
principle outside its concern, and it involves developing a sense of judgement about what
is in fact possible. Aristotle sees nature eternally striving to reach its fulfilment in a
hostile world, and those who strive with it must often settle for its partial fulfilment. This
has often been misunderstood to mean that Aristotle is the political theorist of the second-
best, or of the mediocre, on the grounds that Plato went straight for the ideal while
Avristotle was content for the best possible in the circumstances, but that view of Aristotle
misses the point about the usefulness of political science. The informed gardener who
makes the best of his own tools, his own seed and his own soil really has got the best out
of nature. The fact that tools, seed and soil could all be improved does not detract from
his achievement, and thinking about how they could be improved, possibly even to
perfection, might or might not improve his performance. In thinking this, Aristotle is not
in fact very far from the Plato of the Republic who says that in any case practice always
falls short of theory.

A MAP OF THE POLITICS

Perhaps the best way to approach the Politics is through a kind of traveller’s guide to the
text as we have it because nobody is very likely to read the book in the order that Jaeger
suggests it was composed. This can be done in a fairly schematic way, though how the
various themes relate to each other is more of a problem.
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Book 1 contains:

1 Aristotle’s defence of the polis against the Sophist view that the polis exists through
convention only. Aristotle distinguishes the polis from other forms of human
community because its ‘end’ is different. Everything in nature has one of these ends,
so the polis must have one too. There is a distinction to be made between the cause of
something and the end to which it naturally develops. The causes which make a polis
come into being may be economic (only a polis can be economically self-supporting,
for instance), but the end to which it strives is moral (only in a polis can men live what
Aristotle calls ‘the good life’).

2 A justification of slavery as part of a well-managed household, and therefore natural.

3 A discussion of the relationship between the acquisition of wealth and the management
of a household (the original meaning of ‘economics’). Wealth has as its end provision
for a household, and must be limited by its end, so ‘making money for its own sake’ is
unnatural. Aristotle also discusses the forms of relationship which naturally occur in a
household on the basis of the possession of ‘reason’ (the capacity to direct one’s own
life and so the lives of others), so free men in whom the directive faculty naturally
rules, rule over others, including wives (because the directive faculty, while existing in
women, is ‘inoperative’); slaves, having no reason, are ruled as tools or beasts of
burden.

Book 2 contains:

1 A discussion of ideal communities.

2 A discussion of the community of wives and children among the Guardian class in
Plato’s Republic.

3 A discussion of the best arrangements for the holding of property. Aristotle tries to
have it both ways, arguing that property can be held privately but used in common
through gifts and hospitality which impart “friendship to the state’.

4 A discussion of whether property held in common would decrease wrongdoing which
concludes that common ownership would not prevent crime because men steal more
than the necessities of life.

Book 3 contains much definitional matter, including:

1 The answer to the question “What is the polis?” The polis must be its constitution (the
arrangements for the holding of public office, the way it is governed) because the
constitution provides the polis with its identity over a period of time. The polis cannot
be defined as its citizens, because they die and are replaced; nor can it be its territory
because territory expands and contracts.

2 The answer to the question “What is it to be a member of a ‘polis?’ States are
composed of citizens, and citizens are those who have a share in public affairs, which
means holding office, taking part in the administration of justice and membership of a



A history of western political thought 54

governing assembly. The exact meaning of ‘citizen” will of course vary from polis to
polis because citizen is a genus, not a species. Those directly engaged in the business
of getting a living with their own hands are excluded from citizenship because they
haven’t the leisure for virtue.

3 A classification of different types of constitution, probably borrowed from Plato’s
Statesman. Aristotle divides constitutions into two groups of three, what we have come
to call the ‘good’ and the “corrupt’ forms. The good forms are monarchy, aristocracy
and politeia (Aristotle’s best state) and their analogous corrupt forms are tyranny,
oligarchy and democracy (which is really rule by the mob, what the historian Polybius
was later to call “‘ochlocracy’). Aristotle reminds us that this is a broad-meshed
classification because in the natural world there are many more species than genera, so
that it is convenient to class constitutions on the continum Few/Many,
democratic/oligarchic. Like Plato, he thinks that different types of regime are based on
different ideas about justice.

4 A discussion of five different types of monarchy, which leads to the more general
question of whether man or law should be supreme. Aristotle comes up with the
dubious-sounding formula that law should be supreme in general, but men in particular
cases. Kingship, he concludes, is not unnatural, provided the king rules in the interest
of all and is truly a kingly man. (In Aristotle there are no queens.)

Books 4,5 and 6

These are the books which, according to Jaeger, represent a new departure in the study of
politics. It is here that Aristotle is at his most biological, discussing the morphology of
states and their pathology. So far he has only discussed monarchy and aristocracy, and he
goes on to consider politeia, tyranny, oligarchy and democracy. These books contain:

1 A discussion of oligarchy in opposition to democracy and of politeia in opposition to
tyranny.
2 An answer to five main questions:

(a) How many kinds of constitution do in fact exist?

(b) What constitution is best suited to normal circumstances, and which is best after the
ideal constitution?

(c) Which of the inferior kinds of constitution are suited to each kind of population?

(d) How are the various forms of constitution to be organised? (Part of Book 4 and part
of Book 5.)

(e) How are constitutions preserved and destroyed? (Book 5.)

3 Book 5. Aristotle on political pathology and preventive medicine. This book contains
much historical detail and much sound political wisdom which has worn remarkably
well over the centuries. (This is the ‘real political world’ that Thrasymachus claimed to
understand at the opening of Plato’s Republic.) Points worth noting are the following:

(@) In a democracy men should be equally wealthy because they are equally free.
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(b) In an oligarchy men should be unequal in all things because they are unequal in
wealth.

(c) The cause of disaffection is desire for wealth and honours, or the desire to avoid
poverty and dishonour.

(d) The causes which lead men to change a regime are:

» Indignation at the monopolisation of wealth and honours by others.
» Insolence, fear and the undue prominence of individuals.

* A disproportionate increase in a particular class.

* Intrigues at election time.

» Carelessness in allowing disloyal persons to hold office.

» Neglect of apparently insignificant changes.

(e) Regimes are preserved by:

» A spirit of obedience to the laws (Aristotle at his most obvious).

* Not relying on being able to fool all of the people all of the time.

» Aristocrats and oligarchs would do well to cultivate the people.

» The ruling group must on no account allow a split to develop in its own ranks.

» Those who rule must not appear to be profiting from office too obviously.

» Most importantly, the education system must be well adapted to the forms of
government. Aristotle adds the twist that oligarchs should be educated
democratically and democrats must be educated oligarchically, because bringing
up young democrats in complete freedom and young oligarchs in luxury and ease
is asking for trouble in the future.

» Tyrants may preserve their power by appearing to act like kings.

Books 7 and 8—Aristotle on the best state

These are ‘Platonic’ books in Jaeger’s sense because they have little to say about the real
political world and are largely concerned with the question of what kind of state would be
the best. The best polis looks something like this:

1 The question of population is not a matter of numbers so much as a question of how
many are needed ‘to do the work of a city’, and the minimum number would be that
which was required for self-sufficiency where self-sufficiency means both self-defence
and economic autarky. Aristotle does not think that more means better. The polis
should be small enough to be ‘seen at a single view’. Perhaps the ideal number would
be a polis of adult male citizens who could hear the voice of a single herald in peace
and of a single general in war.

2 The question of territory is resolved in much the same way as the question of
population. It must be large enough to secure a leisured life for its citizens but not so
large as to provide luxury. Aristotle considers a position by the sea, because sea-power
is a factor in war and commerce by sea is useful in providing those necessities of life
which might not easily be provided by one’s own territory.
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3 Only Greeks are fit to be citizens.

4 A polis obviously needs craftsmen and labourers, farmers, soldiers, a leisured class,
priests and judges. The important question is the extent to which these roles can be
merged into a single person, and Aristotle makes a division between those roles which
are appropriate to a free man and those which are not.

5 The best life for a free citizen would be to be a warrior when young, a ruler in middle
life and a priest when old. When young, a man should defend his city, in middle age he
should busy himself about its affairs, and in old age he should make sure that the gods
are on its side.

6 Agricultural workers, artisans and slaves form separate classes (though they are not
cannon fodder), and so do women.

It is clear that only the warriors, rulers and priests are really part of the polis in Aristotle’s
original terms in Book 3. The rest of the Politics is taken up with a discussion of
education. The polis exists for ‘the good life’ of its citizens, and the good life depends on
nature, habit and a ‘reasoned course of life’. Education is concerned with the last two.
The end of man, what he has got it in him to be, is found ultimately in his reason. Reason
is divided into two kinds, speculative reason concerned with ‘the life of mind’ and
practical reason, which fits a man for the business of a city—politics and war. Education
should be primarily directed towards citizenship in peace, and it is importantly a moral
education because the polis exists to enable men to practise those virtues which go to
make up the good life.

THE NATURALNESS OF RULERSHIP

Fundamental to everything that Aristotle thinks about politics is the idea that some ways
of ordering human life are natural and others not. Aristotle’s teleological biology informs
his view that only some kinds of human relationship are as nature intended them to be and
his treatment of rulership is largely concerned with untangling the natural forms of the
ruler-ruled relationship from the unnatural. In the Politics Aristotle establishes the criteria
for naturalness in the context of his treatment of slavery in Book 1. Aristotle begins the
discussion by identifying what he calls ‘natural pairs’, one half of which rules the other.
Rulership, he thinks, exists in any relationship between superior and inferior. Rulership
includes commanding, but it also includes directing, guiding and educating. Aristotle
thinks that masters and slaves, husbands and wives, fathers and children, and rulers and
ruled, are all natural pairs for the straightforward reason that each needs the other to be
what it is. This is more than a matter of definition; of course, fathers cannot be fathers
without children and children cannot be children without fathers, but Aristotle also means
that neither can begin to be self-sufficient without the other, and neither can perform its
function without the other. The ruling of one of a natural pair by the other must be in the
interest of both. The rule of men over animals qualifies as natural. Men are naturally at
war with wild animals, as they are with wild men, so it is highly advantageous for animals
to become domesticated. They are then fed and watered, are protected by their owners,
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and, most importantly, are protected from other men. Domestic animals have the stamp of
ownership on them, so that men who are not their owners have no reason to fear them
because the animals, being at home somewhere, can be assumed to be tame. The same
goes for men. Strangers are greeted with the question: Where do you come from? because
the answer they give tells us something about what we can expect from them. The man
who has a home acknowledges the authority of a set of manners and morals which we
might know about, so we can feel safe in our dealings with him; even the stranger very
far from home is at least domesticated somewhere. The most unsettling man is the ‘man
from nowhere’, ‘the war-mad man who has no morals and no home’ that Homer
mentions. It is probably best to kill him to be on the safe side.

Rulership is exercised in different ways. Aristotle gives two illuminating examples:
mind over body and intelligence over the desires. The. rule of mind over body is absolute
or despotic in the interests of both, while the rule of intelligence over the desires is
constitutional and royal. By this Aristotle means that the mind does not negotiate with the
body. If I say to my legs ‘go that way’ and the legs begin to argue, life begins to be
difficult; if 1 say to my legs ‘run away from the battlefield’ because everybody else is
running away and the legs wish to discuss the matter, then life itself is put in danger;
therefore the mind demands instant obedience from the body. The desires are a different
case. The desires arise naturally, and some, like the desires for food, drink and rest, have
to be satisfied sometimes or the body would die and the desires would die with it. The
desires are best thought of as subjects petitioning a king. They ask to be satisfied, but the
king decides if and when. Constitutional monarchy for Aristotle is kingship exercised
through laws, and a wise king would outlaw some desires as being too unruly, and would
establish some kind of orderly programme for the satisfaction of the reasonable desires,
say three meals a day, none in excess, and regular hours of sleep. The desires would then
know where they stood, like the subjects of a king ruling through law. Like Plato,
Avristotle does not think that the desires are fixed, either in number or in intensity. New
desires arise, or old desires assert themselves with a new intensity; a wise mind considers
the first kind on their merits and puts down the rebellion of the second. Endless self-
indulgence Kills desire (the cult of the aperitif), dulls the intelligence and threatens the
body. Much better for all that matters to be in the control of a moderating kingly
intelligence.

All forms of rulership are limited by the end for which rulership is exercised. Rule is
not domination for its own sake; abuse of power for Aristotle means something very
close to what we mean by ‘drug abuse’, the use of something which has no end and
which can only lead on to disaster because it has no end. Husbands must remember that
sexuality is for procreation and not for mere enjoyment (though they are allowed to
smile), fathers must remember that children will one day be like themselves, and masters
of slaves must remember that slaves are for use and not for exploitation. Slaves exist to
free masters from the menial (banausic) occupations. Free men need the leisure for virtue
and so have not got the time to get their own living. Aristotle is careful to say that slaves
are a part of wealth and not a means towards the increase of wealth, by which he means
that it is no part of a master’s business to squeeze the last ounce of labour out of his
slaves. Some commentators think that in making this distinction Aristotle was already
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being a little old-fashioned in his treatment of slavery, defending a traditional form of
‘household” slavery in the face of a new kind of slavery which saw slaves as an
investment on which their masters demanded the highest possible return. (There is a
parallel between what Aristotle has to say about slavery here and American defences of
slavery before the Civil War. What was always considered most defensible was the
aristocratic household slavery of Virginia (‘slaves are practically members of the family’)
and not the ruthlessly exploitative field slavery, particularly of the sugar plantations in the
deep South (“being sold down the river’).) Aristotle says that a slave is like a bed, not a
shuttle. In principle, there is no limit to the use of a shuttle, which could be used to weave
day and night; beds are for sleeping in, not for sleeping in all day, and the bed does not
produce anything else. Likewise the slave. He is not for increasing his master’s wealth;
he must, of course, reproduce his own kind, but slave-breeding for profit would be ruled
out.

The ends of human relationships have their places in a hierarchy of ends. Nature’s
pattern is a pattern of subordination, otherwise no form of rule would itself be natural and
men would not even rule over animals by nature, and this hierarchical pattern extends to
the ends for which forms of rule exist. The relationship between husband and wife makes
the continuation of the species possible; the rule of the head of a household over wife,
children and slaves has as its end the social unit which, together with others like itself,
goes to make up economically self-sufficient village communities, and it is a group of
these self-sufficient communities which makes up the supreme community, the polis,
which has as its end not just self-sufficient life but the good life. The end of the family
and the village lead naturally to the supreme end which is life in a properly constituted
polis.

Avistotle’s theory of ends is called the doctrine of the priority of ends, and on the face
of it can appear to be puzzling on the grounds that it is difficult to see how the end of a
process can be prior to the process itself. It is important to realise, however, that Aristotle
does not mean prior to in the sense of time but prior to in the sense of understanding a
process. No natural process is capable of being fully understood until it is complete. It is
the end of a process which gives meaning to a process as a whole. Aristotle sometimes
speaks as if the end of a process pushes or pulls the process to its completion, and has
sometimes been accused of mysticism as a consequence, but that is just Aristotle’s
manner of speaking. There is a metaphorical sense in which the idea of the oak either
pushes or pulls the acorn into becoming an oak, just as there is a literal sense about the
end determining the process of the formation of the polis among men. Men differ from
the rest of nature because they alone can have a say in what the processes of their life
should be like, and Aristotle thinks that it is difficult to know what life should be like in
all its subordinate stages unless we have a clear idea of where the whole process is
leading. It is not until we have an idea of what a properly constituted polis looks like that
we can form any just idea about how the subordinate communities within the polis should
themselves be organised. Above all, Aristotle’s teleology is not prediction. Natural
processes are accident-prone; acorns are often eaten by pigs. Aristotle has a tendency to
shrug his shoulders when this happens. Everything has its natural place but, the world
being what it is, things are frequently misplaced.
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Aristotle’s doctrine of natural places grates on the liberal ear because it justifies
slavery. No doctrine, so the argument goes, which justifies slavery can be taken seriously.
None the less, Aristotle himself plainly takes his argument for slavery seriously, though
to say as some commentators do that he is especially ‘worried” by slavery is to take the
matter too far. A rational account of slavery is necessary, just as a rational account is
necessary of any other kind of relationship between rulers and ruled; Aristotle is
‘worried’ about slavery only in the sense that he is ‘worried’ about all possible abuses of
power. There is no special worry about slavery, though there is a special technical
difficulty. Nature has made the difference between men and animals, male and female,
children and adults, very clear, and it is this clarity which enables Aristotle to speak of
nature’s ‘intentions’. Nature does nothing without a purpose, and there must therefore be
a purpose in these distinctions. In the case of the distinction between free men by nature
and slaves by nature a clear-cut distinction is not so easily made. The problem is
compounded by the obvious fact that in the world of the Greek cities some obviously
superior men ended up by being slaves and some obviously inferior men ended up as the
masters of slaves, and the clever slave who outwitted and manipulated his dull master
was to become one of the stock figures of ancient comedy. Who, then, is fit to be a
master and who a slave? Aristotle says that those who are fit to direct themselves are fit
to direct those who are incapable of self-direction. The ability to rule a household is part
of intelligence; being good at running a household is part of goodness, so the claims of
masters to rule slaves are partly managerial and partly moral. ldeally, the master’s
intelligence should take the place of the absent intelligence of the slave, but unfortunately
slaves, even slaves by nature, are not always entirely stupid. There is something in the
slave which corresponds to intelligence in the master, and the fact of the matter is that
slaves are treated differently from tools or from beasts of burden. Masters talk to slaves
and give them orders, and slaves are capable of being trained to do fairly sophisticated
jobs.

So what is the proper relationship between the slave’s intelligence and the master’s
intelligence? The master is fit to rule the slave because he is himself self-directed. This
would be true of the master even if he had no slaves. He is capable of a rational course of
life; he is a man who knows what his life should be and is capable of sticking to what he
knows it should be like. Not so the slave. Left to his own devices he would probably
descend to a level of swinish idleness; much better for him to be part of a well-run
operation under a master’s direction. These generalities are not really very helpful in
deciding who should be a slave, and Aristotle provides a sliding scale of suitability from
nobly born Greeks, who are the least suitable, to base-born barbarians, who are the most
suitable. Base-born Greeks and nobly born barbarians come somewhere in between, and
Olympic victors should probably not be made slaves. Barbarians make the best slaves
because they have never known the rational liberty which only a polis can provide. The
classification is meant to show that it does a master no favours to have as his slave
someone who is unsuitable, and a master who has a better man than him for his slave
would look ridiculous. Aristotle knows that slaves are frequently slaves by accident, and
he has heard the Sophist argument that all power relations are the result of more or less
arbitrary convention. What bothers Aristotle about the Sophist position is that if every
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ruler-ruled relationship is conventional only, then nobody would ever have cause for
complaint. Nothing would ever be unnatural. If there are no slaves by nature, then there
are no free men by nature and the world becomes meaningless, fit only for those capable
of a stoical indifference.

Aristotle’s arguments about slavery have been called embarrassingly bad, but it is not
always clear on what grounds. If slavery is just another form of rule, then there is no
reason in principle why it should not be examined along with the other forms of rule. Of
course, slavery, especially if it is slavery for ever, is open to horrible abuses, but Aristotle
seems to be saying that the existence of a bad master no more vitiates the idea of mastery
than a bad father vitiates the idea of fatherhood. It is irrational for a master to treat his
slave badly, but there are no guarantees for the slave. The master’s desire for the good
opinion of other masters might keep him in check. Ill-treatment of slaves, like any other
form of domineering, would be shameful. Aristotle just accepts slavery as one of life’s
facts. Where his argument is weak is in the form it takes. Aristotle is so convinced that
the good life must be provided with the leisure for virtue that slavery becomes a
necessity. He can then treat the question: Who should be a slave? as a subordinate,
technical, question, a problem of identification. Identification is sometimes difficult in
nature, and it is only Aristotle’s prior certainty that slaves by nature do exist that enables
him to identify them in nature. If he had gone about the enquiry the other way round and
first asked: Does Nature in fact distinguish clearly between free men and slaves? then the
fact that nature does not distinguish clearly between them might have led to the
conclusion that there are no slaves by nature. If there are no slaves by nature, then
slavery cannot be a necessity and then the polis cannot itself be natural, and that Aristotle
will not have.

THE NATURALNESS OF THE POLIS

Ends exist in nature as a hierarchy. Plants exist for animals, animals for men, slaves for
free men, but at the level of free men special problems arise. If the citizens of a polis are
to be free and equal, how is the polis then to be governed? No natural order can be said to
exist among citizens. So how can the polis be natural? Does the polis not stand outside
the order of nature? Perhaps the Sophists were right after all. The natural groups are
families, or as the Epicureans were later to say, groups of friends. Aristotle approaches
the problem with some caution, because he can feel both the Sophists and Plato breathing
down his neck, interest against justice. Aristotle cannot believe that forms of government
are simply matters of taste or indifference, but he cannot believe that the polis exists for
the convenience of a very few just men. Plato’s vision of the state ruled by experts in
justice already casts its shadow over Aristotle as it will cast its shadow over almost every
other political thinker. The sheer plausibility of Plato’s argument is the problem for all
subsequent thinkers. Stated baldly, Plato’s argument is this: Only a fool would fail to get
the best advice he could when faced with a difficulty. If I am ill I consult a doctor; in an
emergency any doctor will do. If I look at the way | live my life, | find that I consult
experts the whole time, and the more serious the business in hand is, the more care | take
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to consult the right expert, emergencies apart. The most serious business of all is the life
of the polis, a matter of life and death on a public scale. It follows, therefore, that political
matters should be the first to be subject to expert advice and treatment. Not all experts are
equally adept and some claims to expertise are bogus. The most pressing political
business is therefore to find out what real political expertise is, and to devise a
programme to train people in the kingly science; hence Plato’s Republic.

Plato’s is a hard argument to meet on its own terms, and Aristotle meets it by altering
the ground. If the question: Who is the best for ruling? keeps being asked, then the
answer: ‘experts’ will keep being given, because the question itself contains its own
answer. Aristotle begins with a very different kind of question: What kinds of men would
they be who could make a good life for themselves? What kind of wisdom would they
need? Not, to be sure, the highest conceivable form of wisdom (sophia) but practical
wisdom (phronesis). Phronesis is not easy to pin down. It is wisdom where being wise
recognises its own limitations, because phronesis, not being founded on a knowledge of
the nature of things, is always aware that it could make a mistake. Phronesis is decision-
making wisdom in a world which is always partly contingent; it deals with problems of
the kind which require a grasp of essentials and grip on a situation. Free men choose the
kind of life which they are going to lead in a world of imperfect information and
rationality. Choose they must, and phronesis is the accumulation of the experience of
having made good choices in the past, informed by reflection. Aristotle thinks the wise
man will interest himself in cities which have a reputation for being well-governed
because such an interest will increase the range of possible experience available to
decision-makers.

Choices about how we should live our lives are frightening choices to make. Choices
of this kind are not to be made every day; nor are they to be made for light and transient
causes. Aristotle is particularly interested in the forms which these decisions are to take,
and when they are properly made he calls them laws. Laws rule in cities which are
uncorrupted. Law has as its end the good of those who are asked to obey, not the good of
those who make it. Kingship is therefore the rule of one man through law for the benefit
of all; aristocracy is the rule of the best, where the best are few, through law for the
benefit of all; and politeia is the beneficent rule of the many (where the many are not the
many-too-many). The corrupt forms rule through force for the benefit of the ruling part
only. Aristotle will not trust even wise and moderate rulers with executive power, always
preferring that ruling decisions take the form of law. Laws rule when intelligence rules
without the passions, and by intelligence he means an accumulated intelligence, the
register of past decisions which have been found to be good. Everybody cannot take part
in the decision-making process all of the time. Even in the best-constituted polis, the
politeia, there have to be certain arrangements, which Aristotle sometimes calls laws and
sometimes constitution, which lay down who is to make what decisions on what
occasions, on the assumption that no citizen may be excluded entirely and for ever from
the exercise of phronesis.

It is with this almost prosaically sensible formula that Aristotle solves the mystery of
the place of the polis in the order of nature. There is no natural hierarchy among free and
equal men, so on the face of it a polis of equal citizens could not govern itself. All of the
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other relationships in nature constitute natural pairs, one part of which governs the other
by nature, but this cannot be true about the way citizens organise their relations with each
other. The arrangements for holding office solve this problem: because there is no
naturally ruling part in a polis of free and equal men, they must take it in turns, ruling and
being ruled. Life in a properly constituted polis must be according to nature because there
nature ends in equality.

Aristotle thinks that taking it in turns to rule will have a moderating influence on the
polis as a whole when it is done through law. His citizens are consumers of rule as well
as producers; they will be both men of judgement and very good judges of the
judgements of other citizens. Judging and being judged binds the polis together. No man
will hold office for ever; and he knows that his stewardship will be the talk of his equals.
He would avoid arrogance and would act with a certain caution; he would also watch his
back. This caution in the business of law-making would tend to make law negative,
perhaps a list of sensible prohibitions against those things which would make the good
life impossible. The law would have a good deal to say about theft and about the breaking
of promises, and it would regulate the religious life of the city. Law would provide life’s
framework and also life’s preparation, so it would concern itself with education. Beyond
that, it would probably not do very much. Aristotle is very clear about the two
fundamentally different expectations that men have of a legal system, that it should be at
once fixed and at the same time that it should change. Unchanging law lets us know
where we stand, and knowing the law would be no fiction in an Aristotelian polis where
all citizens would take part in making and enforcing law. On the other hand, laws which
never change become an embarrassment. Aristotle’s way out of the difficulty is to say
that laws should change only slowly, by which he means not all at once, and should
contain within themselves enough flexibility to deal with unexpected cases. Good men
would try to deal lawfully with each other wherever that was possible, and it might be
that in referring to unusual cases Aristotle is pointing to the necessity for ingenuity in rule
through law which deals with difficult cases, another sense in which intelligence can rule
without the passions.

Avistotle’s rather modest claims for the rule of the law leaves a great deal in the hands
of citizens. If law’s claims on men’s conduct are modest, then obedience to the law can
only be one aspect of what it is to be a good citizen. Aristotle’s citizens are to be
provided with the leisure for virtue, and it would be very odd indeed if he were taken to
be saying that men who do not have to make their own living only have to obey the law
to be good men. The making of law and its enforcement do have an important educative
effect in promoting those virtues which are essentially co-operative. Phronesis accepts
that mistakes can be made; where there is the possibility of error there is bound to be
disagreement, and so it follows that where choices have to be made about what the good
life entails there has to be agreement that the best way to proceed is always to seek out
what is in fact agreed upon. Relation between citizens are to be conducted on the basis of
civility. They are not to be always on the lookout for what divides them. The last man
Avistotelian citizens would want among them would be the supremely clever man who
would always be able to see the faults and difficulties in any proposed line of conduct.
That might paralyse the will to act or to choose, which is the function of a body of free
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men. Civility is not dialectic, not agreement to wait out an argument to the end to see
what we ought to think. Rather, free men would begin from what was already common
amongst them.

But what would it be, exactly, which would be common amongst them? That would
vary from polis to polis, and Aristotle does not make up recipes for the formulation of
good public policy, but he is very clear what all free men would bring to the
consideration of public policy. The qualification for being a policy-maker is that each
free citizen is already successful at making decisions in the families and other
subordinate communities which go up to make the polis. The polis is already implicit in
those subordinate communities because heads of households are already used to making
the decisions which determine the smooth running of their own establishments. As the
head of a family, the citizen already knows how to exercise different kinds of authority as
a father, a husband and a master of slaves; as the head of a household he already knows
how to manage a common enterprise for the benefit of all. When he meets others like
himself in the public assembly he sees his equals, men not to be domineered over.
Avristotle’s is no assertion of equality in general, but of equality among equals. Free men
like his would no more seek to dictate to each other than they would expect to be dictated
to; civility would come naturally to them. There is always the possibility that one man
among them would be outstanding, a really kingly man in something like Plato’s sense.
What should be done about him? Aristotle would say: exile or kill him, because he has no
place in the city. Subjecting the kingly man to the rule of his inferiors, however good, is
an insult to him, and subjecting good men to the kingly man, however superior, is an
insult to them. The polis cannot exist for one man only, and to make the polis subject to
one man would not stop at the public affairs of the city, for in the polis there are no
private affairs in the modern sense. Everything is of public concern, so the rule of a
kingly man would extend right through all the subordinate institutions of the city. Plato
saw that very clearly when he said that rule by Guardians meant that everything had to be
ruled by them. Rule by one man would extend to the villages and households in the
Avistotelian polis, so that there would be no free citizens at all.

This is an important theoretical point for Aristotle, because to hedge about the kingly
man would be to deny his own doctrine of the naturalness of the state. The thrust of
Avristotle’s argument is intended to proceed from what we can easily agree about, to
matters which are less easy to agree about. Nobody would deny that families are natural
communities, groups of families make up villages, and so it is easy to agree that self-
sufficient communities are natural. The difficulty comes at the level of the polis itself. It
is about the naturalness of the polis that there is disagreement among rational men. The
case of the Sophists that the polis is merely accidental cries out to be answered in a
Hellas dominated by the Macedonian Regent, Antipater, from the fortress of Acrocorinth
while the Greeks are gawping with wonder at the empire which Alexander made, and
when it is beginning to dawn on the Hellenes that the events which will dominate their
lives are taking place not in Europe but in Asia. An imperial world is being created where
all that will be required is obedience. Aristotle’s claim for the naturalness of the polis
depends on his being able to integrate communities which everyone might agree were
natural into the supreme community, and one important way he does that is by showing
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that the subordinate communities of the family and the village produce heads of
households of the kind who would naturally rule themselves on the basis of ruling and
being ruled by turns. The truly kingly man is an embarrassment in the polis because he
has a claim through his excellence to control every institution in the polis, and that being
true, the naturalness of the progression from family to polis in Aristotle’s scheme of
things is undermined. Again, it is important to remember that ‘progression’ does not
mean temporal progression here. A free citizen does not become the head of a household
and then a full member of the polis; he becomes both at once. Each role feeds on and
feeds the other, so that diminution in the role of free and equal citizen would diminish the
role of head of a household. How could a man who is bossed about by another in the
public square carry natural authority at home? He would be more likely to become a
domestic tyrant, taking it out on the members of his household to pay himself back what
his self-esteem had paid in public subservience, and so he would begin to unpick the
carefully integrated but differentiated forms of rule which Aristotle thinks constitute
properly conducted domestic life. Abuse of power in the family would take the place of
authority exercised for limiting ends. Rule by even a philosopher-king would cause what
power was left to other men to be exercised against nature.

NOTES ON SOURCES

In Aristotle’s Politics everything lies in the definitions and in the details, so the text is the
thing. There is an excellent, updated edition in the Penguin Classics series, and a good,
new translation by Carnes Lord (1984). The body of Aristotle’s work ranges very widely,
and anyone wishing to take Aristotle at all seriously ought to read a version of his Ethics
and his Constitution of Athens (Aristotle and Xenophon on Democracy and Oligarchy, ed.
J.M.Moore, 1975). There is about two millennias’ worth of learned commentary on
Avristotle, most of which is best avoided because it was based on what, by modern
standards, were very corrupt texts, many of them in bad Latin. Modern discussion of
Avristotle’s Politics begins from Werner Jaeger’s Aristotle (1934, reprint 1962). See also
the works of Barker and Morrall (see Chs 1 and 3, Notes on Sources). D.Ross, Aristotle
(2nd edn, 1934), is a good example of an older tradition of Aristotle commentary, and
Alasdair Mclntyre, After Virtue (1981), is a virtuoso performance of what can still be
done with Aristotle’s ethics and politics.
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FROM POLIS TO COSMOPOLIS

STOIC THINKERS

The ancient world was tolerably well stocked with Stoic sages. It has become
the custom to divide the Stoa into Early, Middle and Late. We know
relatively little at first hand about the earlier, and perhaps more important,
Stoic philosophers, and we know a lot at first hand about the later, and
perhaps less important, ones. | take Zeno to stand for the former and Cicero
and Marcus for the latter, though the distinction is rough and ready. | choose
Cicero, though he was not only a Stoic as a thinker, because everybody has
heard of him, and Marcus because his Meditations are so easily available in
English.

ZENO

Born in the Greek and Phoenician city of Citium in Cyprus in ¢. 330 BC,
Zeno was already twenty-four when he made the philosophically obligatory
journey to Athens. His merchant father is said to have brought home Greek
books for his son, and it was enthusiasm for these which turned the boy’s
mind towards the philosophical life. At Athens he appears to have listened to
teachers of all the current philosophical schools, in turn becoming something
of a Platonist, learning something of Aristotelianism, and then ‘converting’ to
Cynicism. He eventually taught his own philosophy in Athens in the Stoa
Poikile (the Painted Colonnade), from which the name Stoicism comes. All
his works are lost, and all we know of them for certain are some of their titles
and references to them in later philosophical treatises. We know that Zeno
taught that only the Good is really good, that nothing can take away the
goodness of the wise, and that only the good man is always happy.

We know that Zeno had good Macedonian connections (through the blunt
and soldierly king, Antigonus Gonatus, who, like many of the supposedly
rough kings of Macedon, took an interest in philosophy), did not always
suffer fools gladly despite his Stoicism, and, though never an Athenian
citizen, he was enough of an object of admiration to the Athenians for them to
pass a resolution in his honour when he died in 262. They also set up
inscriptions in praise of Zeno to be read by the young men in the gymnasia, so
in Athens he was plainly thought of as a good influence on her youth.
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CICERO

Cicero’s letters have survived (as he meant them to) in such numbers that
we know more about him than we do about almost any other ancient worthy.
We don’t always like what we see, because there is very little in Cicero of
that self-abnegating modesty which the rise of Christianity was to make
compulsory a century or two later. Still, Cicero is not modest even by the
forgiving standards of the ancient world. He always thought that he had saved
the republic once, in the affair of Cataline, and that that he could do it again
despite Pompey and Caesar.

Born in 106 BC, the young Marcus Tullius acquired an early familiarity
with the Epicurean and Platonic philosophies. He was also heavily influenced
by the blind Stoic philosopher Diodotus, who lived in the family house after
87 BC. Cicero saw some military service, met all the great men of his day and
made his name as a lawyer-politician after a series of successful prosecutions
in state trials, notably against Verres, the corrupt and rapacious governor of
Sicily. Cicero went on to hold high offices (consul in 63). He was in the
muddled

and murderous politics up to his neck, and he found himself leaning against
the popular party of Caesar and Crassus.

Cicero tried to retire from politics and return to the law in 57, while
attempting to occupy a middle ground, which did not really exist, between
Caesar and Pompey, but he submitted to Caesar after Caesar’s victory at
Pharsalus in 48. Perhaps he once really believed that Caesar would rule
according to the constitution of the republic, but Cicero must have changed his
mind pretty quickly, because word soon got round that he approved of
Caesar’s murder, thus earning the hatred of Antony, to whose hatred Octavian
(the future Augustus) sacrificed him in the proscription of 43.

Most of the philosophy of the ancient world went through Cicero’s head at
one time or another. Perhaps his own philosophical development can be best
explained psychologically, as the reluctant (and late) transformation, under the
pressure of events, of an enthusiastic Platonist into a Stoic consoling himself
with philosophy while he waited for death.

MARCUS AURELIUS
Marcus was the ideal (and idealised) philosopher-emperor, a man who
would rather have spent his time at his books than at ruling the world. He was
never a popular emperor; neither did he court popularity, spending his time at
the Games dealing with official correspondence while the Roman plebs
bawled for the blood of the gladiators. Marcus was so good that in On Liberty
J.S.Mill comes close to apologising for Marcus’s persecution of the
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Christians.

Born in AD 121, the young Marcus attracted the favour of the emperor
Hadrian, the great patron of the Athenians, and Hadrian made sure than his
protégé was taught by the best masters of grammar, rhetoric, philosophy and
law. Antoninus Pius adopted the frank, serene and sensitive young man, who,
before he was twenty-five, served in the usual high offices of a potential
emperor. Marcus and Antoninus Pius were virtually co-emperors until the
latter’s death.

Marcus was ascetic by temperament and training (though his health was
never good), a ‘natural’ for the Stoic philosophy of which he became an adept
long before he became emperor in 161. At first, Marcus ruled with his fellow
consul, Verus, who proved to be something of an embarrassment, especially
as a general (his troops, returning from the East, spread the clap half-way
round the Roman world). The Germans came accross the Danube frontier
about the year 166, and they were well contained by Marcus, who showed
himself to be a more than competent general. His aim was to stabilise the
Germanic breeding-grounds north of the river, and it was when he was
campaigning on the Danube that he is supposed to have written much of the
famous Meditations. Marcus also had to cope with revolts in Syria and in
Egypt, so the most famous philosopher-emperor who ever lived spent most of
his imperial life making war. His duty done, he died in AD 80.

Phrases like ‘the twilight of the city-state’ do not do much for our understanding of what
the polis meant in the era of Macedonian world conquest. While there has always been
something touching about the idea of Aristotle’s Politics as a kind of memorial notice for
the classical city-state, we must always remember that the city-state experience did not
come to an abrupt end the moment Alexander won his first battle in Asia. The
Macedonian Empire is supposed to mark the end of the classical city-state because the
city-state lost its autonomy once Macedonia began to dominate the affairs of Hellas. The
problem with that view is that only a very idealised polis could have lost its autonomy
because most city-states most of the time had not been imperfectly autonomous at all. It
may be true that every polis dreamt of political, economic and moral autarky, but that
perfect autarky is hard to find outside the pages of Aristotle’s Politics. Over-
concentration on the apparent freedom of action of the big states like Athens, Sparta or
Thebes can lead us to ignore the frequent and effective dependence of humbler cities on
the great. There was a difference, of course, between the dependence of an obscure polis
on a famous one, and the dependence of all the city-states on an outside empire like the
Macedonian, but that difference would be felt more keenly in Athens than in a Polis
whose name nobody now remembers.

What was undeniably lost was the sense of wholeness which polis life provided. The
polis gave answers to all questions about how you should live your life. In the polis you
knew who you were. You had an identity within the polis and an identity in relation to
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members of other cities. The city-state was far from being a recipe for universal human
happiness, but being miserable in the polis meant having missed out on something which
the polis had to offer. The polis came in all shapes and sizes, and they didn’t always
guard the right of citizenship very jealously, so the chances were that you could always
find a polis to fit. That was what Thrasymachus meant in the Republic when he said that
everywhere justice was the interest of the stronger. If you did not like what the strongest
party was doing in your own city, you could always try another city likely to grant
citizenship to foreigners. Transfer of allegiance was a way of increasing life’s
opportunities, and it was those opportunities which the polis existed above all to provide.
The polis was a stage for role-playing, and it could serve as a platform on the way to
playing greater, pan-Hellenic roles. The Greeks came together through athletics, religion,
artistic competition and war. (It was considered improper, for instance, to enslave
Olympic victors who were captured in war, and nobody would lay a hand with impunity
on a priest from Delphi. Sophocles ended his days in Macedon.) The polis catered for
every possible level of human happiness and fulfilment, but it offered no guarantees. The
classical Greeks knew that happiness could lie within the self, but only if all else failed.

The world empire of the Macedonians offered new kinds of opportunity. Philip and
Alexander dominated Hellas, and so did some of the successor kings. They garrisoned the
strategically important cities, recruited mercenaries (especially from the Peloponnese)
and controlled foreign policy. In effect, the Macedonians decided who would fight
whom, when. The polis could easily survive for a long time as a social and cultural unit
within the loose framework of the Macedonian Empire. Part of the reason for this
survival was that the polis had never been entirely itself. The polis was only a caricature
of itself in the era of world empire if it is considered as a caricature of the truly developed
polis of Aristotle’s imagination. Polis life in most cities was probably not all that
different from what it had always been like, and it was this continuing imperfection
which enabled the polis to survive so long in a changing world.

The Macedonians had good reasons for keeping the Greek cities sweet—the last thing
Alexander wanted was trouble back in Hellas when he was on his way to Nepal. This
involved some very serious play-acting on the part of Alexander and the successor kings.
Some of the Greek cities had a great reputation in the world, and their sensibilities could
easily be outraged by too naked a display of Macedonian power. It was always going to
be in Macedon’s interest to treat prickly cities as if nothing had really changed.
Alexander himself founded Greek cities everywhere. They were populated willy-nilly,
but Alexander always garrisoned them with Greeks if he could (Macedonians were
carefully husbanded for use as shock-troops on the battlefield). If we didn’t know better,
we could easily assume from their ruins that these cities had been the centres of classical
city-states. Alexander took a nephew of Aristotle’s with him on his conquests, partly to
recite Homer to him when he was drunk and really believed he was Achilles. (This is
known as Alexander’s Hellenising mission in the East.) The Macedonians did not see
themselves as rough pike-men from the hills, half-Greek and half-barbarian as their
Greek enemies claimed. Archaeology has only recently revealed how Hellenic the
Macedonian capital was in the days of Philip.

None the less, things like the survival of the blood-feud among impeccably classical
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columns, or the co-existence of barbarian chivalry with the latest Aristotelian learning,
give some idea of what conservative and self-consciously Hellenic Greeks must have
thought of as puzzling about the Macedonian character. Macedonians were not really
Greek at all because they lacked the Greek senses of rationality and moderation. It must
therefore have been the barbarian side of Alexander’s character which succumbed to the
tinsel wiles of oriental kingship. Alexander was not the first conqueror in history to fall
victim to the culture of the country he conquered, and falling victim was always a sure
sign of the cultural inferiority of the invader. No true Greek would have allowed himself
to fall in the way Alexander did. A true Hellene would have kept his distance from
barbarian Asiatics, treating them ‘like plants and animals’. Nobody minded Alexander
taking Asiatic concubines (or boys), but marriage to an Asian woman was quite another
thing. The ancient histories make a good deal out of Alexander’s adoption of eastern
customs, especially proskynesis, the Persian prostration before the great king. This
appears to have caused trouble between Alexander and Aristotle’s nephew. Callisthenes
is supposed to have angered Alexander by ostentatiously refusing to follow Persian
custom and to have died a martyr to Hellenism. The details of the story are obscure, but
what is telling is that stories like this were put about to discredit Alexander despite the
obvious fact that Alexander spread the Greek language and Greek manners and morals
wider than any other man.

‘Hellenistic’ is the word we use to refer to the culture of the world that Alexander
made. No culture can exist without its element of political culture, and the political
culture of Hellenistic civilisation was undoubtedly royal. For a long time, to please the
Macedonian core of the army, Alexander stuck to calling himself king of the
Macedonians, but nothing could disguise the fact that he was king of a great deal more.
So much more, that he enrolled himself among the gods to help him keep what he had
conquered. Perhaps Alexander always believed that he was of divine origin. There was
no love lost between him and Philip his father, and there was not much love lost between
Philip and Alexander’s mother. She probably encouraged Alexander to believe that some
god and not Philip was his real father. The oracle at Siwah in Egypt is supposed to have
revealed to Alexander that he was sprung from the gods. As the son of Zeus, Alexander
was called to do great things and this confirmed his early identification with Achilles.
According to some, it was downbhill all the way after Siwah for Alexander’s character, so
that by the time he died at Babylon in 323 at the age of thirty-two he had come to be seen
as an object lesson for anyone tempted to follow his megalomaniacal path towards
tyrannical domination of the world. Alexander, it has always been said, died because
there were no more worlds to conquer. Therefore he must have died unhappy, and, by
implication, he made others unhappy too, especially the Greeks, because their world
would never be the same again.

We can never be certain about what was actually true about Alexander and what is
later-malicious embroidery. The case for Alexander is that he made certain political ideas
possible which had never stood a chance within the morally confining walls of the polis
classically conceived. Prominent among these is the idea of a multi-racial state. The idea
comes down to us not from any self-conscious ‘theory’ but from a story about a mutiny in
Alexander’s army at Opis on the Tigris, and it is a story worth the re-telling. Discontent
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among the Macedonian veterans had come to a head for reasons we do not know, but
their grievances were clear enough: non-Macedonians, that is Persians, had been let into
the crack cavalry regiment the Companions of Alexander, had been given commands
which involved ordering Macedonians about, and had been granted the (Persian) favour
of greeting Alexander ‘with a kiss’. The Macedonians formed up and stated their
grievances, whereupon Alexander lost his temper, threatened to pension them off back to
Macedonia, and distributed the vacant commands among the Persians. When both sides
had simmered g down, the soldiers came back to their allegiance, Alexander granted the
Macedonians the favour of the Kiss, and he promised to forget about the mutiny. But not
quite. Alexander ordered up a feast to celebrate the reconciliation, and the religious
honours were done by the priests of the Macedonians and the magi of the Persians.
Alexander himself prayed for omonoia, concord, and persuaded 10,000 of his
Macedonian veterans to marry their Asiatic concubines. And so the story ends.

The plea for omonoia has come to be recognised as a kind of turning point in the
history of the way men thought about politics in the Greek world, and, by extension, in
the western world in general. The ancient Greeks were racist in theory and practice in
something like the modern sense. They divided the world, as Aristotle did, between
Greeks and the rest, and their fundamental category of social explanation was race. Race
determined at bottom how civilised a life a man was capable of living. The civilised life
was, of course, only liveable in a properly organised city-state. Only barbarians could live
in a nation (ethnos) or in something as inchoate and meaningless as an empire. The
Greeks also seem to have had the modern racist’s habit of stereotyping, which simply
means going from the general to the particular: barbarians are uncivilised, therefore this
barbarian is uncivilised. The race question was inevitably tied up with slavery, though it
is by no means clear that the ancient Greeks had a ‘bad conscience’ about slavery, as
some have claimed. From time to time, they may have felt badly about enslaving fellow
Greeks, and that was probably the reason why thinkers like Aristotle troubled themselves
with guestions about who was most suitable for slavery and who the least. Low-born
barbarians born into slavery were always at the top of the list of good slave material.
Most Greeks probably believed that without ever thinking about it much.

The Macedonians may have lacked the subtlety of the Hellenes, but Alexander was no
fool. Whatever the Macedonians might have thought to themselves about the races of the
East, Alexander would have been asking for trouble if he had arrogantly proclaimed
Macedonian racial superiority over conquered peoples, and it would have caused a
snigger or two back in Hellas. What better way for the conqueror of a multi-racial empire
to conduct himself than in the name of human brotherhood? Imperialism then becomes a
gathering-in of the nations rather than the imposition of one nation’s will upon another
and this thought follows from the empire-builder’s real desire: secretly, he expects to be
obeyed for love. This was Alexander’s way of showing that he was not a tyrant.

The idea of the tyrant had made a deep impression on the minds of the Greeks. The
word ‘tyrant’ was itself ambiguous in the ancient world. It appears first of all to have
meant someone who came to supreme power in a city by unconstitutional means, but the
idea of overweening and scandalous exercise of power was soon added to the original
meaning of usurpation. Aristotle tried to attach a technical meaning to the word by
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defining tyranny as the exercise of supreme power by one man in his own interest, by
force not law. Tyranny is a degenerate form of kingship, which he defines as the rule of
the best man, in the interests of all, through law. These definitions should make us pause.
Aristotle does in fact spend quite a lot of time in the Politics discussing the various forms
of kingship and, on the face of it, this may seem out of proportion granted the very low
incidence of kingship in the classical polis. Explanations vary as to why Aristotle has so
much to say about kings. Some say that Aristotle speaks of kings in the way that Samuel
does, not to praise them but to warn against them. It would have been almost impossible
to be a true king in Aristotle’s sense. Where would such a man be found, and where was
the city modest enough and rational enough to accept the claim of rulership of
outstanding virtue? Others see Aristotle’s treatment of kingship as a direct critique of
Plato’s Republic. The most obvious criticism of Plato’s plan for rule by philosopher-
kings has always been that such outstandingly talented men and women are only likely to
be found in very small numbers. Is the polis, then, to exist simply for the sake of being
ruled by the very fortunate very few? And Lord Acton has nothing to teach Aristotle
about the corrupting effects of absolute power. By ‘rule in his own interest’ Aristotle
means that the tyrant will use all the resources of his city to further his own happiness.
Tyrants expected to be the happiest of men because they could do what other men could
only dream of doing. (Tyrants of Syracuse were sometimes drunk as lords for months on
end.)

It is, then, possible to read an anti-kingship bias into Aristotle’s treatment of kingship,
whether that treatment is regarded as being very wary of kingship in general or as being
an attack of Plato’s Republic. But Aristotle’s contemporaries, aware as they must have
been of Aristotle’s Macedonian connections, might have taken a different view of what
he has to say about kings. Aristotle was. after all, enough of a Greek and enough of a
Platonist to believe that it was possible for a political community to produce a single
outstanding man. The central place of the agon, the competition, in Greek political and
cultural life is testimony to the fact that the ancients were interested above all in winners.
There were no second and third prizes at ancient Olympia. Aristotle also believed with
most Greeks that virtue was not its own reward. Unrecognised virtue was an insult to its
possessor, and, in political terms, it was degrading to be ruled by men who were worse
than oneself. The truly outstanding men had a real claim on the recognition of their
fellows, and the outstanding men were not notorious for concealing their own light. Like
Plato, Aristotle knows that outstanding talent is a political menace if it goes to the bad,
but that might be all the more reason for putting talents to good use in ruling the state to
prevent them going to the bad. Aristotle is careful to say that all forms of government are
attended by risks. Governments of the Few and the Many are just as liable to go wrong as
governments by the One. Aristotle’s Politics can easily be read as an apology for
monarchy, or at the very least for the idea that monarchy is simply another available form
of rule which, like oligarchy and democracy, has its good and its bad sides.

Perhaps Alexander has an inkling of this, or perhaps he was told it all by Callisthenes.
Perhaps the plea for omonoia was Alexander’s way of showing the world that there was
more to him than military prowess, that the Macedonian empire had more to offer the
world than the example of successful violence. It had a mission; in the Aristotelian sense,
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it was for something. On the other hand, the mystical and ceremonial aspects of
Macedonian kingship are easy to explain but very hard to explain away. We do not need
the increasing megalomania of Alexander’s character to account for his assumption of the
attributes of oriental kingship. What better way to govern the Persians than in the manner
to which they had become accustomed? (Napoleon said that if he were governing Jews he
would rebuild the temple of Solomon.) The orientalisation of Macedonian kingship may
have been a matter of straightforward calculation, but that is not how contemporaries saw
it. What was particularly galling to some sensibilities was that Alexander and his
successor kings went around pretending to be gods. This was supposed to be un-Greek,
which might at first seem odd. The Greeks had always lived on familiar terms with their
gods, whom they saw as sharing the world with men. The gods assumed the shapes of
men and animals (and even plants) at will, and the attribution of divine characteristics to
men was not all that uncommon. The heroes of Homer are god-like, occupying a place
midway between the gods and men, and many cities honoured their founders as demi-
gods. Why, then, was there all the fuss about the divine kingship of the Macedonians?
The Greeks thought that as far as they were concerned kingship was in the past. All their
thinkers agreed that kingship deriving from the headship of the family must have been the
first form of rule which human beings lived under. Kingship might be appropriate to
peoples still at a relatively primitive stage of their development into free and rational
men, and it would always be appropriate to barbarians. But kingship was asking free and
equal men to swallow too much. Either there was a man so much better than anybody
else or there wasn’t. Either way, the king would be a threat. If he was better than anybody
else, then free citizens would be obliged to surrender their right to self-rule voluntarily to
the king, an act of collective civic suicide, or the king was no better than ordinary men, in
which case he ought not to be king at all. Whichever way you looked at it, kingship
spelled disaster for the polis.

The idea of divine kingship fed on and was fed by the cult of personality carefully
cultivated by Alexander. Alexander had great virtues, and he made sure that the world
knew about them. Even his vices were the vices of military life long ago described by
Plato: love of plunder (though he gave a lot of it away), drunkenness and an insatiable
appetite for glory. Alexander was a hard act to follow, and this probably accounts for the
elements of royal ritual and symbolism developed by the later Macedonian kings. The
rituals which we ordinarily associate with kingship originated in an attempt to convince
subjects that the powers which Alexander had by good fortune belonged to his successors
by right of their kingship. All ritual separates the man from his office, implying that the
virtues which do not appear in the man inhere in the office. In some mystical way, the
virtues rub off onto the man who is king. Hence the magnificence of courts, and
ceremonies like coronations and royal funerals. Some of this can be put down to human
vanity, no doubt, but it was also designed to send out important legitimising signals. Nor
should we underestimate the legitimising ties of royal blood in an age which knew
nothing about genetics but which knew a good deal about horse-breeding. A king sprung
from a line of kings who could be taught to act like a king was always likely to be
mistaken for the real thing. The later Macedonians tried very hard to establish the
hereditary principle. The successful generals who made themselves into the first



From polisto cosmopolis 75

generation of successor kings could claim to have a share of the mana of Alexander
himself. Through heredity they could pass some of it on to their sons.

Ancient thinkers knew very well that kings would try to found dynasties. This was a
fact of human nature as it applied to kings, and it required no special explanation. Equally
obvious was the flaw in the dynastic principle. Reigning kings could not sire winners
every time, and one day an absolute dud would lose the kingdom. It did not seem to
matter much theoretically whether the dud was useless by nature or made useless by the
corrupting temptations of power. Kingship was one of the forms of rule which would not
be expected to last. This was a perception shared by Romans as well as Greeks. Yet the
successor kingdoms of the Macedonians lasted until Rome took over the whole of the
Mediterranean littoral, and they were the scenes of flourishing Greek culture, something
which in original Greek terms they could not be. According to the best ancient
authorities, only the equal members of a free citizen body were ever likely to achieve
anything noteworthy. The freer the city, the greater the achievements of its citizens were
likely to be. Sparta and Thebes left behind very little except memories, whereas the
Athenian investment in the muses still pays dividends. The Greeks never forgot that they
fought as free men against the subjects of the Persian kings, yet the Hellenistic kingdoms
everywhere contained Greek subject cities which took great pride in their Greek
constitutions and whose citizens thought of themselves as Greeks. And these kingdoms
lasted. So what happened to the idea that the polis was the only form of government
which could possibly accommodate the turbulent and innovating spirit of the Greeks?

The obvious answer to this question is probably the correct one: Alexander gave the
Greeks opportunities on a scale hitherto unknown. Alexander’s own identification with
Achilles is the clue; fame was won abroad, at Troy, and not in Hellas. At home, the
heroes were little more than barnyard cocks. Odysseus’s journey back to Penelope in
Ithaca is so full of wonders that we are being asked not to ask what it is, exactly, that he
is going back to. Penelope’s suitors are going to make things tough for Odysseus, and he
is going to have to be very heroical indeed to overcome them, but after that all he can do
is sit in his own armchair by the fire and relive the deeds in far-away places which made
him the talk of Hellas. The polis was too small for real deeds of fame. Everybody knew
everybody else too well for anyone but the very greatest to acquire the unfeigned
admiration of their fellow citizens. Prophets with honour practise their trade away from
home. Private lives came under close scrutiny in the claustrophobic world of the polis.
Everyone was everyone else’s valet. The ad hominem attack was second nature in city
politics because everyone knew what everyone else was like. What was lacking was the
sense of a distance between the great ones and the rest. And if one were truly great, there
was always Aristotle’s warning that a man who could live outside the polis was either a
beast or a god. (Think of the Athenian who voted for the ostracism of Aristides because
he was sick of hearing Aristides called “‘the Just’.) The world that Alexander made was
not the end of the polis but its fulfilment. Greeks now had the choice of staying at home
in their familiar world or of taking their chances outside. It was the difference between
provincial rep and Hollywood, modest success and stardom. The extended multi-racial
states created by Alexander and his successors were the safety-valves of the Greek cities,
and failures could always return to them, sadder but wiser men. There was no particular
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reason why any but the most politically and culturally conservative should find the semi-
independence of their city particularly galling, provided always that the Macedonian
kings kept up appearances. Philip of Macedon’s domination of Greece was covered with
the fiction that he was the chosen leader of a league of independent Greek cities, for
which there was ample ancient precedent. Alexander saw no reason for stripping his own
power naked, sometimes posing as leader of the Greeks taking revenge on Persia,
sometimes calling himself king of the Macedonians, and sometimes calling himself king
of everything, king by rank, so to speak, everybody’s superior.

The Greeks were hard-headed enough to accept Macedonian power as a fact in the
world, and the divine honour paid to Macedonian kings even by Athens helped the
Greeks to preserve some of their self-respect. What better way to reconcile yourself to
overwhelming power than to say that the overwhelming power is more than human?
Nobody minds being beaten by the gods nearly so much as being beaten by other men.
No doubt there was a certain amount of sniggering behind the backs of saviour gods, as
they tended to be called, but then the Greeks had not always taken all of their gods
equally seriously. Empire had its own effect on the gods. All monarchs are monotheists at
heart. If one god rules the whole universe then some of his glory rubs off onto universal
kings. A very great king needs a very great god, and a very great king does a very great
god no harm. This would be especially true in a world where the gods were already
anthropomorphically conceived.

The Greeks had never thought of their gods as living in a polis. Zeus had always been
king of Olympus. Like all kings, he sometimes had trouble with his subjects, and the
lesser gods could sometimes frustrate his wishes by cunning. The politics of Olympus
was the politics of a court. The favour of Olympian Zeus was never quite satisfactory as a
support for earthly kingship because the gods were always divided over which human
kings and heroes should be specially favoured. The gods took different sides in the
Trojan War. The favour of the gods was almost evenly divided, and both sides knew that
it was the really important gods who would decide the victory. The favour of a god was
one of the things which made a king a king, but real kingship needed either one god
ruling alone in the heavens, or one god before whom all the other gods and spirits would
bow down. What would a god who could do these things be like? Remote, perhaps, the
opposite of the intense locality the Greeks were used to attributing to their gods, but at
the same time everywhere, in the same way that a great king’s power was supposed to
reach into the far corners of his kingdom. The best way for a god to be everywhere, while
at the same time not being in any particular place, was for him to dwell in men’s hearts.
What king would not want to be loved by all his subjects and to be constantly in their
thoughts? If god as some mysteriously universal spiritual being dwells in everybody, and
if one of the things he tells everybody is to love and honour the king, then kingship is
well on the way to ideological security, and the king is equipped with sound ideological
motives for making sure that god’s worship is never neglected.

Sceptical Greeks were never going to accept such views all at once. Even the despised
orientals had never gone so far as actually to worship their kings as gods, though they had
long since been accustomed to thinking of their kings as god-like. It was probably easier
for the Greeks to think of kings as gods than it was to think of god as a spiritual principle
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ruling everywhere. Plato’s Philosopher-Rulers were supposed to be in touch with divine
ideas which were unchanging, but that was an exceptional view and it began late in the
experience of the polis. The Macedonian kings knew that Greek scepticism was a force to
be reckoned with. No king ever commanded a Greek city in the name of his own divinity.
It was the reality of power which whipped the cities into Macedonian hegemony. The
Macedonians had the sense never to try to install a cult of themselves as gods in
Macedonia itself. The idea of elective warrior kingship was still useful long after
Alexander was dead, and a time would come when the words ‘the Macedonians’ simply
meant ‘the army’, or crack troops, no matter what their ethnic origins.

We can easily see that the emasculated polis still made sense in the Hellenistic world.
Living in a Hellenestic polis, with a Greek constitution—popular assembly, council,
lawcourts and all the rest—was the only way of being at home in kingdoms of millions of
square miles. The kingdoms which were founded when Alexander’s empire broke up
lacked the organic unity which had allowed Aristotle to see the polis as the crowning part
of nature. Crudely, the cities ruled themselves and the kings ruled the land. It was
impossible to feel part of a whole in this vast world. The state became them, not us. What
it meant to be Greek changed. There was no loose talk after Alexander about Persians or
other foreigners sharing the rule of kingdoms with Greeks. The Greeks became a more or
less closed ruling caste, the price of entry into which was Hellenisation—that is to say,
complete identification with the aims and culture of conquerors. However much they
might try to disguise it for reasons of prudence, the kings of the Macedonian kingdoms
never forgot that Alexander had won his empire by the sarissas of the phalanx. The
Ptolemies could claim to be the legitimate successors of the Egyptian pharoahs; other
Macedonian rulers could invent genealogies to show that they held their kingdoms by a
right derived from the gods; the diadem, the sceptre and the signet ring might dazzle
some, and elaborate court ceremonial might fool others, but at bottom the kings ruled by
right of conquest. That meant that it was kingship which held the state together. The body
of state consisted of the king, the king’s ‘friends’, the body of royal officials and the
army, all of them foreigners, or in the position of foreigners, in a conquered land. The
Greeks came to recognise this. In the second century BC Greeks stopped identifying
themselves by the name of their polis and began to call themselves and be called ‘the
Hellenes’, a race of men really at home nowhere.

And the kings were dynasts. They wanted their successors to rule for ever. The old
Greek confidence that tyranny was only a moment in the life of a polis was gone.
Tyranny was not just something to live through till better days. Territorially huge states,
ruled from their capitals by kings, had a great future. Polis had given way to cosmopolis.
Henceforward, men were going to have to stop asking themselves what it meant to be a
citizen of a city, and begin to ask themselves what it meant to be a citizen of the world. g

TOWARDS THE LONELINESS OF STOICISM

It is easy to see the world-view of Stoicism as a grim view of a joyless world. Great Pan
was really dead. The Stoics virtually replaced the old Pantheon with a god of reason and
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nature whose commands applied to all living creatures. Only men were likely to disobey,
but the Stoic god was in some sense a punishing god, so that the wicked should not count
themselves too lucky if they escaped the punishment of men. Like all ancient
philosophies Stoicism promised to show the way to happiness, but the Stoics had first to
work out a consistent view of the relationship between individual men and the rest of the
world in which they lived their lives. Stoicism was only one of several possible responses
to the problems of living in a world coming increasingly to be dominated by great
empires. One of the problems which empires posed was the simple one of deciding what
was the proper status of that which the Greeks had always thought of as ‘politics’,
attending to the affairs of the polis. Nobody could be entirely immune from the
perception that, with the rise of Macedon, might was everywhere triumphing over right.
Political philosophy as the Greeks had thought of it had been about the right way of doing
politics, and one of the plain implications of Macedonian success was that Greek politics
had failed. Perhaps the idea that reason and law could contain the ambitious passions of
men had always been a pipedream. Might had been right all along. Cities had always
been ruled by their strongest parties, so that the question of how cities should be ruled
had always been academic in the worst sense. Empires based on the right of conquest and
very little else taught men the real nature of things.

What was to be the place of the rational and inquisitive man in the imperial scheme of
things? He could no longer pretend with any conviction that he was an active participant
in the process by which decisions which radically affected his life were made. Those
decisions were now made in distant capitals where he had never even been. Alexander’s
conquests began the process by which men were encouraged to believe that they were
only consumers of government, not producers, and in Alexander’s time governing
decisions were being made from lands so distant that most men had never even heard of
them. From now on, men were going to have to make a career out of imperial politics and
to pursue it they were going to have to leave their native cities for foreign capitals.
Politics was no longer part of the immediately given world of experience. The response
of the Cynics and the Epicureans to this state of affairs is sometimes regarded as a
withdrawal from politics, but that is partly to misunderstand the political situation in the
imperial world. It was not so much that men left politics; it was more that politics left
them. Polis politics became truly local politics, parish pump stuff, hardly worth a rational
man’s attention, and certainly not worth the devotion of a whole life.

The Cynics’ response was to snarl at the world’s attempt to impose sets of rules which
were so empty of all meaning (the word Cynic derives from the ordinary ancient Greek
word for dog, Diogenes’ nickname. Everything which the world admired was purely
arbitrary, and this principle extended to all forms of law, human, moral or divine, and it
extended beyond that to everything which the world called good. The Cynics saw
everything which had been part of the Aristotelian good life—wealth, wisdom, beauty,
truth and virtue—as worthless in the particular social, moral and political circumstances
of the altered world of empire. Perhaps the polis had always been worthless, its rules and
values shams, but what had been the insight of a few in the past was now plain for all
those to see who were not self-deluded. What is a man to do in a world all of whose rules
were arbitrary? Be wise, where wisdom meant pointing endlessly to these unpalatable
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truths, and, above all, bear witness to the world’s untruthfulness by living in defiance of
the world’s conventions in so far as that was compatible with human survival. Expose
what we would now call hypocrisy and cant, and wait, like Diogenes, for the big moment
when you could tell the ruler of the whole world that the only thing he could do for you
was to get out of your light.

There may be something admirable about the isolated integrity of the wise men of
Cynicism, but a life spent denying the reality of what most people called goodness could
not appeal to many as a recipe for human happiness. The Epicureans went in an
altogether different direction. Why not call good only those things which are pleasurable
in themselves or which lead to pleasure? Aristotle himself had praised hospitality for
bringing friendship to the state. Why should conviviality not provide a refuge from the
world, a kind of artificial re-creation of all that was best in the life of the polis, without its
attendant responsibilities and risks? This did not mean gluttony. Only a child or a
barbarian would opt for a life of self-indulgence, and the garden of the Epicureans was
not supposed to be an extension of the chocolate factory or the whorehouse.
Epicureanism was a way of relaxing in a world whose political pressures were remote but
sinister and whose social pressures were near and nasty. A certain acceptance of the
world as it was went with a distaste for the ways it obtruded on private existence. This
had important political implications in Rome, where family life had long been thought of
as the life of the republic in minuscule. The household held up a mirror to the res publica.
Public life was supposed to be a reflection of all that was best in private life, and both
were the schools of Roman ‘virtue’. Some of the most virtue-inspiring moments of
Rome’s history were moments at which a choice had to be made between the family and
the state, and the heroes always put the state first. The Romans, perhaps oddly, would
have put this down as much to good family training as to good state influences. The
authority of Roman fathers was as stern as the authority of the public magistrates, and
Roman wives and mothers were supposed to fear nothing so much as dishonour as they
waited, virtuously spinning, for their men to return victorious from the wars. Contrast this
with the Epicurean idea of the household as an aesthetic fortress. Roman law had always
allowed the household considerable autonomy because it could be sure that what went on
inside was not harmful to the republic, and Roman law could not change quickly enough
to be able to intrude into private circles of aesthetic subversives. Aestheticism got itself
an even worse name when the poet, actor and musician Nero became emperor, one of the
few artists in history to destroy art for art’s sake.

The life of aesthetic pleasure was not well suited to a city which was a world power.
Rome’s policy had always been martial, and Rome’s constant wars with her neighbours
were recognised by Roman historians as a source of Rome’s internal strength. A people
who were so often victorious abroad were never going to take easily to being bullied by
their rulers at home, so Rome developed a system of republican government which
allowed the Roman people their just share in their own government. The constitution of
the Roman republic survived long enough to be a miracle of longevity, and the standard
explanation for that longevity came to be that Roman government was a fortunate
mixture of the three basic types of government: monarchy, aristocracy and democracy.
The Roman consuls were its kings, the Senate its aristocracy, and its people and their
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tribunes its democracy. It was standard doctrine in the ancient world that ‘pure’ forms of
government were not likely to last. Even the best of monarchies eventually became
corrupted, self-disciplined aristocracies degenerated into oligarchies admiring only
wealth, and democracies always ended up in mob rule. Rome was lucky, because in the
government of the republic each part of the state tended to cancel out the vices of the
other parts, leaving only their virtues. The people tempered the natural arrogance of
aristocrats, the senators tempered the natural turbulence of the people, while consulship
for a year was a constant reminder to the consuls that they were only temporary kings. It
was left to a later age to explain exactly why the Roman republic ended up having the
good, mixed government it did. It was enough for most Romans to believe that the gods
favoured their city with good government because of the virtues of the Romans
themselves.

Roman politics, then, was never ‘theoretical’ in the Greek sense. Romulus and Numa
Pompilius gave the Roman people the rudiments of their laws, and the Roman character
did the rest. The Romans knew long before their government was ‘theorised’ that good
laws make good men and good men make good laws. The good laws which were Rome’s
internal security, and the good arms which made her neighbours fear her, were the
Roman character writ large. The Greeks might be very good at talking about the
connection between good character and good government, but the Romans did not have
to bother much about talking about it because they were its living proof.

Not everything changed when Rome became an empire. The Roman obsession with
character did not disappear the moment it became difficult to think of the government of
the Roman world as an extrapolation from that character. The Romans had pretended for
as long as they could that the government of Rome was the government of a city which
just happened to be getting bigger, and they shared the ancient commonplace that in the
government of cities individual character really counted for something. Roman law was
still thought of as the law of an Italian city-state as it applied to the whole world. It can
never be said often enough that Rome conquered most of the world as a city-republic
which was profoundly conservative about its political institutions and processes. All the
cultural pressures were on the Romans not to re-think their government in the way that
the Greeks had always been too ready to re-think theirs. This, no doubt, allowed
considerable latitude in practice for innovation in the processes of government, and it also
allowed ad hoc solutions to the problems of governing conquered peoples to solidify
themselves into institutional arrangements, but the Romans stopped being the citizens of
a free republic, and became the subjects of an emperor, with their fixed political ideas
largely intact.

What Stoicism did was to connect the idea of individual character to the idea of
cosmos. Hegel calls Stoicism ‘the unhappy consciousness’, a cast of mind which could
never feel at home in the world. For those who still see Stoicism through Hegel’s eyes,
the Stoics will always appear to be essentially passive in the face of the world’s demands.
Being ‘philosophical’ in ordinary language still means being Stoical, a less than open-
hearted acceptance of a contingent and sometimes brutal world outside the self. Stoicism,
in this view of it, is something like what we would call resignation, the recognition that
‘that is the way things are’. Only the Stoic sense of duty enables the Stoic to act in the



From polisto cosmopolis 81

world at all. For there is a Stoic god. He does not exactly rule the universe, and he may
not take much interest in the world’s day-to-day affairs, but he is there to call men to their
duty. Scholars have often detected a strong flavour of eastern mysticism in the god of the
Stoics. (Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, is supposed to have been a Phoenician.)
‘Mystical’ here simply means ‘other-worldly’. The Stoic god calls men to do their duty in
a world where duty might otherwise be meaningless. The Stoic world is meaningless
without god, but god is not in the world in any very obvious sense. Unlike the gods of the
ancient pantheon, the Stoic god does not make sport with human lives, and he is not like
the providential god of the Christians, who concerns himself about the fall of a sparrow.

Nor does he talk to everyone, or if he does, not everyone can hear him, because the
world’s voices drown him out. We would say that living in the world is to become
increasingly attuned to the world’s wavelengths while the airwaves become increasingly
crowded. The world’s noise can only be silenced by a continuous effort of will, a lifelong
training of the internal ear which the Stoics called the soul. Cut off every other voice, and
the remaining voice is the voice of god. The world’s voices can be shrill and raucous (vox
populi), and refusing to listen to them often involves penalties. One of the ways in which
a Stoic can cut himself off from the world’s voices is to cultivate an indifference to the
penalties attached to the refusal to comply with what the world ordinarily tells him to do.
The Stoic knows he lives in a hard-edged world, and he expects to be cut and bruised.
This indifference does not come easily, and it doesn’t come once and for all. The Stoics,
like all ancient moralists, took the idea of a moral training seriously. Keeping in moral
shape meant persistently trying to do one’s duty in a world which did not take it easy.
The world’s rewards went to the trimmers, and the trimmers could always look upon the
Stoics as prigs. Being a Stoic could come very close to Plato’s picture in the Republic of
the just man living in the unjust society. The unjust man always does the good and
always receives society’s obloquy for his pains. Retreat from the world by suicide is
always an option for the Stoic, but it is not an easy option. There are no doubt times when
doing one’s duty by the state is horrendous. The Stoic always knows that there are fates
worse than death, and becoming evil’s pawn is one of them, but the god of the Stoics
frequently orders a man to stay at his post in dangerous and disgusting circumstances.
Desertion by suicide may be no more than running away from the battlefield because one
is appalled by the sight of blood. The Stoic has to be very certain that his suicide is not
the result of weakness, that he has stuck it out for as long as he can, that it is really god
who is speaking to him and not his desire for the comfort of death as an escape from the
discomforts of life.

The Stoic seeks above all else to control his own life in a world in which there is no
very obvious controlling moral context. In so far as the world is controlled, it is
controlled by power. Apart from god, the state is the only given of human existence. As
the Roman state turned itself from republic into empire, it became increasingly unclear
what the state was offering in return for obedience. In the republic’s best days it had been
possible for the Roman people to think of its victories as their victories and its laws as
their laws. Being a Roman was supposed to mean something. The people of Rome had as
much right as the senate to think of the city as their city. Expansion and empire changed
that. Being Roman came to mean nothing very personal. Being a Roman citizen was still
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a useful thing to be, but the sense of privilege was diluted when so many could claim to
be citizens. When the apostle Paul claimed to be the citizen of no mean city, he was
probably only thinking of his right to civil treatment under Roman law. He certainly did
not mean that his primary loyalty was to the Roman state. Obedience to law was one
thing, but there were other obediences which took precedence.

Law-abidingness is the most passive of virtues, hardly a virtue at all in the old
Aristotelian sense. Even Roman law felt the need to clothe the nakedness of state power
with a universalising moral theory. The god of the Stoics was perfectly placed to be the
author of a universal moral law of which the state’s law was the positive earthly
expression. The Stoic god was either nature’s creator or its guardian; in either case, god
must mean there to be a certain universality in nature. Nature’s law must be the same
everywhere and apply equally to all men. The doctrine that each man has his spark of
divine fire proclaimed that the differences between men could not be as important as
what united them. What men had in common could be extrapolated into natural law. This
could happen at the level of ordinary life as well as at the level of philosophy. The
universal empire had to find room for different local systems of manners and morals.
Roman law was itself unchallengeable, but the more reflective of the Roman lawyers
began to notice very quickly that there seemed to be the makings of a consensus about
what was just and unjust which reached to the very edges of the Roman world. A fair deal
meant much the same thing in a British market as it did in the markets of the Levant.
Setting aside different languages, different weights and measures, and different market
customs, a kind of universal equity shone through. Perhaps this was the divine fire
revealing itself in the practices of everyday life.

The doctrine of natural law fits in well with what the Stoics thought about the human
world in general. In the Stoic view of it, the voice of god speaks loudest when the world’s
voices are silent. This is not so very different from believing that god’s voice also speaks
when you have thought away from manners and morals everything that they owe to
particular times and local circumstances. Think away everything that is British about
British manners and morals, and think away everything that is Levantine about eastern
manners and morals, and what remains is common to both and is nature’s and god’s law.
Listening to god requires at least some idea of what you are listening for. The Stoic
assumes that the voice of god always tells us the same thing, while the world speaks with
many voices. Goodness is always the same; evil is the absence of goodness, not-
goodness, and, being irrational, the guises which evil will assume are not predictable.
Evil is really something like formlessness in Plato’s sense. Trying to conceive of an
‘idea’ of evil is to attribute to evil a form and a coherence which it cannot possess.

This presents Stoic philosophy with a problem which it avoids rather than solves. How
is the Stoic sage, or the ordinary man trying to do his duty, to distinguish between evil
and those things which are neither good nor evil, but indifferent? The remoteness of the
Stoic god makes it unlikely that he will go into much detail in his inner conversations
with men. Stoics are therefore urged to keep on the safe side by sticking rigidly to the
good and thereby avoiding things indifferent on the off-chance that they are in fact evil.
What is certain is that only the good can cause itself. Indifferent things cannot either be
good in themselves or be a means to goodness. It has often been pointed out how
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negative a doctrine this is. The sum of evil things and things indifferent could easily add
up to most of the context of human life, or perhaps even all of it. The dry, negative
goodness of the Stoics appears to exclude all of the things which have been called ‘good’
without meaning that they are part of moral goodness. The ancient sense of the goodness
of ‘the good things of life’ formed no part of Stoic sensibility, and this would extend to
what the ancients had always thought of as the just rewards of virtue. Physical strength
and beauty (the results of ancestral good breeding), riches and fame were supposed to
come within the category of indifferent things. Yet we know perfectly well that the class
of rich and noble Romans among whom Stoicism flourished were not in fact indifferent
to the good things of the world. Seneca was a usurer who built many palaces, Marcus
sired the monster Commodus, and everybody knows that the more Cato shunned fame the
more famous he became. Facts like these may be taken as evidence either that the Stoic
ideas were very hard to live up to, or that the Stoic was supposed to take a particular
attitude to the good things that came his way. Rich, noble and famous Stoics were not
necessarily hypocrites, though they seem to have been pretty successful at avoiding the
condition of slavery which they all agreed was in itself no obstacle to the virtuous life.
Perhaps the proof that the Stoics were indifferent to the good things which surrounded
them was the equanimity with which they could face their own deaths.

Some commentators prefer to call Stoicism a world religion rather than a philosophy,
noting that, like all religions, it changed over time. Not everybody changes their minds at
the same rate, if at all, when belief systems change, so that at any one time you would
expect to find lots of different beliefs and opinions calling themselves Stoic. Stoicism
lasted as a major belief system in one form or another for six or seven hundred years,
from Aristotle’s day to the days of St Augustine and beyond, so that anything one says of
a general kind about Stoicism must be very general indeed and subject to many particular
qualifications and exceptions. The picture is made more difficult to draw by the fact that
the works of the founders of Stoicism exist only in fragments or in later compilations
whose accuracy we have no particular reason to trust (or to mistrust). It does not matter
much whether we call Stoicism a religion or a philosophy, because the distinction only
becomes important with Christianity’s insistence on the difference between itself and the
learning of the pagans. If the distinction between religion and philosophy meant anything
before Christianity, it meant the difference between how the vulgarly credulous majority
and the learnedly discriminating majority thought about the attainment of the ends of life.
Christianity differed from ancient philosophy because the simplicity of wvulgarly
credulous minds saved them from the sin of intellectual pride, so that their hearts could
open easily to the simple truth of the gospels. Ancient philosophy and religion (and
Christianity itself, for that matter) were at one in agreeing that the purpose of both was
happiness (eudaemonia). Ancient superstition tried to propitiate the present by
meticulous sacrifices and tried to see the future in the entrails of goats, but superstitition
agreed with philosophy that the successful pursuit of happiness depended on having a
particular kind of knowledge. Stoicism agreed, but insisted that only the good could lead
to happiness. Virtue ceased to be a component of the good life but became the good life
itself. Virtue still meant the practice of virtue, and virtue could only be practised in the
world of other men. It was this determination to do his duty which anchored the Stoic in
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the present.

The Stoic philosophy had other consolations besides the knowledge that one was trying
to do what god wanted, and chief among these was the knowledge that one had other
company besides god. Ever since Zeno, Stoics had thought of themselves as belonging to
an invisible city of the wise. This secret society was universal. Place and numbers did not
matter to it. The city of the wise did not have to be a face-to-face society because
membership was spiritual and not political. It was the thought which counted, not the
deed. Membership of the invisible church of the Stoics required no outward signs, no
ritual, and no prescribed patterns of behaviour. You just knew, and god knew, that you
were part of the city. The extent of the city encompassed the whole world and beyond.
Unlike the ancient city-state, the members of the city of the wise might be scattered to the
ends of the earth, but a city it would still be. The invisible church of the Stoics was a true
city within an empire, but it would be quite wrong to see anything subversive in this. The
city of the wise and the Roman Empire were in no sense rivals. How could they be when
they existed in different worlds? The Stoics almost, but not quite, managed to achieve
what is usually attributed to Machiavelli—the separation of morality from politics. The
Stoic lived in two worlds simultaneously: in the city presided over by the one true god of
nature and reason, and in the Empire containing many gods, one of whom might be
Caesar. There was no reason in principle why god and the idols should not each be
content with their own particular spheres. Their cities existed on different levels of
experience, so there was no reason to suppose that they would ever declare war on each
other. There was none of that contiguity which made Jove, the lord of the land,
sometimes fight Neptune, the lord of the sea, which made Athens fight Sparta, and which
made Rome fight her neigbours. The only possible way for the two cities to come into
conflict is in the minds of Stoics. The Stoic, being a member of two cities, must live his
own inner life on two levels. The Stoic state of mind is in a state of vertical contiguity.
When god commands the Stoic to do his duty to the Empire, the Stoic is effectively being
asked to move down a level in his own mind and become a true citizen of the earthly city
for a time.

Suppose that on a particular occasion he cannot make the descent. The imperial city
can look very uninviting, and sometimes it resembles a theatre of horror. A Stoic might
refuse even to come to the play, let alone play a part in it. His solution to his difficulty (I
say ‘his’, but there were some notable women Stoics at Rome) is internal emigration by
suicide. Suicide is the Stoic’s way of taking up permanent quarters in the city of the wise.
The city of the wise fights no battles, so it can never be put to the sword; containing only
the wise it can never be divided against itself, because those who enter it already possess
and love the wisdom which alone can create equality and therefore unity.

Perhaps calling the Stoic the city of the wise and “invisible church’ is to see Stoicism
too much through the eyes of Christianity. However, there has to be something which
explains the extraordinary success of Christian proselytising among the Roman upper
classes at the end of the ancient world, and perhaps this is it. It is something of a
commonplace in the history of ideas to say that one doctrine prepares the way for
another, but it might be true for the Stoic doctrine of the city of the wise and the Christian
doctrine of the true and invisible church. What Stoicism lacked was any sense of the
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visible church. The basic assumptions of the Stoics made it very difficult for them to
champion any earthly institution with enthusiasm. A universal empire ruled according to
law and presided over by a good Stoic emperor was about as much as a Stoic could hope
for, and he would expect all kinds of fallings-off in the details of political life. Not the
least of St Augustine’s later achievements was to be able to give an account of the
Church as an institution which was anchored in the fallen condition of man but which
was also set fair on its course to the divine.

Augustinianism made better sense of Stoicism than the Stoics ever did. Augustine’s
clever mind managed to weave together the visible and invisible churches, and the state,
into a single theory which justified all three, and he did this by ranking them in a value-
order which put the earthly state at the bottom but with its authority completely intact.
Augustine diminishes the significance of the Roman Empire, or any other earthly city,
but does not diminish the legitimacy of its power by so much as a drop. Of course, the
Stoics accepted the Empire, but that acceptance was always grudging, and, as far as the
Stoics could see, the state was so provisional that its workings in everyday life would test
the patience of a saint. The state as it actually existed was hard to fit into any divine plan,
and that in itself justified the Stoic retreat into a quiet and manly despair. Augustine was
quick to point out that all paganism lacked a convincing account of the connection
between god-in-the-world and god as existing externally. Stoicism could only make that
connection into an intensely private affair of inner voices in intermittent conversation.
This effectively wrote off a good deal of human experience as meaningless. The Stoic
world was riddled with godless interstices which were not theorisable at all. What
Christianity in its Augustinian version did was both to extend and to particularise god so
that there were no gaps left. Augustine’s god filled out the eternal and the particular. He
lived outside time while living every second of it. Perhaps one can see in this how
dependent Stoicism was on the Roman Empire. For the Stoics, a world without the
Empire would be almost completely unintelligible. What structure would it have? What
could god mean by telling you to do your duty if that duty fitted into no recognisable
pattern of duties as they existed in the universal empire? Stoicism did in fact need the
Empire to make sense of the world at all. Augustine was able to see beyond the Empire:
Christianity could still make sense of a world without emperors.

NOTES ON SOURCES

Alexander’s star-quality shines just as brightly today as it did on his contemporaries. The
historians seem unable to keep away, not to mention the poets, the dramatists and the
novelists. Much of it is hagiography (and much of it is fun). A starting point might be
Arrian’s Life of Alexander the Great, trans. de Seligncourt (1962). W.W.Tarn, Alexander
the Great (1948, 2 vols; reprint 1979), is for paddling about in. R.Lane Fox, Alexander
the Great (1975), manages to be racy and scholarly at the same time. Some useful
snippets of documents are to be found in Ernest Barker, From Alexander to Constantine
(1956).

My treatment of Stoicism is scandalously brief for a world religion which lasted for six
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centuries. A.A.Long, Hellenistic Philosophy (1974), which follows his Problems in
Stoicism (1971), is still the best introduction to its subject. E.VV.Arnold, Roman Stoicism
(1958), retains its share of Horatian gold. A recently published Stoic text is Cicero, On
Duties, eds M.T.Griffin and E.M.Atkins (1991).



6
CHRISTIAN COSMOPOLITANISM

St Augustine’s City of God

ST AUGUSTINE

Augustine wrote a celebrated apology of part of his life, the Confessions. The
man protests too much. Augustine does not appear to have been a pleasant
man, unless you have a taste for people like St Paul or Rousseau, who believe
that confession of past sins is proof of present virtue. None of that can affect
Augustine’s standing as one of the most influential thinkers who ever lived. If
anyone ever constructed a world-view which made a world, then Augustine
did.

He was born in North Africa (then a Roman province) in AD 354 of a
pagan father and a Christian mother (who eventually became St Monica), and
his family was just able to provide him at Carthage with the education
necessary to slip young men of modest origins into the imperial service.
Augustine claims to have spent a sinful youth, but it wasn’t that sinful. All it
really amounted to was the theatre, a mistress and a touch of the Manichaean
heresy.

Augustine began as a teacher of rhetoric (the ‘classical’ education of the
day), and moved to Milan in 384 to further his career. It was there that he
encountered neo-Platonism for the first time; heard the celebrated bishop of
Milan, Ambrose, preach; and began to read St Paul. From the neo-Platonists
he learned just how difficult it was going to be to persuade educated men that
the word was made flesh; from Ambrose he learned that Scripture could be
read symbolically (some would say ‘twisted’) to mean things beyond the
literal meaning of the text; and from Paul he took those views about sexuality
and sin which ever since have been damaging people’s lives in the Catholic
world.

Having been baptised by Ambrose in 387, Augustine went into monastic
retirement at Thagaste in Africa, and it was only reluctantly, by his own
account, that he gave in to local demands that he become first a priest and
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then Bishop of Hippo in 395. It was there that he defended the Catholic
Church against heresy, especially Donatism, and after 410 wrote The City of
God. Augustine managed all this while busy at his other episcopal duties. He
remained at Hippo for the rest of his life, dying there in 430 while Hippo was
under siege by the VVandals.

THE MAN, THE MIND AND THE PROBLEMS

Commentators sympathetic to Augustine praise his intellectual and spiritual honesty;
hostile critics can only see intellectual and moral ruthlessness. Everyone agrees that
Augustine’s was a remarkable mind, and that it was remarkable because it never stood
still. 1t comes as no surprise to us that Augustine saw human life as a pilgrimage, an
odyssey of many twists and turns of a mind of many devices and many sufferings.
Augustine was not modest, despite endless protestations about his Christian humility.
Augustine’s Confessions are meant to be more than the account of one man’s spiritual
journey. The story of Augustine’s soul’s progress from profanity towards grace is
supposed in some sense to be everyman’s own journey. As in Rousseau’s Confessions,
the story of one man’s life stands for all humanity’s loss of its sense of direction. The
hero, by now as ungodly as Odysseus was god-like, confronts a moral world which is as
hostile as it is meaningless. Rational men are increasingly at a loss about what to believe.
Augustine’s world is a world of competing loyalties. Study of the pagan authors could
still elevate the mind and lead to official positions of considerable emolument, but four
centuries’ worth of Christianity had offered other things which a rational man might find
equally attractive, a joy notably absent from Stoicism, for instance, or love for one’s
neighbour or resurrection.

Paganism and Christianity were no longer the stark alternatives they once were. Since
Constantine, the Roman Empire had won its victories under the sign of the cross.
Christianity had gone through its stages of being an intermittently persecuted religion, a
tolerated religion, an officially encouraged religion, and then the official religion. Being a
Christian had originally been risky; now there was a Christian bandwagon. The Church
had become part of the nature of human things: where Rome was, there would the Church
be. The problems of an official Church were far more complex than the problems of the
persecuted Church. The heroic days of semi-clandestine evangelism and public
submission to the sufferings imposed by persecutors gave way to a time when the Church
could afford the luxury of quarrelling with itself. Questions about what the Church was
and was supposed to be were now not so easily answered as they had been in the early
days. And like other institutions, the Church had to settle questions about property and
place. Who should be a bishop had become an important question, and who should be the
senior bishop would become a very important question indeed. Bishops did not always
see eye to eye with each other, and in disputes they were not always scrupulous about the
weapons they used. Disputes about jurisdiction could easily shade over into quarrels
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about ecclesiastical organisation and into dog-fights between the orthodoxy and heresy.
Matters which we can easily divide with hindsight into the separate matters of discipline,
ecclesiology and theology did not always appear to be so clearly separate to the
protagonists.

The Church in the late fourth and early fifth centuries was faced with one large
question which manifested itself in any number of particular disputes: What was to be the
relationship between the Church and the Empire? Earlier Christians had not exactly
enjoyed being persecuted (though Augustine himself had to get quite sharp about the
unhealthy cult of martyrdom), but being persecuted could only strengthen the Church’s
sense of itself as a body whose chief concerns were other-worldly. Other-worldliness did
not imply that the Church necessarily had to live as the world’s victim, but the
persecutions did mean that the question of what the relationship should be between the
world and its powers could not rise in any doctrinally very important way. Once the
problem of what the proper Christian attitude was to persecution had been settled, the
Church could settle into a posture of charitable submission and would try its best to love
its enemies. A Christian Empire, on the other hand, raised questions which it was
impossible to ignore.

Not all Christians had been equally staunch during the bad times. Many had foresworn
the faith and had crept back into the Church when the danger was over. Some traitors
(traditores) had even handed over the sacred texts to the imperial authorities, and they
too had crawled back asking forgiveness. Could the backsliders ever be considered as
true members of the Church? Could the Church which readmitted them itself be called
‘true’? This was a special problem in Augustine’s own province, Africa, which already
had a long tradition of ecclesiological purism. African Christians had long held that the
Church, or at least the priesthood, should hold itself apart from the world’s corruptions,
constituting the state within the state which the old persecutors had feared. For the
purists, ‘Catholic’ meant “whole’ in the sense of pure. The Catholic Church was whole in
our biblical sense of making whole, of casting out devils and other impurities injurious to
health. The Donatists hated fair-weather Christians and would insist on re-baptism as the
least that the wandering sheep should be required to undergo before they were allowed
back into the fold, and even then the welcome would be restrained.

Donatism appeared to be on strong ground when it came to the question of what the
Church’s relationship to its erstwhile persecutors should be. What enraged the Donatists,
who had suffered for the faith or had been willing to suffer for it, was that some parts of
the Church found jumping on the imperial bandwagon so easy. It was even more
shameless than pretending that the persecutions had never happened. Certain bishops,
who should have known better, were actually hailing the Empire as the divinely inspired
agent of the eventual triumph of Christianity. Since Constantine, they argued, the
imperial and ecclesiastical missions were all but indistinguishable. Imperial propaganda
had not been slow to see the advantages which came from elevating the emperor so high
that he appeared to be nearer to Christ than to other men, and the cult of Constantinople
as the Virgin’s specially protected city came close to implying that Christ and the
emperor were brothers. What kind of times were we living in, the Donatists asked, where
reversals like these could happen overnight?
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The question of time was trickier than one might at once suppose. Christians had
always had a sense of history which was fundamentally different from the pagan sense. It
was not so much that sacred history attached overwhelming importance to events like the
crucifixion which figured not at all in profane history, though that was different enough.
Rather, sacred history was the history of specially privileged men and women, some of
whom had looked God in the face, had been directly commanded by him, and some had
even seen Christ die and had talked to him afterwards. The Gospel emphasis on the truth
of Old Testament prophesy as revealed in the New meant that there was an unbroken
chain of divine causation reaching back from the present life of Christ’s Church to events
which had truly happened “In the beginning’. A special place was reserved in the story of
God’s providence for the martyrs of those times when sacred and profane history met in
blood. The attribution to the Empire of a divine mission abolished for the future
distinction between sacred and profane history. African Christianity, with its tradition of
keeping the Church at arm’s length from the world and its ruling institutions, was never
going to take kindly to the new dispensation, even when the Empire’s future looked very
secure. The shock of the sack of Rome by Alaric and his Goths in 410 threw the question
of the relationship between Church and state back into the melting pot. Christians had
long been taught that the kingdoms of this world, unlike God’s kingdom, were subject to
corruption and death, but that was Sunday talk. In everyday life, nothing was easier to
assume than that Rome would last for ever, perhaps even till the Second Coming. Rome’s
longevity, perhaps even Rome’s increasing greatness, was a fundamental assumption
with those who were keenest that the Church should throw in its lot with the Empire.
Rome in 410 gave them pause. Rome had been sacked before, sometimes even by her
own armies, but this was different. It began to dawn on acute spirits that Rome had a
‘western’ problem, and the political events of the fifth century were to bear this out.
Three-quarters of the way through that century the Roman Empire had ceased to exist in
the West. Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire had finally begun.

Historians no longer look at the Empire through Gibbon’s eyes as declining over a
thousand years, but we can still agree with Gibbon that in the fifth century the Empire in
the West was a shaky investment. Augustine’s The City of God shows how big an
investment Christianity already had in the Empire. Christ’s Church was the path to a
kingdom which was in many ways the Roman Empire turned upside down. The Christian
heaven was a utopia, and, like all utopias, it bears an upside-down, mirror-inverted
relationship to its own contemporary world. Like the Roman Empire, the Church was
universal and its heaven offered the immorality which the Romans had thought came
only from fame or deification. God ruled in heaven in a way which could be glimpsed in
the rule of an ideal prince. Paganism had always thought of the ideal prince’s rule as
being like the rule of the head over the body, of the intelligence over the desires, a co-
operation so natural that it ruled out disobedience and the use of force to compel
obedience. Contrast the earthly empire, barely able at times to contain the tumults of
unruly desire or to satisfy the monstrous lusts of its tyrants. Heaven, where everybody
triumphs and everybody is deified, makes every saved soul an emperor. The equality of
souls in eternal bliss makes the earthly happiness of emperors pitiful by comparison. And
if the good fortune of emperors is not the way to happiness, then what is to be said of the
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laborious lives of ordinary men? Most of them had no hopes at all of terrestrial happiness,
while in heaven even erstwhile slaves could be happier than kings.

In The City of God, Augustine tried to imagine what difference a world without Roman
dominion would make to the Christian view of things. This is by no means to attribute to
Augustine the view that Rome was about to collapse. Rome would no doubt recover, but
it was as well to remind the faithful that God was a taker-away of kingdoms, and that
Rome, like the empires of the Scriptures, would also pass away. The Church was to be in
an important sense the Empire’s successor state, and, compared with God’s kingdom,
what did the sack of Rome matter? The Church’s history was guaranteed because it was
founded by the expressly declared intention of Christ. Rome had as her foundation the
carnal lust of dominion. Augustine turns the catastrophe of the sack of Rome neatly
round by asking: Why did Rome last so long? rather than: What has Rome done now to
deserve her fate? Christians had believed since Paul that the powers that be are ordained
by God. Nobody could deny that Rome had lasted a very long time. Augustine’s
explanation is very classical. He compares the present state of the Empire to Rome as she
once was. Cicero defined a true commonwealth as a body of men united in their love of
virtue. Rome was once a true commonwealth: witness the patriotism of the republican
heroes. Augustine lays his flattery on the old heroes so thick that they begin to look like
Christian martyrs. But nothing lasts in this world, and antique virtue was corrupted into
the Rome of the Caesars.

It takes some effort of the imagination for us to understand what the sack of the city
must have meant to Romans in late antiquity, but it is only after we have made that effort
that we can possibly begin to realise the intellectual audacity it took for St Augustine to
say that the most important event conceivable did not matter all that much. Augustine
was going to have to take a very long view of the matter if the importance of the sack of
Rome was going to be minimised, and that could only be sub specie aeternitatis. Rome
was corrupt anyway, and Rome’s gods had not helped her in her hour of need. Those
pagans who went around saying that Rome’s misfortunes had been caused by the
desertion of the old gods in favour of Christianity simply failed to understand Rome’s
own history. It was the virtues of the old Romans which had found favour with the one
true God and which had caused Rome’s prosperity. The Romans may have thought that
they were praying to gods, but in fact they were either praying to devils or to themselves
masquerading as gods. Whichever it was, those whom the Romans called gods could not
do in Rome’s adversity what they had not been able to do in her prosperity. Early Roman
history had its instruction for Christians. The self-sacrifice of the heroes of Roman
patriotism could serve as an example to the Christians. If Rome was worth such
sacrifices, then how much more does the city of God deserve them. No doubt, Rome was
allowed to prosper partly because of the example her fortunate days could give to later
generations, and, no doubt, Rome’s present troubles were meant by God as a terrible
warning of what would eventually happen to the wicked.

Rome was as much a cultural as a political fact. Paganism was still alive. Augustine’s
own father had been a Christian convert from paganism. Paganism was more than just a
religion (and even to call it a religion is misleading, when paganism comprehended so
many disparate beliefs and cults). Paganism was a whole culture, and to attack it was to
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try to re-shape the structure of men’s minds, to change their minds in the broadest and
most literal sense of the term. Augustine set out to do that from the heart of pagan
culture. He had received the standard literary education of the day and could have
expected to rise in the imperial service. He was a teacher of rhetoric, classical education
at its most classical. Classical education, then as now, could be blamed for narrowness,
but what it lost in narrowness it gained in thoroughness. Augustine knew his pagan
authors (though he knew his Greek authors second-hand), so that when he confronts the
bias and half-truths of the pagan philosophy with the truths of scriptures, he is not so
much attacking paganism from the outside as filling the empty heart of paganism with the
Bible. It is doubtful whether a change such as this is even possible. One man cannot
change a world of ideas by himself, though he can signal that a world of ideas is coming
to its end.

One of the ways in which Augustine softens the blow caused by the proclamation that
a world of ideas is over is to preserve as much of the passing world as he can. He is
ruthless in his insistence that paganism as a philosophical creed has manifestly failed to
deliver on its promise to show men the way to happiness. Even paganism at its best, by
which Augustine means Platonism as expounded by Plotinus, can neither show that the
wise are truly happy nor that the supposed happiness of the wise is permanent. No pagan
doctrine of happiness can possibly succeed where Platonism has failed. None the less,
Augustine’s own moral and political doctrine is saturated with Platonism and is
unthinkable without it. This is not, perhaps, how Augustine himself saw the matter.
Augustine scholars have distinguished between an earlier Augustine who saw
Christianity as the fulfilment of all that was best in paganism, and a later Augustine who
saw Christianity as a denial of everything which paganism stood for. The earlier
Augustine saw the mind’s engagement with the Platonic Form of the Good as a higher
reflection of a late but still intermediate stage of the soul’s longing for God. Conversion
to Christianity was the last stage of human enlightenment, the nearest a human soul could
come to God this side of the grave. The Augustine who thought like this could see no
contradiction between Platonism and Christianity, and it was even possible to begin to
see Platonism as a necessary stage on the philosophical path towards seeing the light. (I
say a necessary stage on the philosophical path towards Christianity because there were
paths to it which had nothing to do with philosophy.) Under the influence of his reading
of Paul’s Epistles, Augustine later came to see paganism as being so impregnated with
the carnality of a world that had denied Christ, that he dropped the idea that there was a
connection between the Platonic and the Christian views of the soul. But how far
Augustine succeeded in ridding himself of his Platonism is another matter. What is not in
dispute is the adroitness of his use in The City of God of an existing philosophical
language to undermine the most cherished positions which that language had originally
been developed to expound. Even then, there are still glimmers in The City of God of his
earlier position with regard to Platonism, as for instance in his admission that the
Platonists had at least some idea of the problems associated with the idea of the soul’s
immortality, however confused their thinking about the solutions to those problems might
have been.

And it must always be said in Augustine’s favour that he is prepared to take paganism
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on where paganism is at its philosophically most coherent. Much of Augustine’s attack
on Roman religion rarely rises above the level of smear journalism and the scoring of
cheap debating points. Here his attitude is hard to distinguish from the ancient aristocratic
(and Gibbonian) opinion that only fools and plebeians could believe such rubbish. But
Augustine’s erstwhile Platonism never betrays him into the exclusive intellectual elitism
of Plato. Augustine is a radical because he never doubts that there is a form of knowledge
superior to the Platonic Idea of the Good which is accessible by God’s grace to those
same fools and plebeians which Platonism excluded. This must have been a very startling
claim. The stupidest Christian was wiser than the wisest of those who had either never
known Christ or refused to recognise him. There was one way through Christ to God.
Christianity is above all a revealed religion, and not an intellectual construction on
propositions about the world. To put this another way, Augustine’s Christianity as it is
expressed in The City of God is a religion for those who are already of a religious
disposition and who are dissatisfied in ways they cannot always explain with the religion
which they already profess. Augustine’s sense of audience is very acute. In The City of
God he is addressing men who have been forced to think about their religion by events in
the world. These are men who already know what religion is for but who are beginning to
feel that their own religion is no longer adequate to the purposes for which all religion
exists.

Augustine is walking several tightropes at the same time. The African problem meant
that any view of the Church which he took had to be pure enough to satisfy African
sensibilities but not so pure as to exclude too readily those who had abjured the faith and
asked to be forgiven. He had to take a view of the state which downgraded Rome’s
vulnerability in the face of its barbarian enemies without writing the state off as having
no importance at all in men’s affairs. Augustine had to take a long view of human
experience without diminishing the importance of that experience to the point where
nothing in this life mattered. Augustine’s Christianity was not a matter of giving up on
life but of seeing life as it truly was, and that meant seeing it in every possible
perspective. A Christian life viewed sub specie aeternitatis was a life lived with the
special intensity which came from the possession of a knowledge which was very special
and at the same time promised to everyone.

Above all, Augustine was keen to make men know what it meant to live life in a
society. The problem for Christians was not what city to want to belong to, or whether
not to belong to any city at all. Augustine was always classical enough to believe that, at
bottom, all human problems centred round questions about what membership of human
groups entailed. Like Aristotle, he believed that a failure to do one’s duty was really a
failure fully to understand the implications of membership of a society. In the modern
idiom, human failure was always more or less a failure to play a role properly. But the
days of Aristotelian citizenship, with its harmony of the roles of father, manager of a
household, and a citizen, were over. It had never been clear in what sense the universal
empire of Rome could be a proper city in the ancient sense. Calling a whole empire by
the name of a single city could not hide the fact that Rome could not be a society in the
ancient and hallowed sense because there were no terms of association except obedience
to Roman law. The Empire was no association of free men who agreed what the virtues
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were and how they ought to be practised. Aristotle had pointed out long ago that
obedience to the law was not enough to make a man a good citizen, any more than
avoidance of offences against military law made a man a good soldier.

The men of late antiquity were men of divided loyalties, and loyalties to family, city,
province and empire did not always sit easily together. Christians added loyalty to the
Church, which was itself often divided, and to the eternal city, the Christian Rome, which
all Christians hoped to enter in triumph. Augustine’s political theory tries to sort out what
membership of all of these different cities means. This is a difficult thing to do while
living in a world where all the cities exist on top of each other. For Augustine, the secular
world is complicated precisely because it is not given to men to know exactly where the
boundaries between the different cities lie. Christians were constrained to believe that the
city of God and the city of the damned will only be completely distinguishable from each
other after the last judgement, but the details of eschatology are only partially revealed to
men. Certain it is that saved and damned souls live together in human societies where
even the good must still live partially blinkered lives. The scriptures tell us enough to be
certain that the heavenly city is the city to strive for, but God’s method of election to it is
ultimately mysterious.

This had profound implications for the visible Church. It too would have to be a
community of the good and the wicked, because to decide who was which according to
some final standard of judgement was to usurp the judgement of God. What was true of
the Church was a fortiori true of the state. The state could not simply be identified with
the city of the devil because the state too contained its share of the good. The state can no
more be completely identified with the devilish city than the Church with the heavenly
city. There was, of course, a difference between the Church and the Empire, but that
difference was never going to be simple. What was desperately needed was an account of
how membership of the different cities affected each other. Church and Empire, heavenly
and devilish city added up to four societies of which men could be members, with each
man being a member of at least two. Christians were members of three, Church, Empire
and one of the cities which were to last for ever. Nothing could remotely compare in
importance with the question of which a Christian was going to spend eternity in. No
Christian could ever say anything except that he wanted to spend eternity with God, but
this did not necessarily make clear what his relations to the ecclesiastical and secular
powers on this earth should be. Augustine’s City of God was written with this problem at
the forefront of his mind.

THE HEAVENLY CITY

For Augustine, what we call human history is only a moment in the divine scheme of
things. God’s reason for creating what we call space and time is not all that clear. What is
certain is that there was a time, so to speak, when time itself did not exist, and it is
equally certain that there will come a time when time itself comes to its end. Like the
ancient philosophers, Augustine cannot think about time without associating it with
change. God himself never changes. Time, therefore, is meaningless to him, but he did
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create time, and he must have done it for a purpose. Something must have happened
which made the Creation necessary. The trouble probably began with the revolt of the
fallen angels against God. Augustine is very evasive about the maotive for the fallen
angels’ rebellion, but that was the moment when the city divided between the good and
the bad. Again, Augustine is not very clear exactly why God made the Creation. Any
attempt to know God’s mind is attended by the possibility of impiety, because to know
God’s mind in its entirety is probably a blasphemous attempt to be like God. However, it
is probable that God created man and told him to multiply in order to recruit enough
saved souls to repair the original damage done to the heavenly kingdom by the fallen
angels’ revolt.

The original condition of man’s soul was innocence. By nature, therefore, the soul is
good. Augustine is adamant that good precedes bad. Bad has no independent existence; it
is simply a falling away from God. Goodness, doing what God wants you to do, is always
the same, whereas evil takes on as many forms as perverted human ingenuity will allow.
The soul longs for its natural home, the heavenly city, and the heavenly city will be
complete after the last judgement, when the last saved soul enters the city in triumph.
There is, properly speaking, no ‘after’ after the last judgement, because nothing ever
changes any more. In the language of the old pagans, the heavenly city is a city of being,
not becoming. Eternity is now and for ever. So the burning question is: How do we tell
who is saved and who is damned? Some human beings are destined for the heavenly city
and some for the sinful earthly city which will exist for all eternity. The form of the
Gospels committed Augustine to a rigid determinism. The Gospels emphasise the coming
of Christ as the fulfilment of prophecy: God and certain privileged persons called
prophets knew all along that one day God would make himself flesh and dwell among
men. If God knew all that beforehand, then he surely knows the identity of all the
eventual members of the heavenly city. God’s foreknowledge creates notorious
difficulties for Augustine’s doctrine of the freedom of the will. How can the will be free,
if God knows beforehand who is going to choose the thorny path to the heavenly city and
who will go the easy way to the everlasting bonfire? Evil must be the result of human
will, otherwise Augustine would be trapped into saying that God can create evil, or that
evil is co-eternal with good, the heresy of the Manichees. Perhaps the faith requires us to
believe in both God’s foreknowledge and free will. That is asking a lot, but then
Augustine never says that dwelling in the faith is going to be easy.

God knows who is saved and who is damned, but men do not. The good and the bad
live together higgledy-piggledy in the world. What strikes the observer first about the
world is its sinfulness. Nobody can escape the consequences of Adam’s fall. We come
into the world in slimy and disgusting circumstances (inter urinam et faeces nascemur),
and we arrive already equipped with a will capable of evil. The sinful world caters to all
tastes. The original sin was to entertain a forbidden desire. Augustine makes sexual lust
stand for all the lusts of the flesh. (Speculative commentators have always remarked how
‘Freudian’ Augustine is about sex, without recognising how ‘ancient’ about sex Freud
knew himself to be.) Like the best of the pagans, Augustine recognises the hopeless self-
destructiveness of a private life lived only to satisfy desires, and no-one believed more
than he did in the ancient commonplace about the public blood-letting required by a
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tyrant’s master passion. (Book IX of Plato’s Republic was required reading in Nero’s
Rome.) Even a Christian fool could see that a Christian-persecuting monster of an
emperor was not a very likely candidate for the heavenly city (though the example of
Paul means that you can never be entirely sure), so why does God allow him to decide the
fate of nations?

Augustine’s answer is complex because his whole view of the state as it actually exists
depends on the answer. Augustine asks us to imagine what life would be like without the
coercive power of the magistrate. What would the Roman Empire be like without Roman
law? No matter where we look, in the street or in the Scriptures, the answer is the same:
life without the state would be unbearable. Augustine’s social pessimism is complete:
what is to be done with a world in which even the saved souls are sinful? We sometimes
forget that the New Testament’s emphasis on forgiveness is paid for by re-emphasising
the sinfulness which makes it necessary that God’s forgiveness should be so widely
available. If the good cannot be trusted, then what of the wicked? Augustine shares with
the ancient Greeks an awareness of the possible extent of the anti-social effects of the
pride and lust of even one or a few individuals. The ancient sense of the disruptiveness of
pride is usually attributed to the cheek-by-jowl nature of the social life of the ancient
cities. The wickedness of one or a few really could cause a lot of trouble in cities where
everybody lived in everybody else’s pocket: there just wasn’t the social space available to
absorb the shockwaves of hubris. Augustine extends the ancient obsession of the polis
with neighbourliness to the whole world. Understanding the social state of fallen man is
simply a matter of extrapolation from the fact of the universal pervasiveness of sin. The
only man who never sinned was Christ. The difference between the most sinful man and
the saint is as nothing when compared with the difference between Christ’s perfection
and the goodness of the best of men.

What applies to subjects must apply equally to sovereigns. The difference between the
best and the worst of the earthly powers is as nothing when compared with the difference
between God’s rule over the heavenly city and the rule of the best prince over the best of
the earthly states. And again, the rule of the worst prince over the worst earthly state is
nothing compared to the hell of the devil’s rule over his own. The search for a perfect
prince to rule over the perfect city on earth is bound to be fruitless, but this is far from
saying that Christianity has nothing to say to the lords of the earth. Part of Christianity’s
radicalism consisted in the insistence that emperors could expect only the same rewards
in the afterlife as their subjects, and, more humbling, they were to be subject to the same
punishments. Augustine echoes Plato’s refusal to believe that princes must be the
happiest of men, as the poets claim, because they can have ‘everything they want’.
Princes are undoubtedly different from other men, but only because they have greater
scope for doing good and evil. The pre-Christian Roman emperors thought themselves
happy if they reigned long, gained military victories, overcame rivals and passed their
empires on undiminished to their sons, but Christianity has a very different story to tell
about happiness. The happiness of a true Christian emperor consists of reigning justly,
not being puffed up by flattery, being slow to vengeance and quick to forgive, successful
in controlling his lusts and regular in his public prayers for forgiveness. Such a prince
will reign with charity, not pride, in his heart, and will rule in the hope of entering the
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eternal kingdom. Augustine knows perfectly well that the head that wears a crown often
lies uneasily. It is only in the truly eternal city that the Christian emperor can afford to
stop worrying about rivals.

Even such a prince, being only a man, will rule imperfectly, and Augustine’s warning
to us not to expect too much even of good princes sets the scene for his treatment of the
monstrous prince. We must never forget that, laudable as the difference is between the
good and the wicked prince, it is still as nothing when compared with the goodness of
God’s own rule over the heavenly city. God seems to give rule indifferently to good and
bad princes. That distinction is certainly not to be taken as a distinction between Christian
and non-Christian emperors. Christianity is not meant to ‘soften’ secular rule. The
hangman of the good and the bad prince is the same hangman (and Augustine means a
real hangman, with hangman’s hands, not the nondescript public official of modern
English times who used to appear on television talk-shows wearing a dinner-jacket). The
evil prince employs the hangman against the innocent and the guilty alike, but Augustine
comes close to saying that man’s sinfulness makes even the innocent not all that
innocent. Accusations of crime in the reigns of bad princes may be legally groundless,
but nobody who falls into the hangman’s hands is likely to be entirely innocent. Tyrants
are fond of glossing their enormities with the forms of law, and Augustine asks us to see
legal proceedings in a double light, as a means in good times of keeping a fallen social
order together and in bad times as an Old Testament scourge of God. Only Christians can
summon up the necessary humility to accept the justice of God’s use of a wicked prince
as the instrument of his divine will. The rule of an irrational monster can make sense to a
Christian in a way that it could never make sense to a pagan. Stoicism, for instance,
might equip a man for living through the bad times which universal reason told him
would not last for ever, but Stoicism could not make sense of the bad times themselves.

Augustine, like St Paul, wants obedience to the powers both ways. Gone is the ancient
doctrine of virtuous tyrannicide, and in its place we find the doctrine of passive
resistance. Obey the state until the state requires you to do something which is directly
against God’s law. Then, and only then, may you refuse obedience, but you are still
obliged to submit to judgement and punishment in a spirit of Christian humility. Even the
consolation of wishing your tormentors in hell is denied you. This is grim doctrine, and
not the least of its grimness comes from the lack of any ultimately positive value being
attributed to the obligation to obey. The humility of the state’s submissive victim may be
pleasing in God’s sight, but the state itself is such a provisional institution that it can have
no value in the scale of values which really matters. The state is no school of the virtues
as it was for the best of the Greeks, and its law is not a positive instance of the universal
law of reason as it was for the best of the Romans. For Augustine, the state is essentially
a fourth-rate institution. The state is certainly inferior to the heavenly city and to the
Church, probably inferior to the best possible earthly state ruled by a prince inspired by
the Gospels, and almost certainly closer to the city of the damned than is generally
supposed. The state as a merely human institution would be downgraded further in the
light of the experience of the great monastic communities united in their love of God.

The state is tawdry in virtue of its function. It can never be much more than a thief-
taker, a bent policeman in pursuit of robbers and murderers who do not differ in kind
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from the pursuer, evil against the greater evil of social chaos. What the state calls justice
is really honour among thieves, and justice is all that can be expected in the world as it is.
Augustine executes an intellectually deft pincer movement in his theory of the state: the
more the state is an inferior institution, the more we need it. The state’s cause and the
cause of our need for the state are the same. Augustine knows that the legitimacy of any
political order is unlikely to survive a minute’s close examination of its own origins.
Rome’s beginning in the murder of his brother Remus by Romulus can stand for the
beginning of all early earthly dominion. The state begins in blood and human life begins
in slime; each needs the other, and each deserves the other. All the state can ever do is to
make it in the interests of thieves to act like honest men. Certain it is that the state cannot
make thieves into honest men, and it would be ridiculous for the state even to try. The
state is irrelevant to the inner life because it has literally nothing to say about redemption,
and it is only relevant to human behaviour in so far as it can batten down some of the
more disruptive effects of original sin. The proper stance of the state to human
dispositions in general is therefore a stance of savage neutrality, unconcerned with the
cause of wrongdoing but merciless to the deed.

This makes Augustine an odd kind of sociologist. For Augustine the search for the
causes of society’s ills is only in the remotest sense a diagnosis before a cure. We have
become so accustomed, perhaps wrongly, to thinking that the search for social causes is
halfway to the discovery of social remedies, that we can’t help thinking of it as odd that
the surer Augustine’s grasp of the wickedness of social reality becomes, the further he
takes us away from the possibility of remedies for society’s problems. This is not the way
Augustine looked at the matter. Human society’s problem had never really changed: How
were men to achieve happiness? All social thinking had been a more or less explicit
answer to that question. Pagan culture was the theory and practice of one set of answers.
Now that Christianity was the publicly enforced religion of the Roman Empire, it was
easy for Christians to fall into the trap of believing that the Christian state could deliver
more happiness, or a better kind of happiness, than the pagan state ever could. To think in
this way is to fail to understand the reasons for paganism’s own necessary failure.
Paganism failed because most pagan thinkers encouraged men to believe that something
like true human happiness was possible in this life. Augustine calls the Platonists the best
of the pagans because they alone saw that the body frustrated the soul’s longing for God
by chaining it to the gross world of the senses. Socrates, on Plato’s account of him, was
the first to see that life and happiness were contradictory terms. The soul would always
be alienated from its surrounding world.

The ancients had feared exile as a social death. Nobody knew what to expect from a
stranger who called nowhere home, and Aristotle recommends treating such a man as a
wild beast. Having been expelled from home amounted almost to the same thing (though
there were notable exceptions). Banishment was a terrible punishment, and most ancient
law codes recognised this by providing for exile for a term of years only. This sense of
exile was reinforced for Christians by the story of the Old Testament wandering. The
children of Israel had to struggle long and hard before they entered the promised land,
and even then a worthy like Moses was only allowed to see the land but not to enter it.
Nothing was easier, once the need to interpret the Scriptures was recognised, than to see
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the Jews’ longing to come home as a metaphor for the Christian’s soul’s journey through
life to its own Jerusalem. Christians were never to forget that life was meant to be
difficult, a pilgrimage through a hostile country in which casualties were bound to be
high. The best of the pagans had recognised that life for a good man was going to be
tough, and they had always been highly suspicious of even the best things the world had
to offer. The best was the fame which noble lives and actions won for good men in the
eyes of other good men, but even this was unsatisfactory: inscriptions on the hardest
marble eventually faded. The ancients were right to associate happiness with immortality
but had never even come close to showing how that immortality could be found. All
ancient paganism was a search for the way, and it was here that Platonism showed itself
to be the most seriously misleading of all the pagan cults. Platonism put the world of the
unchanging forms so far out of the reach of almost everybody (even Socrates) that
finding a way of bridging the gap between the world of Becoming and the world of Being
was impossible: by definition, the word could not be made flesh.

Christ was the way to heaven. He lived in this world of duly constituted powers.
Therefore Christ’s own attitude to the public authorities serves as a uniquely authoritative
source for deciding what the Christian attitude to the earthly powers should be. Christ’s
life was law-abiding in the full Jewish and Roman senses. Submission almost without
protest to the powers that be is to imitate Christ. Of course, this is only appropriate
doctrine for extreme cases. It is extremely unlikely, now that the Empire is Christian, that
the magistrate will ever again require those lesser Calvarys which were frequent during
the times of persecution, but you never knew. The pagan emperor Julian’s attempt to turn
back the Christian tide in favour of the old gods was living memory when Augustine
wrote The City of God. No doubt part of Augustine’s purpose in writing it was to pin
down the nature of the earthly state’s relationship to salvation in such a negative way that
a state-led attack on any religion would seem like foolishness. All that could be expected
of the earthly state was a minimum of social peace, a convenient condition for the soul’s
pilgrimage through this world to God, but by no means essential to it.

THE QUESTION OF RELIGIOUS COERCION

So far, Augustine is consistent. The state is established by God to make life bearable in
the human condition, which is the condition of sinfulness. The state is provisional; will,
like time itself, not last for ever; and its proper function can never be to prescribe the ends
of human life. No institution on earth, neither state nor Church, can decide what the ends
of human life should be after the gospels have spoken. All the Church can do is speak
with authority about the means of salvation. Christ plainly intended his Church to be
more than a place to go to if it rained. Membership of the Church could not guarantee
salvation, but outside the Church there was no salvation. In this sense, the Church was
both a uniquely temporal and a uniquely eternal institution. Augustine did not doubt that
the visible Church, the Church of bishops, priests and congregations, of councils and
decrees, of authoritative pronouncement about liturgy and dogma, was a pale copy of the
true Church, just as he did not doubt that in some ultimate mystical end the Church was
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identifiable with the city of God. What was certain was that the earthly state, however
virtuous its ruler, could never hope to be much more than a devilish parody of the
kingdom of God. No matter how hard it tried, the state had the taint of lust upon it. The
state could never be ‘good’ enough to wipe out its stain and the Church could never be
‘bad’ enough to annul its promise of eternal life.

In practice, this scheme of things gave both Church and state very wide powers. This
has to be emphasised because otherwise it would be tempting to see a kind of ethical
pluralism in Augustine’s view of the earthly state. The state, it might be said, exists only
to provide the basis for a social order while leaving untouched the question of what ends
men are to pursue within that order. The most the state could do would be to keep the
peace between rival groups which became noisier about what the ends of life should be
than was strictly compatible with public peace. In the modern idiom, it might seem to be
the case that Augustine argues that the state should concern itself with behaviour, not
action, with outward conformity rather than inward conviction. This would be a
sustainable view were it not for the very awkward fact that Augustine favours religious
coercion by the civil powers.

This matters a great deal. Augustine has not written the state off, but neither has he
written the state up. The state exists to do the messy job of making social order at least
possible in the world of sinful men. Every state, including the Roman Empire, is only a
sin-policeman, hopelessly under-resourced for the job in hand. States, including the
Roman Empire, come and go. God will see to it that there is always a state of some kind,
but it is a great mistake to suppose that the temporary life of the state is connected in any
way, except tangentially, with the things that really matter. God does not expect earthly
life to be absolutely disorderly, and the peace which the state can provide is a godly
though provisional end. Civil authority is deeply embedded in the flesh. Political motives,
even the motives which lead magistrates to do their duties conscientiously, are suspect. A
proconsul surveying a quiet, well-run province is likely to commit the sin of pride. And
this is the state which Augustine expected to bring back erring Donatists into the Catholic
fold.

We should remember that Augustine had once believed in the divine mission of the
Roman Empire as an agency for bringing in the truly ‘Christian times’. Belief in that
agency is perfectly consistent with the belief that the Empire should use all the powers
available to it in order to accomplish the divinely inspired task. If the state had been
given the job by God of bringing pagans and heretics within the fold, then why should the
state not do that by the state’s ordinary means: punishment and fear of punishment? The
ancients had never seen any clear difference between the laws of religion and the civil
laws, and they had certainly not recognised any right of conscience to interpose itself
between the citizen and his lawfully required religious observances. The idea that there
was something especially problematical about religious coercion had yet to be invented.
All ancient states were prepared to coerce for religious reasons. And perhaps especially
for religious reasons. The hubris which drove a man to defy the gods was always a sign
that he was going to be troublesome to his fellow men. Augustine’s early agreement with
most of his fellow churchmen that the state had a duty to enforce Christian religious
practice could easily come within a received tradition with the only and welcome
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difference that Christianity was now on a different side. The difficulty with Augustine is
that he came to deny the divine-mission orthodoxy of the Theodosian religious
establishment. This meant a downgrading of the Empire’s function, and, by implication, a
downgrading of the function of all secular authority. The state had nothing to do with the
‘In the beginning’ and nothing to do with those four last things which Christians were
supposed to look forward to as if nothing else mattered. If these things could be anybody
else’s business, except the individual Christian’s, then it was surely the Church’s
business. Augustine could have argued perfectly consistently for the non-interference of
the magistrate in religious affairs where religious contentions did not threaten the civil
peace. Yet Augustine chose not to argue against traditional practice. Augustine separated
the two cities, the heavenly and the earthly, only to connect them again in religious
coercion.

Nobody was more aware than Augustine that he faced a charge of inconsistency, and
his Donatist enemies were not slow to press it. How could a Christianity of the spirit be
served by the secular power? To ‘Compel them to come in’ to the Catholic Church was
really an admission of failure on orthodoxy’s part. Augustine’s only answer to these most
obvious objections is banal: we coerce them for their own good. Once it is accepted,
nothing is easier to cobble together than an ex post facto justification for coercion. The
image of fatherhood is the simplest. Fathers correct their children in a spirit of love. God
himself chastised the children of Israel because they were his chosen people, therefore his
chastisement is further proof of his love. What is more lovingly done than keeping a
people to the paths of righteousness? For fathers, read ‘bishops and priests’, assisted by
the civil authorities, and religious coercion becomes part of ordinary pastoral duty.
Bishops and priests, like all good fathers, and like God himself, will only use force as a
last resort: example and argument first, then ultima ratio regis. Augustine still has the
argument from fatherhood to cope with the abuse of coercion. Coercion used as a first
argument is no doubt wrongly used, but that only amounts to a single case of the abuse of
authority. The fact that one father abuses his children no more makes out a case for
abolishing all fatherhood than the fact that one ruler abuses his subjects makes out a case
for the abolition of all rulership.

There is good biographical evidence that Augustine came to his position on coercion
with some reluctance. What is particularly chilling about the final doctrine is that
Augustine adopted it because of coercion’s evident effectiveness. If Augustine himself is
to be believed, Africa was full of half-hearted Donatists and quasi-Christians who would
be grateful to the magistrate’s threat for giving them the final nudge into the Church. A
classical liberal like John Stuart Mill could agree with Augustine that the only thing
necessary for the success of religious persecutions is persistence.

It has to be said that Augustine spoke about coercion with the consensus of his age.
Part of the reason why religious coercion sends a shiver down our spines is that we have
become accustomed either to some kind of separation between Church and state, or, at
the very least, to the idea that Church and state do, and ought to, use different methods to
make sure of the loyalty and good behaviour of their members. In this, we are all the
children of Max Weber’s doctrine that the state should have a monopoly of violence to
defend itself and uphold the law. Other social institutions, like churches, must conduct
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themselves ‘within the law’, and that, by definition, means that they may only conduct
their business through persuasion. We sometimes forget that the modern view of the
state’s monopolistic right to use violence is only possible if we also take a specifically
liberal view of the distinction between society and the state. Most political theory is not
liberal, and most political theory denies that the liberal distinction between state and
society is a valid one. The distinction between state and society once denied, then there is
no reason in principle why other social institutions besides the state should not use
violence to police their members.

And why should a church not be state-like in the other sense of enforcing membership?
Men have seldom actually chosen to be members of the states to which they belong, and
conscious choice would be well down any list we were to make of the causes of why
particular people become members of particular states. States try to universalise
themselves within their own frontiers, so why should a church not try to do the same?
Augustine’s church could, after all, promise the certain hope of resurrection, which was
more than the state could promise. What was a precarious earthly peace compared to
peace eternal?

It is in the matter of religious coercion that Augustine just fails to be radical as a
thinker about politics. He leads us to expect that his differentiation between the two
cities, the city of God and the city of the devil, is going to lead to a similar differentiation
between Church and state. Defenders of Augustine will say that it is anachronistic to
expect Augustine to come out for the “separation of church and state’. More serious is the
contention that Augustine could not have separated Church and state because his basic
thinking about the two cities would not allow him to. Augustine’s most basic social
insight is that the groups of which men are members occupy the same social space. They
are superimposed upon each other and they overlap each other to such a degree that it is
never possible properly to separate these different groups. All we can really know is that
we are different subjects of different jurisdictions, so the only questions about politics
which may properly be asked are about how being subject to one jurisdiction affects
being subject to another. But there is no earthly answer to the question: Am | a member
of the eternal city, the city of God? In this sense, human life is lived without ever
knowing the most important thing about it. Election to the city of God remains and must
remain mysterious. How could it be otherwise? Certainly, this knowledge would be a
disaster for ordinary social living. If everybody knew who was elected and who not, then
there would be no point in the elect living virtuous lives, because they were saved
anyway, and it would be rational for the damned to live even worse lives than they do on
the principle that it was better to be hanged for a sheep than for a lamb. Tolerable social
living depends upon final ignorance, and perhaps it is part of God’s goodness that he
keeps the final things shrouded in mystery. The purpose of all authority, paternal, secular
and ecclesiastical, is to try to get men to live in a human world of imperfect information
as if they were saved.

That is a very tall order. No very convincing set of reasons emerges for obedience to
either the state’s law or to society norms. All binding norms and values come to the
world by God’s command. It can be the case that human social institutions also command
what God commands, and this is good in God’s sight, but human institutions do not
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thereby lose their entirely provisional status. Institutions, like the pagan state, which once
puffed themselves up far enough to claim to be the source of the values necessary for
living the good life have to be cut down to size. In its account of the reasons for
obedience, Augustinianism comes up against the problem which Hobbes was much later
to tackle head on: Why should | obey the law? | can, no doubt, think of a good reason
why my neighbour should obey the law, but as a rational being | can see that it would be
best for me if all my neighbours obeyed the law while I did not myself obey. Augustine’s
view of the earthly state would seem to lead to just such a position. The earthly state
imposes a minimum and precarious peace on selfish men. The state is, in fact, telling me
that I and others like me are selfish, and in telling me that, the state is only confirming
what the Scriptures already say. A non-Christian would certainly be justified in getting
away with as much illegal and anti-social behaviour as he could, and for a damned or a
saved soul it could make no difference either way. The best of us is tainted with sin, and
so, therefore, is the state. This must make the moral authority of the state’s commands at
least doubtful where they are not dubious. All Augustine can do is to fall back on a
quotation from St Paul: the powers that be are ordained of God.

Augustinianism signals the definitive end of the ancient idea that the state is the school
of the virtues and the stage on which those virtues are to be seen to their best advantage.
Much of his perspective had long since been part of Stoicism and Epicureanism, but these
were so much philosophies of the bad times that they always left open the possibility that
the life of public duty could still be the best and most satisfying life. Augustinianism
makes the ancient political idea impossible in any form at all, because there could no
longer conceivably be ‘good times’ in anything like the old pagan sense. Henceforward,
good men who have thought the matter out properly (and have prayed enough) will avoid
the state’ if they can, or if they cannot then they would be wise to temper earthly rule
with the occupation of a convenient bishopric.

NOTES ON SOURCES

St Augustine’s Confessions exists in various English editions. His City of God Against
the Pagans, to give it its full title, must be read in Healey’s great seventeenth-century
translation (2 vols, Everyman’s Library, 1945, reprinted 1962). J.N.Figgis’s The Political
Aspects of St. Augustine’s ‘City of God’ (1921), and H.A.Deane’s, The Political and
Social ldeas of St Augustine (1963), have been superseded by Peter Brown’s superb
Augustine of Hippo: A Biography (1967), and R.A.Markus’s excellent Saeculum: Histoy
and Society in the Theology of St Augustine (revised edn, 1988).
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With Thomas, the work is the life, and there is a huge amount of it for a man
who was barely fifty when he died in 1274. He was born an aristocrat in
Aquino in southern Italy in 1224(?) and was early bound for a religious life.
There is a story that as a youth he was kidnapped and held for a year by his
brothers, and the story exists in two versions. The saintlier of Thomas’s
biographers attribute the kidnapping to a desire on the part of his family that
Thomas should become a Benedictine rather than the Dominican he
eventually became, because the high road to ecclesiastical preferment began
at Monte Cassino. Other biographers say that Thomas’s family wanted to put
a stop to his religious vocation in order to marry him off to a rich heiress.

After a spell at the University of Naples, he was sent to Paris by his order
to study under Albert the Great, whom he accompanied to Cologne in 1248.
In 1252 Thomas was licensed to teach. He became regent of the Dominican
school in Paris on the recommendation of Albert. Thomas had to give his
inaugural lecture under the protection of a royal guard on account of some
nasty piece of academic politics going on at the time.

He was back in Paris in 1269 after a longish sojourn at the papal court and
began to play his crucial part in the struggle for the mind of Christendom as
the Aristotelians and Augustinians slugged it out toe-to-toe. Thomas had no
real taste for polemics. Perhaps he was a synthesiser by nature, but his was
not a mind which could satisfy itself with facile compromises. No philosopher
ever reasoned more rigorously than Thomas, and he has not many equals in
erudition. It would also be a mistake to think of Thomas as a man of the
cloister only. The closeness of his friendship with the king of France who
became St Louis may have been exaggerated, and the story that Thomas was
murdered on the orders of the arch-villain of his day, Charles of Anjou, is
certainly a fabrication, but there is plenty of evidence in his works to more
than suggest that Thomas had a shrewd idea of what actually went on in the
world.

Thomas’s outlook took in the whole of Christendom and the whole of
philosophy. Thomas’s political theory only occupies a corner of a vast
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philosophical enterprise, the aim of which was to make all right in theory
those things which were already all right in practice.

Aristotle’s Politics reached the West by a long and circuitious route. Other works by
Aristotle were already deeply embedded in the world of Western learning, so that his
Politics could hardly be ignored when it eventually made its appearance in the thirteenth
century. The matter was complicated by the fact that Aristotle’s works, including the
Politics, had been part of the common currency of high culture in the Muslim world for
several centuries, so that the Politics arrived in western Christendom well-encrusted with
the learned commentary of a non-Christian and sometimes anti-Christian civilisation.
And the Politics eventually found its way into a Christian world which had already had
the politics of Paul and Augustine, and this politics was very different from the
Aristotelian teaching about the state.

Augustine had very little good to say about the state, and hardly anything that was
positive. Augustine came to his view of the state through Plato and Paul, and Plato’s
contempt for almost every state as it actually existed in the world informs everything that
Augustine has to say about the earthly city. God wants law, even the law without justice
which the earthly city offers. The Pauline doctrine of sinfulness showed Augustine why
God wants the earthly city to continue its miserable existence. A carnal world is going to
be vicious, so God in his mercy gives men the state to batten down some of the social
consequences of man’s original sin. The state’s law may bear a relationship to God’s law
in some purely formal sense because everything is related to God, but in practice the law
and its enforcement can be as ungodly as it pleases and still be law. There are even senses
in which law which has fallen low is appropriate to the condition of sinful men. The
law’s purpose is always punishment, and sometimes God punishes a people as a whole by
visiting thoroughly nasty law-givers and law-enforcers on them. The nineteenth-century
French Catholic reactionary de Maistre got the spirit of Augustine’s view of law exactly
right when he said that God allows the executioner into the temple and permits him to
pray just after he has broken a man on the wheel.

Augustine nails men to the state. Man’s tragedy is that the state might never have been
necessary. Man in his natural condition before the Fall lived without political order in
Augustine’s sense. Like the Jews before they demanded kings, Adam and Eve lived
according to God’s law in their state of grace. Augustine hammers home the theme of the
state’s unnaturalness; only a deformed human institution can begin to cope with the
effects of a deformed human nature. A glance at Aristotle’s Politics is enough to show
that Augustine’s view of the state is not just different from Aristotle’s but its polar
opposite. Aristotle is so insistent on the naturalness of the polis that most of the
difficulties we have with his political thought arise out of that insistence. Aristotle’s god
approves of a well-ordered polis and he always wanted men to live in one. There is
nothing provisional or second-rate about Aristotle’s city. God, the great unmoved mover,
willed political life as the true end of man. God willed the highest possible life for the
Greeks alone; barbarians would live in disordered tribes and empires, and would be
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grateful to serve in their natural places as slaves in the well-run households of the Greeks.
These Greeks were the chosen people of nature’s god; they could do wrong, but only they
could do right. And right was to be done publicly in the polis. Ancient Hellas was what
anthropologists would now call a ‘shame’ culture. Doing the right thing, practising the
virtues, was done in public. Ancient Greek showing-off grates on us now, but the other
side of the coin was that citizens in the ancient polis were not subject to the moral agony
of choosing between the ends of private life and the ends of political life.

This would only be true, of course, if the polis was well-constituted, and in practice
there was always likely to be conflict between the polis and personal ambition and family
loyalty. Alcibiades and Antigone are not great names for nothing. None the less, the
Greeks assumed that the state could be taken back to the drawing-board; there was
always going to be a sage hanging about in a marketplace somewhere who could design a
better polis. Some remarks in the Politics itself can be taken to mean that Aristotle
believed that over time the polis had an organic tendency to develop into its natural, that
is perfect, form. He assumes that men can learn from their mistakes and profit from what
they see other men do. Spartan institutions, for instance, were probably an improved
version of the constitutions of the timarchic cities of Crete; even the Spartans were
neither too proud nor too stupid to learn from others.

Thomas’s problem was to try to reconcile the polis of the Greeks with Augustine’s city
of fallen men. Again, it has to be emphasised that ignoring the Politics of Aristotle was
out of the question. The reputation of Aristotle was so much a part of the intellectual
landscape of Thomas’s time that Aristotle did not even have to be mentioned by name in
philosophical treatises. When Thomas’s contemporaries wrote ‘as the Philosopher says’,
or even ‘as He says’, everybody knew it meant Aristotle. The Philosopher’s views about
politics would have to be reconciled with Augustinianism somehow. It was partly a
matter of tone. Reading Thomas after reading Augustine is like returning to familiar
ground. It is the Aristotelian world of beautiful formal definitions qualified in detail.
Avistotelian classifications of types of state and definitions of types of law make their
reappearance with their meanings glossed and teased out with references to the Scriptures
and to the Fathers of the Church. The difference between Aristotle and Thomas is the
difference between the idea of Hellas and the idea of Christendom. Aristotle had assumed
that political thought applied only to that small portion of mankind which inhabited the
Greek world. Political thought had nothing to say to the barbarian world, which was
nearly everybody, and it had nothing very encouraging to say about how Greeks should
treat any barbarians they came across. The barbarian question was relegated by Aristotle
to minor technical questions about slavery, and his treatment of barbarians amounts to
very little more than pragmatic advice to slave raiders and traders: make sure that those
whom you make slaves really are good slave material, otherwise you might burden
yourselves with very troublesome slaves. Stoicism and Augustinianism intervene
between Aristotle and Thomas. so that Thomas thinks the whole world is worth a theory.

Thomas assumes that Christendom is minimally stable. Its disputes are essentially
internal disputes, family affairs in which the disputants implicitly recognise that the
survival of the family puts limits on how a dispute may be conducted and how far it can
be allowed to go. Christendom is held together by the love of God and by a desire to do
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His will. Thomas’s God is a rational God. Like Aristotle’s Nature, God does nothing
without a purpose. He has created a rational universe and a rational world for human
beings to live in. God must therefore have had it in His mind at the Creation to make the
physical and moral worlds obedient to his law. Indeed, the distinction between the
physical and moral worlds which men inhabit is a distinction made only for the
convenience of philosophers. Ordinary men live in a single law-bound world, because the
God who made the heavens also made the earth and all its inhabitants.

Law is the coherence of the mind of God, and that coherence is reflected in the world
of ordinary law, the law of this kingdom, that duchy, and these courts. Human law
reflects the intense orderliness of God’s mind but human law is very far from being a
copy of God’s law. If human law were to be a copy of God’s law, then human living
would be approaching that condition of perfection which the Scriptures and the Fathers
tell us cannot exist in this world. The reality of the world of human law is in fact bound to
be as it is, a confused and confusing patchwork of different and overlapping legal
systems. A vertical dimension of human law adds to the difficulties. When legal systems
overlap there is always a dispute about the priority between them, and this often takes the
form of claims for the superiority of one system of law over another. One system of law
is claimed to be ‘higher’ than another, or it is claimed that a higher law exists by which
the priority of the claims of two ‘lower’ forms of law can be decided.

Time also makes its own claims for the lawfulness of law. Much human law, and
nearly all of feudal law, arises out of custom. Most of what we call ‘legislation’ has
happened through the expedient of making permanent lists of already well-established
customs. Somebody somewhere, acting from motives which we can easily guess at, has
always had the idea of carving the law in tablets of stone. Law becomes fixed, knowable
and known. The great law-givers of history are really misnamed if we think of them as
law-inventors. Rather, they are law-declarers, legislating in conditions in which it has
become imperative to be able to answer the question: What exactly is the law? Like all
legal theorists, Thomas had a healthy respect for law as codified custom. If God takes an
interest in everything, then he surely must spend some of his time overseeing how law is
actually made and enforced in particular societies at different times. Like Aristotle,
Aquinas believes the finger of reason writes the law in different societies and then moves
on. Aristotle’s Ethics and Politics are proof enough of this for Thomas. There is nothing
like Aristotle’s range of empirical knowledge in Thomas’s political writings. He just
assumes that what was true for the Greek states in Aristotle’s day is also true for
Christian Europe: law is nearly always rational in some sense.

How can this be? Aristotle’s own arguments take Thomas part of the way. Human law-
givers make and change the laws for a variety of human motives, some good, some
indifferent, and some downright wicked, but Aristotle appears to believe that there is
something about law-making itself which is inherently rational. Nature has implanted a
certain end in the human constitution—‘the good life’—and has also given men the
capacity to perceive, more or less consciously, what the good life is. Two things would
seem to follow from this. The first is that men who have an idea of what the good life is
would have enough sense to be able to work out for themselves whether or not the laws
of their city were compatible with the good life for whose realisation the city existed. It
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would be perceptions like this which would lead rational men to want to have their laws
codified in the first place. Rational men know that nature is primarily a set of ‘ends’ and
only secondarily the accomplishment of those ends, and, if men were wise, they would
want to fix as much as they could in law in a world in which nature’s purposes were often
frustrated. Aristotle’s second assumption about the rationality of law comes from the
undoubted fact that some cities, and therefore some legal systems, last longer than others.
For Aristotle, the longevity of a thing is bound up with the achievement of its end.
Processes which do not get close to their ends fritter themselves away back into nature.
Nature is endlessly patient, beginning and beginning again as long as time lasts. A world
without partially achieved ends would be chaotic; even the most rational mind could
make no sense of it beyond observing that everywhere chaos reigns. (And without the
idea of ends, it would be hard to see in what sense the world was chaotic. Take away
ends, and our very idea of chaos is chaotic.) Partial achievement of ends explains what
stability there is in the world of politics, and one of the ways men learn to save and
cherish their discoveries of what partial means to the good life is through a developing
system of law. The law is a repository of the sensible decisions made in the past about
how the good life is to be achieved. Like Aristotle, Thomas is very reluctant to believe
that human reason always gets things wrong, and he takes it for granted that there will be
a greater or lesser degree of rationality in human legal systems, which only appear to
have developed haphazardly. How otherwise was one to explain the persistence of legal
systems except by saying that they must have served at least some of the purposes of
human life?

Thomas never wavers from the ancient belief that all human activities presuppose a
form of knowledge. All life is either learning or putting knowledge into practice, and in
practice the two are often inseparable. (Only Plato believes that the just man’s knowledge
must be absolutely complete before he can be let loose on the world.) It follows that,
whether we realise it or not, we spend all our lives in search of knowledge. Rational men
look for guides when their own knowledge is incomplete. What is true of the world in
general must also be true about law. The law guides men’s actions, so that it is crucially
important that the law itself should be well guided. Thomas begins from the Aristotelian
presumption in favour of law, and, like Aristotle, he knows that human law cannot stand
morally by itself. As in other matters, so in this, the greatest help is to be found in God
who, as a law-maker himself, has a certain sympathy with human legislators.

The Thomist God is nothing if not rational. The orderliness of the Creation resembles
God’s own mind. The divine mind contains other purposes besides those which are
implicit in the Creation. The Creation itself cannot be said to have exhausted God’s mind,
because that would be to say that God’s mind is in some sense limited. This is another
way of saying that man as God’s inferior creation cannot expect to know everything that
God knows. Knowing God’s mind and being God amount to the same thing; therefore
wishing to know more than God wants us to know is blasphemous. We can know in a
very general sense that God wants us to live law-abiding lives because there is a divine
law which governed even before time began, The universe which we inhabit is temporal
and temporary. God’s mind can create time but cannot be confined to it. Therefore, it
must follow that there are parts of the divine law which men can never know except by



Christendom and itslaw 109

direct communication from God, and it also seems to follow that such communications
will be immensely privileged and hard for ordinary men to understand. All that men may
reasonably hope to understand is their own historical world as it relates to God. Messages
about what God intends for a timeless eternity are likely to mean very little, because they
ask men enmeshed in the world of changing appearances to imagine a world in which
nothing changes, a world which just is.

Like all Christian thinkers, Thomas believes that our temporal world was made by God
for a purpose. How can we know what that purpose is? Like the ancients, and especially
Avristotle, Thomas has a very sure grasp of the principle that, at bottom, intellectual
problems are problems about procedures. Questions about how we go about finding
something out have to be answered before we can actually begin the business of finding
out. God must mean us to find something out, and, like Aristotle, Thomas finds the basic
evidence for this in the fact that God singled out man as the creature which he would
endow with the divine gift of reason. It would make no sense to believe that God gave
men reason for irrational ends, and so the question immediately arises: what does God
want us to find out, or, more precisely, what are the most important things which God
wants us to find out? God’s purpose for us is, by definition, the most important thing for
us to know. God’s gift of reason must therefore be an invitation to the human mind to
share at least some of the eternal truths. This is what the Scriptures mean when they say
that God created man in God’s own image. The relationship between men and God is a
special relationship. Again like Aristotle. Thomas takes a generous view of what
constitutes human reason. Reason includes what we would call the formal reasoning of
the philosophers but goes far beyond it. Reason’s job is to find useful knowledge and,
again like Aristotle, Thomas recognises that most men find things out by the ordinary
processes of living in the world. The depth of suspicion about what the world can teach,
common to the Stoics and Augusting, is lacking in Thomas. He is far from saying ‘trust
the world’. but he does not think that all the world’s lessons are likely to be lessons in
iniquity.

Thomas’s reluctance to write off the world of human experience even leads him into
describing the state as the “perfect’” community, and this can puzzle readers who come to
Thomas straight after Augustine, until we realise that Thomas is using ‘perfect’ in the
strictly Aristotelian sense of ‘most complete’. The state is the human community which is
most fully formed. It must follow from this that God wills the state to exist. There may
appear to be nothing very startling about Thomas’s conclusion until one takes the
Augustinian theory of the state into account. We have seen how Augustine’s political
theory is always bound to have the effect of denigrating the state. The Church was always
going to identify itself with the heavenly city, despite Augustine’s caveats, and in their
disputes with secular rulers the princes of the Church were always going to make the
most out of identifying secular lordship with the city of the devil. Secular communities
were always going to be made to feel second-rate. And it is important to remember that
lots of medieval kingdoms and dukedoms were second-rate when compared to very
ancient and very modern states. Feudal societies were bewilderingly complex,
interlocking and overlapping networks of competing jurisdictions when compared to
ancient and modern states. Nothing in them existed which was the equivalent of the
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ancient res publica or modern sovereignty, Feudal lawyers could sometimes make sense
of the different claims to jurisdiction, and they could sometimes make sense of the
different kinds of law operating in feudal societies, but this legal order probably only
existed inside the minds of learned and ingenious jurists, and it was probably not much of
a help in the ordinary processes of government. The time was still long in the future when
thinkers as diverse as Machiavelli, Bodin and Hobbes would work out a theory of state
sovereignty in something like the modern sense. It would be in the middle of the
seventeenth century at the very earliest that it would come to be recognised that political
communities definitionally had to have sovereign centres which commanded whole
societies through sovereign-made law.

The modern state arose in societies which were already awash with law. Sovereign-
made law had to push its way into societies already well covered with legal systems. It
had to find legal spaces to work from which were not already covered, or in which
different systems of law conflicted, so that the state’s law could intervene as adjudicator.
What the world lacked in Thomas’s day was not so much law as sovereignty. Looking
back at the middle ages, we can now see that the development of a modern idea of
sovereignty came out of monarchy. The story of government in Europe during the
Renaissance and after is the story of the victories of state-centralising monarchies over
the centrifugal tendencies of all the medieval realms. The Church was always one of the
most centrifugal of forces because it was ruled from Rome and not from home. A
thirteenth-century thinker like Thomas could not be expected to have guessed what the
future was going to be like.

Thomas was writing for a time when the only state-like sovereign legislator was God.
Most secular rulers were the reverse of god-like. Thomas’s emphasis on the state and its
law gave the state a much needed boost. The more an earthly king took God’s rule over
the creation as his model, the closer earthly justice would approach to heavenly justice.
No matter that earthly justice was never going to get very close to divine justice. Human
justice could still be more than the ghastly parody of divine justice that Augustine had
thought it must always be. It has to be stressed that the shift from Augustine to Thomas is
a shift of emphasis only. Thomas never doubts the fundamental carnality of the world.
Like Augustine, he also accepts that human living is suffused with a mysterious quality,
which means that men are cut off from the kind of ultimate knowledge which alone
would enable them to make real sense of their lives. None the less, Thomas’s reading of
Avristotle enabled him to begin to unpick at least some of Augustine’s closely argued
political pessimism. Like Aristotle, Thomas began to think of justice as being in some
sense natural to man, and this in its turn enabled him to begin to see the fundamental fact
of the fall of man in a slightly different light.

Thomas argues that there must have been political life before the Fall. Some form of
rulership must have existed in the garden of Eden. Thomas accepts Aristotle’s opinion
that men are naturally superior to women, so he infers that God must have wanted Eve to
be guided by Adam; only then would life in the garden have been complete. A good deal
hangs on this apparently innocuous inference. By getting political life in before the Fall,
Thomas frees himself from the obligation to erect a great Augustinian barrier between the
perfect life of paradise and essentially flawed political life. Augustine takes a stark view



Christendom and itslaw 111

of the contrast between the life of the garden and political life, and everything he has to
say about politics follows from that contrast. The life of fallen men is going to be tough.
Men are going to get their bread in the sweat of their faces. The good things of life are
going to be scarce, partly because nature outside the garden is hostile, and partly because
men have discovered the will to want things which God would rather they did not want.
The desires will multiply as the people multiply, so that there would still not be enough
of the world’s goods to go round even if men were eventually able to get as much out of
nature as is humanly possible. Hence the perpetual carnal squabbling of men. Even in
paradise Adam and Eve could not be trusted when God’s back was turned; how much
truer this is going to be in the sinful world when the magistrate’s back is turned. The wise
ruler would not take his eyes of God’s children for a second. Hence the need for the
repressive state, negative to the core. But if Thomas is to be believed, then there is
something more to be said for earthly rule. If Adam ruled Eve before the Fall, then God
must have planned all along for the state to exist, so Thomas is free to say, with Aristotle,
that the rule of human superior over human inferior is natural after all.

Thomas is on sure ground once he has shown that rule is natural because it was willed
by God before the Fall. Differences between good rule and bad rule now really begin to
matter. The only difference which really mattered for Augustine is the difference between
the state’s justice and God’s. The difference between the worst- and the best-run state
pales into insignificance in the light of that fundamental difference. Not so for Thomas. If
God intended rule to be natural in something like the Aristotelian sense, then it must
matter a great deal to God whether government is well or ill conducted. Like Aristotle’s
nature, God wants men to live in well-constituted states, which must mean that He wants
them to be subject to good law. There is more to our nature than Augustine allows for.
Life in a good state is one of the things which God intends for us. We come programmed
with more than our sinfulness. There is a light in the darkness.

Thomist Aristotelianism gives the state a boost, but this is very far from saying that it
can give the state the kind of moral primacy that Aristotle appears to give it right at the
beginning of the Politics. Aristotle says that the state must have the supreme end because
it is the supreme association. This statement has always worried commentators keen to
see a ‘liberalism’ in Aristotle to counterpose to the authoritarianism (and even
‘totalitarianism’) of Plato. Aristotle seems to be saying not only that the state has an end
peculiar to itself, but also that the state has an end which is superior to and has priority
over the ends of families and villages. For liberals, all talk of the state’s own ends smacks
of raison d’état or worse; it means at least Machiavelli, and it might also mean the
allegedly totalitarian Rousseau of The Social Contract and the Polish Constitution.
Liberals need not have worried about Aristotle’s account of the end of the state, because
he probably wants us to understand that the end of the state emerges from the ends of its
subordinate communities. The g end of the state can never be an end over and against the
ends implicit in family and social life; the end of the polis, ‘the good life’, can only
complete the sum of other human ends and can therefore never negate them. However,
Avristotle does mean that the state is teleologically autonomous: the polis has no ends
outside itself. A polis ought to be self-sufficiently rule-bound for it to need no law except
its own.
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Aristotle’s account of the moral self-sufficiency of the polis creates problems for
Thomas, some of which are easy to deal with, and some of which are not so easy.
Thomas has no difficulty in subsuming Aristotle’s doctrine of natural ends into God’s
law. All Thomas has to do is to say that God wills that men should will certain ends
which Aristotle has already given an account of. Thomas’s God then becomes Aristotle’s
nature in addition to what the Scriptures and the Fathers of the Church say He is. Patristic
doctrine is thus not so much mistaken as incomplete; it will have to move over. but will
not have to be changed much. Christians must have ends which are prior to the state’s
ends, but this does not create the theoretical problems that one might expect. All Thomas
has to do is to add Christian ends to Aristotelian ends. The form Aristotle’s own doctrine
takes makes this addition relatively easy. Aristotelian ends follow each other in a
progressive sequence, and he holds that it is the final end which gives coherence and
meaning to the subordinate ends. Christianity is nothing if not a doctrine of the primacy
of final causes: what happens after death completes the meaning of life and life’s
beginning is only fully comprehensible in the end.

However, there is no Aristotelian analogue for the position of the Catholic Church in
medieval societies. Thomas is bound as a Christian to believe that a wholly secular
society can never be autonomous in the fullest sense. The Church is the essential
connecting link between men and the ultimate ends of life, ends which must by definition
be “higher’. Human ends can be seen as ends that God wills, or they can be seen as a step
on the way to the realisation of higher ends, but there is no getting away from the fact
that the Christian is obliged to believe in ends which could not be part of Aristotle’s own
knowable universe. Thomas does not even question the old Gelasian doctrine of two
swords in a single scabbard. Ecclesiastical and secular authority occupy the same social
space, and ecclesiastical authority is always going to be superior to secular authority
while the ends of the religious life are thought of as superior to the ends of secular life.

The question is therefore about what this ‘superiority’ actually means in the world.
Thomas is understandably reluctant to reduce this important question to a squabble about
the exact limits of the jurisdiction of priests and lords, kings and bishops, and popes and
emperors. Too much good ink had already been spilt on jurisdictional bickering, and
much more was to be spilt in the future. Thomas faces the problem not as one of
obedience but of disobedience; not “When must | obey one power or the other?” but
rather “When am 1 entitled or bound to disobey the secular prince?’. There is a nuance
here which is easily missed. Like Aristotle and Augustine, Thomas always makes a
presumption in favour of obedience. Good government carries its own rationale with it,
and this is definitely strengthened by the Aristotelian ends which Thomas embeds in
secular authority. The effects of good government are certainly pleasing to God. Thomas
assumes that there will be a substantial natural law content in nearly all positive law (and
even in the positive law of Muslim kingdoms ruling over Christian subjects). Obedience
to positive law is therefore to an extent obedience to God’s law. Thomas is perfectly well
aware that in fact men obey law out of a variety of motives, only one of which is a
consciousness of law’s goodness. This voluntary obedience is the best of all obedience,
and is what God really wants, but obedience to secular law through fear of punishment is
as acceptable to God as obedience to His commandments through fear of hell-fire.
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Thomas ends up by claiming that most secular law is binding on Christian conscience,
including most of what might appear at first sight to be the doubtful cases. No Christian
had ever doubted that unjust law—that is, law which flies in the face of the direct
commands of the Scriptures—is invalid law; and law that is obviously in keeping with
God’s commands is good law by definition. But what about law that is somehow ‘in
between’, law which is neither very good nor very bad? Thomas’s Aristotelianism
enables him to establish a presumption in favour of obedience in conscience to this ‘in
between’ kind of law. The question of obedience to a particular command of the positive
law cannot be divorced from consideration of the ends for which positive law is in
general established, and one of these ends is the secular peace on which the realisation of
all other strictly human ends depends. A rational conscience is therefore obliged to
consider the question of obedience to an ‘in between’ command very carefully.
Disobedience is only justified if two criteria can be met. First, the law must be bad in
itself, though not necessarily very wicked, and second, disobedience must not threaten
the earthly peace to the extent that the ends for which earthly peace is in general
established become more difficult to realise. The second criterion is obviously more
difficult to meet than the first. It is not a blanket cover for obedience in conscience to
every nasty law, but it comes close. The implication is that law bad enough to satisfy both
criteria is only going to appear very infrequently, because no case is easier to make out
than the case which argues that disobedience in this case of bad law is unjustified because
disobedience might either cause social disturbance or indirectly encourage other kinds of
law-breaking.

Thomas’s argument that considerations of future peace and good order can bind the
conscience to obedience of a bad law is only possible because peace and good order are
necessary for the realisation of ends which are more than provisional. It is Thomas’s
Avristotelianism which enables him to offer more than a straightforwardly Pauline and
Augustinian case for obedience in nearly all cases. There are even two cases, the Jews,
and the Christian subjects of Muslim princes, in which the Pauline/Augustinian doctrine
of willy-nilly obedience does not really hold in a direct way. Jewish obligation to their
God-given law is contractual. The lews made a deal with God and must stick to it.
Consent freely given, and for ever, may not be revoked because God could never fail to
keep his side of any bargain. This also applies to membership of God’s Church.
According to Thomas, the faith is only embraced in the right spirit when free will actively
consents, and this also is an agreement for ever. Heresy is damnable precisely because it
assumes that God will fail to keep the promises he makes in return for the Christian’s
commitment to the Word. Agreements with God must be definitionally binding for ever.
The only circumstance in which a human being is justified in contractual non-
performance occurs when the other party to a contract fails to perform. Human denial of a
promise to God therefore implies that God is a cheat, something which by definition he
cannot be. Heresy is therefore blasphemy. The case of Christian subjects of civilised
Muslim rulers, as in Spain, does not present Thomas with any real problems. Thomas
expects positive law to conform substantially with natural law. Natural law consists of
those rules, conformity to which either leads to the realisation of truly human ends, or
provides the framework of peace upon which the realisation of those ends depends.
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Muslim princes acting through law are therefore to be obeyed in all things short of an
order to abjure the faith.

Thomas is no heresy hunter, but the doctrines of divine and natural law can leave him
in no doubt that heresy is a crime. Natural law’s modern defenders sometimes forget that
the natural law case for the criminalisation of heresy is in its own terms unanswerable.
Morality either is natural law or lies at the back of it, and behind both lies God’s law.
Natural law is one of the ordinary means by which human beings can keep in touch with
the divine, but Christians also have a more direct route to God through the Scriptures.
Scripture confirms natural law, so that disobedience to what the Scriptures command
ought to be considered as just as much of a crime as disobedience to natural law.
Scriptural commandment, like the commands of the natural law, requires a legislator to
translate general principles into positive laws. Christians had recognised this since
Augustine learned from Ambrose that Holy Writ often contained instruction at a deeper
level than the written word.

Scriptural instruction is law in the fullest sense because it commands right belief as
well as right action, though Thomas sticks to his conviction that right belief must be
voluntary. So the Church as scriptural legislator is in the same position with regard to
scripture as the secular ruler is with regard to natural and positive law. The secular ruler
insists that right action is performed by his subjects. He forbids theft, and this he does for
two reasons. First, he punishes theft because theft is wrong, and he also punishes thieves
as a warning to other potential malefactors. A wise Church would imitate the wise prince.
The Church would insist on the outward forms of religion in the same way that the
secular law makes the thief act as if he were an honest man. The Church would find it as
difficult to distinguish between the true believers and the false, as the prince would to
distinguish between the truly honest men and those who only choose to act honestly out
of fear of punishment. But the Church would be likely to come down very hard on the
open purveyors of heresy, because of the evil effects which their teaching might have on
others. The heretic is not very different from the thief whose wrongdoing corrupts others.
The worst thing about being enticed into theft by the example of others is not that theft is
a crime only, but that it is a sin. The thief who encourages others plays dice with men’s
souls, and so, in his way, does the prince who fails to put down crime. The heretic does
something worse. His dice are loaded when he plays for men’s souls. Heretics always
believe that others should believe as they do. Heresy spreads by contagion, and so it
follows that a Church which failed to put down heresy would be as remiss in its own way
as a secular prince who failed to put down crime.

Thomas’s target is not so much heresy as heretics. He is not a great searcher into men’s
souls. Heretics are bad because heresy is bad, but the ruler should confine himself to the
effects of heresy and leave the fact of heresy safely tucked up in the private life of
conscience. This reticence about heresy should not be taken to mean that virtue is a
matter of privacy. Thomas’s idea of rulership is still more than tinged with the ancient
conflation of the ruler and the educator. Like Plato and Aristotle, Thomas believes that it
is the ruler’s job to make subjects better men than they would otherwise be. The bedrock
of ancient theories of rule was always the special kind of ruling knowledge which rulers
were supposed to possess and which political thinkers might even be able to teach. The
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rule of a teacher over a pupil is almost as old a model of political rule as the rule of a
father over wife, children and servants. From the Christian point of view, the carnal
world can never be over-instructed, and all rulership can be seen as educative. Why
should there be a difference in kind between learning the rules of grammar and the rules
of life? The difference is not in what is being taught but in the agent who does the
teaching. Most political thinkers agree with Aristotle that there are advantages to be
gained by dividing up the work of education between different agencies. In Thomas’s
world, the ecclesiastical and secular authorities are the most obvious agents of
instruction, and both are obviously limited because neither has direct access to men’s
souls, so neither can be sure of the true motives of human obedience.

It is the division of the work of education between the ecclesiastical and secular
authorities which reconciles them to each other. Aristotle himself had said that several
agencies would share the work of education in a well-ordered polis. Family, village,
gymnasia, deliberation in an assembly, and war would all contribute to the development
of the talents of those men capable of leading the good life. Socialisation agencies only
compete with each other where there is disagreement about ends. Aristotle takes it for
granted that the citizens of a good polis would agree about the ends of life. Agreement
about ends is the most important qualification for citizenship in the first place. Thomas
can count on a similar agreement about ends in a Christian society. It would be
unthinkable for a Christian society to allow un- or anti-Christian groups or institutions to
emerge which might challenge that society’s own founding values. The ancient world’s
definition of a community as a group of men united in the objects of their love survives in
Thomas, and enables him to see the whole of Christendom as a single society, a Greek
city seen through the eyes of Roman imperial universalism and bound together by the
love of Christ.

Quarrels within Christendom have therefore something of civil war about them. The
kings of Christendom were notoriously fractious, and the days when everybody could
pretend that the barbarian kingdoms were mere regna united within the Roman imperium
were long gone. The medieval papacy and the Holy Roman Empire (which would
effectively become a Habsburg fief) disputed the claim to be the heir to the universality
of the Roman Empire, but they did at least agree that there was a heritage of universality
worth squabbling over. Much more dangerous were the kingdoms. More than the
rediscovery of Aristotle was going on in the thirteenth century. Experts in Roman law
were everywhere pointing out to secular princes that much might be gained if they took
the great law-giving Roman emperors for their models—Theodosius for instance, or
Justinian. The kingdoms might come to see themselves as empires in miniature, each
separate king having the right to imperium formerly exercised by the Caesars and a
version of which still hung on at Byzantium. Aristotle himself might have much to teach
these kings straining within the bonds of that natural law which claimed to be the
common law of Christendom. As a churchman, Thomas has to walk a tightrope.
Avristotle’s Politics has to be woven into a recognisably Christian doctrine of the human
community before Aristotle falls into the wrong hands. The Politics had already been
assimilated to the Koran in the Arab world, and this was enough warning that the Politics
was a mine of ideas useful to non-Christian princes. What might secular Christian princes
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not make of the Politics after that? Thomas’s real problem was to hold the field against
the Augustinian denigrators of the secular order while not letting in those who would see
arguments in Aristotle to support the view that the secular order took a natural, that is
God-given, priority over all other kinds of order, ecclesiastical order included. Thomas is
best seen as a flexible conservative, changing with the philosophical times, giving the
state its due, but falling short of granting the state autonomy and falling a very long way
short of celebrating the idea of state sovereignty.

The secular and ecclesiastical orders would have to find ways of co-existing for as long
as God was thought of as the only true law-maker. The distinction between ‘law-maker’
and ‘law-giver’ is much more than a matter of words. Thinkers like Thomas were always
going to be a little uncertain about the status of all law except God’s law. Thomas never
doubted that God intended that men should lay down the law to each other regarding
those things about which God’s commands were not detailed enough. The commandment
not to bear false witness, for example, tells us plainly that perjury is wrong, but the
commandment has to be fleshed out with the rules of natural justice before it becomes the
basis for a rational set of legal procedures in a court of law. Hence the importance of
natural mediating discourse between human and divine law.

Like Aristotle, Thomas asks us to look everywhere for the signs of natural law. The
doctrine of natural law has frequently been criticised on the grounds that it is law of so
generalised a kind that it is difficult to find a specific content for it. This kind of criticism
would not have made much sense to Thomas, because, like Aristotle, he has the whole of
created nature in which to look for the content of natural law.

Those who criticise natural law on content grounds have never taken natural law’s
claim to “naturalness’ seriously enough. Both Aristotle and Thomas are conservatives in a
modern sense because they both believe that it is unlikely that men in the past have made
no discoveries about how they ought to live. This is worth emphasising because it is easy
to get the impression from reading Thomas that the given world of political experience
does not figure very largely in his political theory, whereas the whole of Thomas’s
political theory is a reflection on that experience. The content of natural law is, so to
speak, already there.

This would be true no matter whether one was to take a ‘minimalist’ or a ‘maximalist’
view of natural law. The difference between the two is very simple. The minimalist view
of natural law holds that it is enough that positive law does not directly contravene
natural law. We would take that to mean that natural law is a set of monitoring principles
for government, useful no doubt, but essentially negative. In practice, the minimalist view
of natural law would tend to place most of the routines and policies of government within
the category of acceptability (or in a neutral category of things about which natural law
has nothing to say either way). Government would continue to do the things which it had
always done until somebody made a fuss, and it is easy to see that government’s
attempting to do something it had not done before would be the most likely occasion for a
fuss to be made. Not, perhaps, a recipe for very good government, certainly not a recipe
for very adventurous government, but rather a recipe for the decent government the
orderly realm was always supposed to have had. The maximalist view of natural law
holds that the only acceptable maxims of government must be deduced directly from the
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natural law itself. Governments may only act in ways, and in the pursuit of ends, which
natural law explicitly demands. This much stricter view of the connection between
natural law and government could imply either very conservative or very radical
government. On the one hand one can imagine governments so afraid of putting a foot
wrong that they would never try out anything new, and on the other hand one can
imagine governments full of moral fervour dragging hitherto unnoticed maxims of
government out of natural law, and eager to do God’s reforming work. Each of these
views of natural law is entirely consistent with the idea that at least some, and probably a
good deal, of natural law is already implicit in the customs, laws and practices of
mankind.

Christians are also in the fortunate position of having the help of scripture, and of the
authoritative pronouncements of holy men, popes and bishops to guide them in their
search for the content of natural law. Thomas adds Aristotle to the list of authorities. The
problem of natural law can therefore be seen as being the reverse of what the ‘lack of
content’ critics of natural law say it is. The criteria for judging whether something is or is
not part of natural law have to be so strict because there are always so many would-be
maxims of natural law clamouring for admission. It is worth spelling out again what
those criteria are. For a maxim of morality or a maxim of good government to be part of
natural law, it has to be consistent with scripture, with the writings of the Fathers of the
Church, with papal pronouncement, with what the philosophers say, and it must also be
consistent with the common practices of mankind, both Christian and non-Christian. This
is a tall order. The only way the strictness of the judgemental criteria for natural law can
be satisfactorily explained is by concluding that there is a very large amount of moral and
political precept to be judged by natural law standards, and this would be the case no
matter whether the view taken of natural law was the maximalist or the minimalist view.

It is sometimes suggested that the whole concept of natural law falls because it is so
difficult to find specific maxims of morals or government to which universal assent could
be given. That might, in the end, be true, even though on Thomas’s account of the matter
the end might be the end of a very long day. It is certainly true that the idea of natural law
is vulnerable to the objection that, if its content can change, then the sense in which it is
natural law is no longer clear. Natural law is meant to be the unchanging structure of the
moral universe. How, then, can that moral structure change and at the same time still be
unchanging? The only way out of the difficulty would seem to be the familiar one of
making the precepts of natural law so general (‘we ought on the whole not to kill each
other’) that only a lunatic or a monster would dissent from them. Setting aside the fact
that large numbers of governments would in fact fail to meet this general standard (even
if war were discounted), there might still be a case to be made out for saying that the true
precepts of natural law have yet to be fully made plain. The roots of this view go right
back beyond Thomas to Aristotle. Aristotle does not expect the perfect polis to spring
fully armed from the head of Zeus; rather, the polis improves as its spirit develops in the
accumulated political experience of its citizens. This is nature’s intention, but nature’s
intentions are not always fully realised. Nature is tough, survival uncertain, so a polis that
lasts is an achievement, and a halfway decent polis is a matter for celebration. A
combination of nature’s patience and the tireless ingenuity of the Greeks would
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eventually produce a polis as it was meant to be. Aristotle’s view of the development of
the polis sits well with the Thomist view of the development of natural law. There is no
reason why natural law should be discovered all at once and there is every reason for
thinking that its discovery could be a matter of accumulation and experience.

Even men of good will may be mistaken. Every form of human knowledge is an
approximation. Thomas is no Jansenist. He does not stress the provisional nature of all
human knowledge, but the hesitancy is there. The divine objects of true knowledge
certainly exist. The Word once even existed in the flesh and the relics of the saints are
precious because God has visited them in a special sense. Some forms of knowledge are
closer to the divine than others, better thought out and more conscious of the diverse
sources of knowledge available to rational men, but natural law as Thomas conceives it
must be available at the level of ordinary life and widely available at the level of lay and
ecclesiastical rulership. Thomas’s is a mind classical enough to believe that conflict
happens because somebody somewhere has got something wrong. Conflict at the princely
level is more than a matter of ill-will between men. Princes, like other men, are supposed
to be rational. Unlike animals, men think before they act. They have an idea of what they
want to do. That idea may only be a fragment of a knowledge system, and it may be a
fragment of a very incomplete version of the best system of knowledge available, but it is
the presence of the idea which marks the difference between human action and the
behaviour of other physical and animal bodies. Being a prince involves taking seriously
the obligation to make decisions for the whole community, and it goes without saying
that those decisions must be rational decisions. Part of that rationality means not making
decisions hastily. A wise prince will not rush into war at the first opportunity. He will
make himself as certain as he can that his cause is just (which probably means self-
defence), that he has explored all the alternatives to war as a way of maintaining his
cause, and that the probable good effects of the projected war will far outweigh the
horrors which war entails even when conducted by a moderate prince.

These conditions will weigh most heavily on the prince who is considering war against
another Christian prince. Both princes are under an obligation to be as certain as they can
that their causes are just. No problem arises in cases where one of the warring princes is
in the wrong, but the causes of war are not always that simple. The world did not have to
wait for Machiavelli to tell it that good reasons to justify wicked actions are never lacking
to princes. We do well to remember that the political world of the Middle Ages was
juridically very complex, so that any conqueror who had a mind to it could cobble
together a case to show that he acted with right and conscience. The most difficult cases
of all would be those in which two belligerent princes both genuinely thought they were
acting in good faith. How could this be? The only conceivable answer would be that at
least one of the princes was acting out of a mistaken belief sincerely held. In these terms,
it is hard to see how war within Christendom could ever really be lawful except in cases
of self-defence against those self-aggrandising monsters whom Machiavelli was later
accused of taking as his models for princes.

Thomist ideas about war could only live very uneasily in a world where the profession
of arms was one of the very few honourable callings available outside the priesthood.
Every man of gentle birth was encouraged to think of himself as a knight. Chivalry
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provided the knightly class with the agreeable fiction that knights existed only to defend
the chastity of women, the nakedness of the poor and the unworldliness of holy church.
The devil was always going to find work for idle knights; local skirmishes would have to
do when the charms of the tournament began to fade and there was no war immediately
in prospect. This presented Thomist political thought with a problem which it could not
solve. War between Christian princes was entirely predictable, but it was still deeply
worrying from the standpoint of those who saw Christian Europe as a single society
subject to the common law of Christendom. If war there must be, then ideally it would be
war with all the swords of Christendom on the same side. A war like this could only be a
crusade to defend the cross against the crescent. It did not matter that the crusading
princes of the West would quarrel in the East over exactly the same things they had
quarrelled about before—lands and precedences—because the idea of the unity of
Christendom was bound to survive while there was still a Christian army in the Holy
Land engaged with the Saracen. If God’s law could not ensure peace among the faithful,
at least it could occasionally unite them in a godly cause.

Nothing could obscure the fact that Christ’s cause was peace, not war. Thomism may
have done something to mitigate the horrors of war by trying to hedge it in with codicils
and provisos, but it did not try to conceal from itself the fact that war within Christendom
should not be. War continued to be the most puzzling aspect of the political order.
Thomas cannot allow himself the easy way out of the puzzle by emphasising man’s sinful
nature. He will not say with Augustine that the political order is, if anything, more
corrupt than any other part of nature; nor can he say, with Aristotle, that there is nothing
odd about the fact that part of citizenship, and not the least part, consists of the duty to
bear arms against neighbouring cities. For Thomas, war is neither the occasion for
magnification of the human vices, as it is for Augustine, nor the occasion for showing off
the citizenly virtue of courage, as it is for Aristotle. It is this lack of any feeling for
patriotism which makes Thomism so medieval despite its respect for ancient learning.
The ancients just took it for granted that, in any battle, there would be good men on
different sides who knew exactly what they were doing. Being a good Spartan meant
fighting the Athenians, just as being a good Roman meant turning up when the consuls
called out the levy; failure to appear in arms was shameful, like running away. War, as
Machiavelli was to point out later, was normal, an ordinary part of political experience,
unpleasant at times no doubt, especially on the losing side, but there was nothing
puzzling about it. The arbitration of arms was a judgement of might, not right; good men
were as likely to fall on the losing side as evil men were to live to triumph with the
winners. Hobbes was later to compare war to bad weather, and he was right: the rain falls
equally on the just and unjust.

Thomas’s natural law doctrine proceeds from his theology and from his
Avristotelianism; it is confirmed in the natural world but it does not rely on those natural
confirmations for its validity. Natural law is willed by God, and men have the option of
taking God’s will for their own. Men sometimes take the godly option without
consciously realising it, as when non-Christians lead good lives and non-Christian princes
rule justly. At other times, men of good will are led into error for the want of good
example and instruction, but they can almost always be led back into the fold. None the
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less, the truths of natural law would still be truths if nobody had ever heard of them and
nobody had ever followed them. The natural law universe of the Thomists is not the self-
regulating machine of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. Thomas does not think that,
if left alone, mankind would somehow find its way to natural moral life. Thomas’s God is
not the logically necessary first cause of eighteenth-century deism, the God who made the
machine, ordained that it should work according to fixed mechanical laws, gave it a start,
and then left it to itself. For Thomas, natural law is a force in the world because God
actively continues to will it. Nor is God indifferent to the instruments through which men
come to learn his will. Chief among these are priests and rulers; Thomas never doubts
that the Church is mankind’s divinely inspired teacher, or that princes exist to keep men
to their duties by example and punishment. Much has always been made of fatherhood as
the original image of princely power; Thomas reminds us how powerful the image of the
teacher is.

Like the ancients, Thomas bases rulership claims on knowledge claims. Those who are
in a position to know, either by birth or training, have both the right and the duty to keep
others less fortunate to the paths of righteousness. Ordinary men can know the natural
law in their own way. They are not ignorant but limited.

NOTES ON SOURCES

Thomas’s political theory lies buried in his theology, and has not attracted much in
English by way of learned commentary. E.Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St
Thomas Aquinas (1957), is a safe general introduction to Thomism. There are good
accounts of Thomas’s political thought in A.P. D’Entreves, The Medieval Contribution to
Political Thought (1939), and in D.Knowles, The Evolution of Medieval Thought, (1962).
D’Entreves’s Natural Law (2nd revised edn), relates Thomism to the broader natural law
tradition. Thomas Aquinas, ed. D’Entreves (1965), contains just about enough of Thomas
on politics.
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THE REINVENTION OF SOVEREIGNTY

Marsilius of Padua

MARSILIUS OF PADUA

Marsilius was probably born in Padua in 1275. He lived close to interesting
events, but we know almost nothing about the part he played in them. We do
know that he studied medicine in his native city, that he was rector of the
University of Paris in 1313, and that he met his collaborator, the Aristotelian
John of Jandun, there. The Defender of Peace was complete by 1324. It did
not meet with papal approval, and both Marsilius and John were condemned
as heretics in 1327. (The book was re-condemned in 1378.)

Unsurprisingly, Marsilius found a protector in Louis of Bavaria, who
became the Holy Roman Emperor, Louis IV. The Defender of Peace served
as philosophically up-to-date imperial propaganda in the seemingly endless
quarrel between emperors and popes about who should dominate Italy and the
world. Marsilius went to Italy with Louis, saw him crowned emperor in
Milan, and entered Rome with him in 1328. The existing pope, John XXIl,
refused to confirm Louis as emperor, so Louis deposed him and put the anti-
pope Nicholas V on the papal throne. Nicholas made Marsilius imperial vicar
of Rome. Louis’s sojourn at Rome depended almost entirely on the approval
of the Roman notables who had acclaimed him. They soon fell out, and Louis,
accompanied by Marsilius, returned to Germany. Marsilius died in Bavaria
some time before 1348.

The Defender of Peace enjoyed something of an underground life after
Marsilius’s death. Wycliffe and Luther knew the work, which was first
printed during the Reformation. Ominously enough, Thomas Cromwell is
said to have had a hand in publishing it in England.

The history of political thought is full of the reinvention of ideas in new contexts.
Political thinkers read other political thinkers, so that the history of political thought can
often look as if it is self-contained and self-moved; but this, of course, is an illusion.
Political thinkers re-contextualise their predecessors. Marsilius read his Aristotle as a
Paduan, that is to say with an eye to independent or would-be independent Italian city-
states in a Europe in which both the Holy Roman Empire and the papacy still had serious
claims to put forward to a kind of universal hegemony. Machiavelli was later to read the
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ancient historians in the same re-contextualising spirit, though by then what we call the
Renaissance had intervened between the Florentine and the Paduan.

One of the most boring intellectual activities known to man is re-reading the vast
literature produced by the controversy between the Holy Roman Empire and the papacy.
It is much less interesting, for instance, than the polemical literature engendered by the
controversies between popes and kings over papal supremacy. None the less, the contest
for the leadership of Christendom between popes and emperors was about something
which everybody at the time thought was important. And it was. Medieval thinkers are
sometimes thought of as too other-worldly to have a sure grasp of what we moderns call
the ‘realities of power’, but nothing could be further from the truth. Part of the reality of
power is always bound up with authority and prestige—slippery concepts but none the
less real for that. We should never forget the lesson taught to the ancients by the
comparative poverty of the polis. No properly constituted state wants to spend too much
of its economic surplus on ruling itself. Good government has always been cheap
government. The secular state has always had to pay a large price for disassociating itself
from the constraining effects of established religions, because what religion once did the
state then had to do for itself. No sensible medieval ruler ever dreamt of dispensing with
the ruling functions of the Church, no matter how much he might hate the pope. The
prestige of the priestly calling was too valuable a tool of social control for it ever to be
lightly thrown over. Competitions between popes and emperors, or between popes and
kings, were competitions about prestige in an age when prestige was probably, along with
money, the most valuable ruling asset. Both sides always knew what game they were
playing even when they were trying to change the rules.

That is why it is misleading to call the conflict between popes and emperors a contest
‘between Church and state’. No state ever thought it could do without the Church; it
would never have occurred to a pope that the Church could do without states (and the
pope was himself a ‘secular’ ruler). Everybody agreed that, in some sense, about which
definitions differed, both the Church and the secular princes had rights of rulership to
men’s bodies and souls. Even to speak of the ‘state’ in this context can be misleading. We
speak of feudal ‘societies’ rather than “states’ because the idea of the state has come to be
closely associated with the idea of sovereignty, and it is by no means clear that medieval
rulers were sovereign in anything like the ancient or modern senses. Conflict over
jurisdiction was not the problem but the condition of medieval politics. Very complicated
‘flow-charts’ of authority and allegiance were drawn by medieval lawyers to show who
was supposed to be obligated to whom, with kings and emperors at the top and serfs at
the bottom, but it is safe to assume that things were much messier on the ground,
especially at a time when being high up the authority scale was no guarantee of literacy,
clerks in holy orders excepted.

It is often suggested that the ecclesiastical hierarchy complicated the exercise of power
in medieval societies, and so it did, but it should never be forgotten that secular authority
was already messy. Kings were ‘sovereign’ because they were at the top of the feudal
pile, but they were usually so hemmed in by feudal law and the customs of the realm that
they were free agents in only a very limited sense. All kings tried to centralise governing
functions when they could, and the kings of France were good enough at it to receive
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praise from Machiavelli in The Prince, a work not often fulsome in its congratulations of
princes. Part of centralisation consisted of ‘controlling’ the Church in one’s realm, which
usually meant controlling the appointments of bishops and archbishops (or at the very
least exercising an informal power of veto). This should not, however, be mistaken for an
attempt to ‘separate Church and state’. All secular rulers, like all the princes of the
Church, freely accepted their rivals for jurisdiction into partnership in the business of
ruling, and both saw their authority as coming more or less directly from God.

It has long been a commonplace among medieval historians that the sometimes bitter
contests between popes and emperors for the leadership of Christendom was a contest
between two churches or two empires. Emperors, like kings, based their cases against
papal interference on biblical and theological grounds. They saw themselves as arguing
from the same premises as the pope even when they weren’t. We would now say that
popes and emperors were different voices in the same world of discourse, and we would
attribute the reluctance of Church and state to go their separate ways as a reflection of the
fact that they shared a common discourse.

The common discourse was heavily weighted in the Church’s favour. Augustine set the
tone. Augustinianism clearly implied that there was a hierarchy of human communities
ranked according to the objects of their love. The city of God came at the top, to be
followed by religious houses, churches, and finally the secular state. God’s own city
loved only God, while the secular state was made up of all the varieties of sinful loves,
with only the imperfect secular justice of the rack and the gibbet to hold it together.
Nothing was easier to draw out from Augustinianism than the message that the more
ecclesiastical a community was, the closer it was to God. The pope as head of the Church
was, through St Peter, manifestly closer to God than emperors and kings, therefore it
seemed to follow naturally that the papacy must be superior to all secular states. From
there it was a short step to claiming that the pope was really the God-given ruler of the
whole of Christendom and that the secular princes were his deputies. Not much of this
kind of argument could make sense to those who attended closely to what Augustine
actually said in The City of God, but that could not matter much to papal apologists who
would take their ammunition from anywhere, anyhow. There was even a tendency to
equate the Church with the city of God and the secular state with the city of the Devil, a
doctrine which Augustine specifically denies he holds.

The relationship between ecclesiastical and secular power was often described in the
terms of the doctrine of the two swords in the same scabbard attributed to pope Gelasius.
The scabbard was the human Christian community and the two swords ecclesiastical and
secular authority. It was difficult to see how secular authority could prevail over the
ecclesiastical as long as the community of the Church was seen as serving ‘higher’ ends
than the secular community. If, as St Paul had said, all power comes from God, then it
was hard to argue that the less ‘godly’ power should not be in some sense subordinate to
the more ‘godly’ power. Thomism itself could be seen as just another way of reaffirming
the two-swords thesis. Aristotle’s Nature might will what God also wills. so that men are
doubly encouraged to form human communities aiming to serve the highest possible
human ends, but Aristotle was taken by Thomas simply to be reaffirming what Christians
already knew. The practice of ‘secular’ virtue in a well-constituted human community
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was pleasing in God’s sight, and God would look favourably on the prince who presided
over it, but that was still subordinate to the really important thing about human living,
which was the question of where one would spend eternity. This was the Church’s
business, not the state’s. The state could help by creating conditions in which living
virtuously was made that much easier, but there was no getting away from the fact that
salvation was through the Church alone. That implied superiority over other forms of
human community, though Thomas hedged about what this superiority meant in practice.

The papal claim to rule everywhere, with secular rulers effectively being papal vicars,
was bound to be intellectually strong as long as all law was thought of as in some sense a
reflection of or a derivation from God’s law. The medieval world of thought was as
messy about what law meant as medieval societies were messy about sovereignty. What
there could be no disagreement about was that God’s law was above all other kinds of
law—feudal and customary law, municipal law, imperial law, laws made by courts and
kingdoms, all had to do more than bow in the direction of God’s law. There was no
getting away from the fact that law was ‘good’, that is to say ‘lawful’, to the extent that it
either copied God’s law or at the very least was compatible with it. All lawful law in this
sense ‘came from God’. It seemed to follow that all lawful authority came from God.
Authority came down to earth from heaven. It followed that no purely human law-giver,
individual or community, could in the true sense ‘make law’, because no human agency
possessed a law-making authority which was not a delegation from the supreme authority
which ruled the universe.

To think otherwise, that human beings really could make law, was to take a position
with potentially very radical implications. Law either came from the top down or the
bottom up. (The world would have to wait until liberalism for a really clear restatement
that the world’s “natural law-givers’ were ‘in the middle’.) ‘From the bottom up’ meant
from ‘the people’, however defined. This carried with it the rather startling implication
that all “higher” authority was dependent on the ‘lower’, a delegation from the sovereign
people. This just could not commonsensically be true in medieval societies which thought
instinctively in hierarchical terms, which meant that the lower was necessarily dependent
on the higher. This was the case in religious, intellectual, social and political terms. No
wonder the heresy-hunters smelled a rat in the ascending theory of authority when it was
put so starkly. At its most unthinkable, the ascending theory taken to its logical
conclusion implied that the highest authority of all, God’s authority, must somehow be
derived from popular consent. It would be a very long time indeed before anybody would
go that far, perhaps not until the Enlightenment or even later. Radicals usually contented
themselves by excepting God’s authority from the ascending theory of authority by
arguing that His authority was of so different a kind that it lay too far outside, or too far
above, all human authority for it to be included in the ascending scheme at all.

As with everything in the medieval world, things were never quite that simple. Kings,
for instance, were often careful to hedge their bets by incorporating elements of both the
ascending and descending theories of authority into their rulership claims. Sensible kings
claimed to be both God’s and the people’s choice, and were careful to cultivate the
consent and friendship of great barons. Feudal societies ruled themselves through
complex networks of contractual obedience based on oaths of fealty. Consent, real or
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enforced, lay at the heart of the feudal idea of service to superiors. Only consent, more or
less freely given, could confer the rights of rulership, and it was perfectly possible,
almost ordinary, for particular members of the knightly class to owe different allegiances
to different superiors for different purposes on different occasions. This could lead to
ticklish conflicts of loyalty when one’s superiors were quarrelling with each other, and
this in turn led to a very ‘legalistic’ view of the rights of rulership. Your lord was your
lord, no matter what; if dying in his company was what honour demanded, then that was
what you did unless you wanted to befoul your escutcheon. Utility did not come into it;
that which was lawful was entirely a question of right.

Medieval apologists for papal power were always on strong ground while lawful
obedience was discussed purely in terms of right in a society in which rights of rulership
were claimed on the same basis at every feudal level. Everybody agreed that all human
actions of whatever kind should be governed by some kind of law at a time when the
difference between, say, the laws of ethics and the law of a particular prince was less
important than the fact that both shared a lawful character. Because God made
everything, all law in some sense or other contained its share of the divine. Where there
was dispute about the lawfulness of law, the winner was always going to be that law
which appeared to be more ‘right’ than its competitor. Justice was law’s only saving
characteristic.

Law and order were different sides of the same coin. The emphasis on the necessary
‘rightness’ of law tended to divert attention from the serious possibility that law might in
certain circumstances be the reverse of order. In principle, medieval lawyers could
always find the superior among two competing legal claims to an individual’s or a whole
community’s obedience. In this sense, conflict of laws was part of the ordinary condition
of the political life of medieval feudal societies. For the system to work properly there
had to be some willingness on the part of one of the parties to the dispute to give way,
and, of course, there were plenty of cases of disputed jurisdiction in which both parties
stubbornly refused to budge. Cases could last for decades, and there was always the
arbitrament of the sword, when God would defend the right, but this did not pose
fundamental problems in societies which were always going to be rendered more or less
disorderly by the inheritance of the sin of Adam.

What could cause real problems was the persistence of rival law-declaring agencies
neither of which could ever give way. In Marsilius’s time (c. 1275—-c. 1350) this meant
the Holy Roman Empire and the papacy, and later it would mean the papacy and any
secular state feeling its way uncertainly towards the modern concept of sovereignty.
Political communities could be seriously disrupted if competition between Church and
state reached the point of enmity, because the papacy and secular rulers both had strong if
negative weapons at their disposal. Oaths of fealty, for instance, being oaths sworn in
God’s name, could be claimed as a special concern of the Church’s. Popes claimed the
power of ‘binding and unloosing’, which meant that they could declare oaths of
allegiance invalid. In principle, a king could lose the allegiance of the discontented half
of his vassals overnight. Also, clerical jurisdiction over such ordinary things as
christening, marriage, burial and inheritance could make its power felt right to the bottom
of the social hierarchy. (Everybody remembers Chaucer’s Wife of Bath who had had five
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husbands at the church door because England was under a papal interdict at the time
which prevented ‘proper’ marriages inside churches.) In their own lands secular rulers
could always make life difficult for the Church. Emperors and princes were often the
feudal overlords of clerical vassals. Vast amounts of monastic and Church lands were
held as feudal tenures, and kings could cause a good deal of trouble for the Church by
refusing to appoint successors. Kings and emperors also had rights of consultation or
appointment to purely religious offices. In addition, there was always the use of force
against a Church which was technically defenceless without the support of secular
government. Secular authority on the spot might not get away with murder, as in the
murder in the cathedral at Canterbury, but it could get away with a lot in an age in which
it took a long time for complaints to reach the holy father in Rome. Cases against legally
well-advised kings were always going to be long drawn-out affairs, with all the
opportunities for muddying the waters which that implied. And there were the crusades,
impossible without the active and enthusiastic support of secular princes, and therefore
giving secular rulers a certain leverage in other matters. It was not to be left to the
twentieth century to invent ‘linkage politics’.

Marsilius of Padua’s Defensor Pacis (‘The Defender of Peace’) (1324) is only the best-
known book in a huge literature devoted to the question of the rightful spheres of secular
and ecclesiastical princes. What makes it remarkable is its firm overall grasp of the
problems involved and the clarity with which Marsilius sets out his anti-papal arguments
in favour of the power of secular authority. Marsilius never doubts for a moment that
Christian revelation is true, just as he also never doubts that Aristotle’s political
arguments are decisive. The thrust of Marsilius’s argument for the superiority of secular
over ecclesiastical power in lay matters can be seen as an attempt to rescue Aristotle from
the Thomists. Marsilius is ‘un-Aristotelian’ about Aristotle in a way that Thomas is not.
We do well to recall that aspect of Aristotle’s own method of enquiry which seeks for
agreement first, and then goes on from there to discuss matters about which there is no
general agreement. Thomas approaches Aristotle in Aristotle’s own spirit of intellectual
reconciliation. What is important for Thomas in Aristotle is the extent to which
Avistotelian teleology can be seen to be compatible with, or at least not to contradict, the
message of the New Testament. The God of the Christians turns out to be the Aristotelian
unmoved mover, the great First Cause, Nature itself. Any differences between Christian
and Aristotelian teaching are secondary when compared to this basic agreement, and any
disagreements about politics are simply details.

Marsilius uses Aristotle in a very different spirit. He begins with Aristotelian politics,
so that any political differences between the political teaching of the Christian Church
and Aristotle become matters of primary concern. Marsilius finds plenty of these
differences, and he uses them subtly to turn the flank of Thomism. Thomism tells us that
the teachings of Aristotle and Christ are fundamentally reconcilable. It therefore follows,
says Marsilius, that if Aristotle’s political teachings are found to be at variance with
Christian teaching, then it must be that somebody has got the Christian teaching wrong.
And who else could that be except a whole string of popes? Marsilius uses Aristotle as a
source of anti-papal arguments, with the important implied Thomist proviso that where
Avristotle gets it right the Church’s teaching must have got it wrong. Marsilius is also
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good at watching his back. He can play the game of biblical quotation better than the next
man. In The Defender of Peace he is very careful to back up every anti-papal Aristotelian
argument with impeccable Christian argument based on the Scriptures. We can easily
imagine how galling that must have been to popes and their apologists, because the plain
implication is that the papal side has misunderstood the Scriptures themselves.

MARSILIAN POLITICS

Marsilius is above all else interested in statehood. This is not the banality it sounds. We
have had occasion to remark before that the idea of the state somehow got lost after the
end of the ancient world, and the history of modern political thought could be written as
the story of so many forms of the state’s reinvention. Truly modern political theorising
looks back to the ancient world and forward to a time when the modern state will be
perfectly achieved. The ancient world was pagan and most of the modern world has been
Christian. It is easy, though, to see the modern state as aiming for secularity, and to see
the deists and the sceptics of the Enlightenment as the first typically modern political
thinkers because they saw the state as being able to stand on its own two feet without
clerical crutches. That is certainly one aspect of modernity, but it is far from being the
whole story. Most enlightened thinkers were in principle egalitarians, but in practice most
were elitists. Most would have agreed with Edward Gibbon in dividing the world up into
the enlightened Few and the vulgar and credulous Many. This meant in political terms
that the Few could understand their political obligations through reason alone, while the
Many would continue to be able only to understand their duty to obey law in the
superstitious terms of Christianity. The philosophical Few of mankind were capable of
universal benevolence, but the vulgar Many would continue for the foreseeable future to
need God’s command to love their neighbours. Perhaps the real breakthrough came with
Hegel, who seemed to his contemporaries to be an odd kind of Christian because of his
unambiguous assertion that on earth God marches through the state, so that for the first
time the state could be genuinely autonomous in a Christian society.

Marsilius could not go that far. His arguments are so modern-sounding that we keep
having to remind ourselves that this is a medieval thinker speaking to us out of a
profoundly different context. The furthest Marsilius will go—and we have no reason to
suppose that he wanted to go any further—is to argue that God works through Nature and
that part of that Nature is human nature as it works itself out in politics. The difference
between Marsilius and Thomas is that Marsilius is always on the lookout for instances in
which God working through Nature seems to contradict what the papacy says God is in
the process of achieving through the Church. Both can’t be true where there is a
contradiction, so what testimony are we to trust, the testimony of God’s work laid out in
Nature for all to see, or the testimony of one man temporarily occupying the chair of St
Peter? There are no prizes for guessing that Marsilius opts for Nature.

Marsilius’s strategy in The Defender of Peace is itself highly provocative from the
papal point of view. The work is divided into three parts. The first part is a general
treatment of secular authority and organisation from the Aristotelian point of view. This
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we can take to be Marsilius’s account of what political normality is or should be, the
ordinary course of events in a well-constituted and well-run political community. Part of
describing normality consists of the impeccably Aristotelian procedure of comparing the
causes of civil peace with the causes of civil strife. Marsilius does all this strictly within
the Aristotelian perspective, thus making explicit the claim that political science can
stand on its own without needing to be based on or filled out with scriptual reference.
Part two of The Defender of Peace deals with the ‘abnormal’ case of the papacy as a
cause of civil strife in political communities as they actually exist in the medieval world.
In this part of the work Marsilius is careful to back up anything he says with biblical
references, intending to show that God’s own words contradict the papal claim to
universal hegemony over Christian rulers. The order of the arguments used is deliberate.
Avristotle and human reason first, Holy Writ second. Aristotelian arguments are confirmed
by the New Testament, not the other way round. (Part three of The Defender of Peace is a
summary of the first two parts.) The general causes of civil peace and strife can be known
simply by the use of human reason guided by Aristotle’s Politics. The particular
pathological case of papal interference with the rightful powers of secular authority is
treated in specifically Christian as well as in Aristotelian terms because ostensibly the
history of Christianity partly explains how the papal interference problem arose in the
first place. However, it is clearly Marsilius’s intention to show that the case for papal
hegemony is flawed on the only two possible grounds which count, Aristotelian and
Christian. Take these grounds away, and there were simply no other grounds upon which
the papacy could plead its case.

Marsilius’s world is still none the less a medieval world in which the priesthood has a
central role to play. All Marsilius is doing is to define that role in such a way that the
priestly function is central to human living but at the same time restricted to the curing of
souls. The Church would still be a great international institution, and Christians would
still be expected to regard their membership of the Church as more important in a general
scale of values than their membership of secular communities. | insist on this because it is
easy to read The Defender of Peace from a modern secular angle and to imagine that in
Marsilius’s own day truly sovereign states in the modern sense actually existed.
Marsilius’s own direct transposition of key political terms from the ancient to the
medieval world compounds the likelihood of an anachronistically modern reading of the
work. Marsilius talks as if he is surrounded with political communities like the ancient
polis, when in fact he lived in a world of medieval empires and kingdoms. Even that is
not quite the whole truth. Marsilius came from Padua, one of those north Italian city-
states which tried to retain what independence they could by playing off the Holy Roman
Empire against the papacy. He was Rector of the University of Paris, the seat of
government of the successfully centralising Capetian monarchy of France, and he ended
his life a refugee from the papacy at the court of Louis of Bavaria, one of the staunchist
resisters against papal claims to interfere in secular government. So it could be argued
that Marsilius spent most of his life in political communities which were among the most
state-like of their day. Again, it has to be emphasised that in the fourteenth century this
tendency towards statehood was a tendency and nothing more.

Marsilius’s The Defender of Peace may ‘look to the future’, but it probably does so by
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the accident of his transposition of the Aristotelian vocabulary directly into the political
theory of the high Middle Ages.

Like Aristotle, Marsilius treats the state as a natural organism, and it exists so that men
can live the sufficient life. Like all natural organisms, the state is made up of different
parts making different contributions to the life of the whole. The parts of the state are
functionally identified as contributors to the sufficient life. Like all organic political
thinkers, Marsilius is especially concerned with the pathological possibility that the
whole might begin to malfuction if the parts try to do things for which they are by nature
unsuited. (Trouble will be on the way if the lungs try to think or the brain to breathe.)
Marsilius calls ‘peace’ the condition in which all the parts of the state contribute properly
to the functioning of the whole. The other possibility of disturbance of the true balance of
things comes about through conflict arising either between the parts or within one (or all)
of them. It is the specific function of the ruling part of the state to nip this kind of trouble
in the bud, before it has time and scope to endanger social peace in general. Any
interference in the dispute-settling ruling part of the state is therefore especially to be
avoided, and that would include interference from outside the state itself. Government
must be able to speak with a single and unambiguous voice, because confusion about
jurisdiction would be a cause of discord, the thing the state wishes above all to avoid.

Marsilius’s list of the parts of the state contains no surprises. The sufficient life
requires farmers, artisans, priests, soldiers and merchants with a ruling part to supervise
the whole and to prevent quarrels. Government is ‘well-tempered” when ruling decisions
are taken with the good of the whole state in mind, and government is ‘bad’ or ‘diseased’
when ruling decisions are made with the good of one of the parts only in mind. So,
following Aristotle closely, monarchy, aristocracy or polity (Aristotle’s government by
the many where they are not the many-too-many) may be good or bad depending on the
basis on which ruling decisions are taken. The state is made up of a variety of parts, but it
is an error to suppose that the parts are of equal value. The “vulgar’ parts of the state—
artisans, farmers and merchants—are not as valuable as the ‘honourable’ parts—rulers,
priests and soldiers—and so should not be given the same weight in political matters. So
government by the ‘vulgar’ would correspond to ancient democracy in the pejorative
sense, and would be an unjust form of government. Again following Aristotle, good
government is government through law and not by force and fear. Laws are general
provisions which make the sufficient life possible, and, being general, much will be left
to the rulers to decide in particular cases. This makes it important that the magistracy
should be prudent, just and fair, because without these qualities law can become a dead
letter.

The *sufficient’ life is a natural desire of all rational men, and so reason also tells us to
declare what makes the sufficient life possible, which is a well-run state. We would say
that most of what constitutes the sufficient life for Marsilius is economic. By the
sufficient life he does not mean all that Aristotle meant by the ‘good’ life, or Thomas by
the “virtuous’ life. The sufficient life is essentially about the preconditions of a good and
virtuous life. As a Christian and a priest, Marsilius knows that there are human ends
which are higher than sufficient life ends, but he does not appear to think of these higher
ends as one of the concerns of political science. In his way, Marsilius is closer to
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Augustine here than he is to Thomas. What the state does is to provide some kind of basic
framework within which men can pursue other, ‘higher’ ends. Marsilius is much more
optimistic than Augustine about how secure that framework can be, but he shares with
Augustine a very clear perception of what can be expected of the state and the limitations
of those expectations.

Marsilius, like Aristotle, recognises that the first principle of political, that is to say
social, life is that ordinary rational men share with the rest of the animal kingdom the
desire to satisfy what we would now call ‘basic needs’. States will be judged good or bad
to the extent that they provide for these needs. The standard by which states will be
judged is no longer even the Aristotelian ‘good life’; nor is it the natural law of the
Stoics, or the natural and divine law as it is with Thomas. The standard is really economic
efficiency. The provision of peace and order is what government is for, so that men find
themselves in a position to take advantage of the good things which God provides
through nature. It can be said without anachronism that there is more than a touch of
Hobbes about Marsilius here. Hobbes will later say that it is the state’s job to keep men
out of what he calls the State of Nature, that insecure condition of life in which there is
no future, so that it is not worth men’s while even to cultivate the earth because there is
no guarantee that they will reap the harvest.

Properly speaking, Marsilius is only half an Aristotelian because the ends of the
Marsilian state are not really Aristotelian ends at all, but means, and in this sense
Marsilius is also only half a Thomist. For Aristotle, the polis exists to serve the highest
ends, and, for Thomas, the virtue of a Christian state has its part to play in the process by
which souls are ultimately reconciled to God. Marsilius, of course, does not deny that
these ends are good and godly, but he thinks that they cannot intrinsically be the state’s
ends. What makes Marsilius different from Augustine is that he does not cry politics
down just because political ends are far inferior to the real salvationist ends of life.
Marsilius draws the opposite conclusion from the inferiority of political ends: it is
precisely the inferiority of political ends which makes them achievable by the state. In
this sense the state has ‘ends of its own’.

MARSILIUS ON POWER

To say that the state ‘has ends of its own’ is another way of saying that political power is
exercised for a purpose. Marsilius is under no illusions that the kingdoms he is speaking
for are inhabited by self-commanded Aristotelian citizens who see their lives’ work as the
practice of the virtues. Marsilius is Augustinian to the extent that he believes that, like
children, human beings can’t be left alone for a minute. Power is the earthly antidote for
sin. Government, therefore, is a full-time job, and its efficiency depends a good deal on
governors having a precise idea of what exactly it is that they are trying to achieve. This
is as true of means as it is of ends. Like Aristotle (and like nearly everybody else)
Marsilius believes that good government is government by law. Government by law not
force has a particular claim on the obedience of rational men. Part of being a rational
man, therefore, is the desire that the law should be clear, knowable and known, and
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another part of being a rational man is the desire to know on what basis law is law. The
commands of legal superiors are not always ‘lawful’, and it is sometimes the case that it
is not always clear who actually is one’s legal superior. This is especially true if two
sources of supposedly legal command tell us simultaneously to do two different and
opposite things. A rational man, as Hobbes would later say, wants above all to know who
his sovereign is.

Marsilius’s emphasis on law means that he cannot duck the question of what it is that
makes law law. This may sound a straightforward enough question until we remind
ourselves again of the messiness of law as it actually operated in medieval societies. A
moment’s acquaintance with any medieval society is enough to make one see how many
sets of rules they contained which claimed for themselves the status of law. And the very
fact that there were so many overlapping and competing bodies of law shows how many
bodies there must have been claiming the right to make or declare law. What this meant
was that no matter how Marsilius chose to define law and no matter whom he designated
as a true law-giver, he was bound to tread on a lot of toes. And he would even have to be
very circumspect about what he meant by ‘law-giver’. We shall have occasion to remark
again that it is not clear when men in the West began to believe that they could truly
make new law. The distinction between ‘law-declarer’ and ‘law-maker’ was still alive
and well at the end of the eighteenth century (and it is still fundamental in today’s Islamic
world). Medieval men were so accustomed to the idea that the only true law-maker was
God (who made everything that was made) that those whom we call legislators thought of
themselves only as declaring what God willed. Any crying up of earthly legislators was
an invitation to the heresy-hunters to sniff out the attribution of god-like power to a
human agency.

Marsilius begins to tread warily by distinguishing between two different meanings of
the word ‘law’ which correspond roughly to the distinction we might make between
‘natural’ and “positive’ law. Law is first defined in deliberately generalised terms as the
‘universal science’ of justice for the common benefit of mankind, a definition so
innocuous that only a medieval lunatic could take exception to it. (We might say that this
is a definition of such a general kind as to be meaningless, but this kind of general
definition of law was still being offered well into the eighteenth century. We will still
find it, for instance, in Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws (1748).) However, there is,
says Marsilius, another way of defining law, and that is through punishment. A law is a
command whose disobedience leads to punishment. This is a view of law apparently
innocuous enough in itself, but which has enormous ramifications (probably not all of
which Marsilius saw). The natural law view of law emphasises the crime not the
punishment. A crime is that which ought to be punished, and you can always find a bit of
law lying around somewhere which tells you that it is a crime, so that, if no particular
punishment is laid down for it, then you are perfectly justified in inventing one. In this
view, the greatest ‘crime’ is that a crime should go unpunished. The second of
Marsilius’s definitions of law points to a way of looking at the connection between crime
and punishment the other way round. Crime is defined as that act for which there is a
specific punishment laid down in the law. Punishment, it might be said, defines crime.

Put in simple terms, the natural law view of law puts justice before any other



A history of western political thought 134

consideration. If natural law says that something is a crime, then it is a crime, even
though no human law-giver has yet got round to making it a crime in a law code. God the
sovereign law-giver has already made violations of natural law crimes, and it is up to the
human law-giver eventually to declare as law what God has already decided. Law can
exist independently of a human law-giver, which in modern terms means that there can
be law without a sovereign. Marsilius cannot, of course, deny that there is a connection
between human law and divine justice, but he sees that connection in terms which begin
to look very like the basis of the modern idea that law is always the command of a
sovereign. God is the universe’s sovereign, so the earthly law-maker must be sovereign in
his own state. Law’s ‘lawness’ lies in the fact of command. Law-making and law-
enforcement are what characterise law, whether it is God’s law or the law of one of
God’s vice-regents in an earthly kingdom. It was not for nothing that Hobbes was later to
emphasise that kings are called gods (in the book of Exodus) by God himself.

This does raise the possibility that law can exist without justice. Effective earthly law-
makers are perfectly capable of commanding those things which are unlawful in the
natural law sense. Perhaps law on earth is often like that. Marsilius does not duck the
plain implication that therefore true law can exist where justice is absent. The ruler or
legislator is no longer to be seen as someone well enough qualified to understand the
nature of justice. The legislator (we would say the sovereign) is now defined as that man
or group of men who possess the authority to make laws and the power to make them
effective.

This was anathema to the whole system of papal politics. The papacy’s case for
universal hegemony, that kings were the pope’s vice-regents, rested on the claim that
popes had privileged access to knowledge of divine law. The pope was always the first to
know the latest news from God and had the unique duty of passing it on to the faithful.
News direct from God was always, like the good news of the Gospels, news about justice,
which the rulers of the earth were then supposed to put into law under papal tutelage.
Now that law was defined as legislation and punishment, special knowledge of the divine
will no longer constitute a valid claim for papal interference in the law-making and law-
enforcing of secular states. These were, in the most precise sense possible, none of the
pope’s business. Peace, the end of law, was still, of course, a good and godly end, but it
was now possible to see senses in which papal pretensions to interfere in the mechanisms
of peacekeeping were actually pernicious. For Marsilius, the efficient cause of peace was
law as the command of the law-giver, with the stress on the word ‘command’. It is the
merest commonplace that for orders to be effective they have to be unambiguous: order,
counter-order, disorder is the oldest military maxim. Anything which interferes with the
clarity of commands is to be avoided at all costs. Nothing could be worse than two
commanders giving different and contradictory orders. This would reduce any army to a
shambles in no time at all. This is how Marsilius sees papal claims to hegemony. If the
papal claims were to be upheld, there would always be two commanders in every state.
People would always be uncertain which commander to obey and the result might well be
chaos, the opposite of that earthly peace which it is the state’s job to provide.
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MARSILIUS AND THE IDEA OF POPULAR SOVEREIGNTY

If earthly sovereignty did not come from God via the pope, then where did it come from?
Marsilius’s answer will be ‘from the people’. Marsilius knows that getting rid of papal
interference in the internal affairs of states is only half the battle. After all, the papacy is
not the only danger to peace in a secular state. Marsilius understands his Aristotle well
enough to know that secular rulers do not always wish their fellow citizens well, and it
might be said that Marsilius’s own view of law as effective coercion could be construed
as an invitation to the worst of all political regimes, which is tyranny masquerading under
the forms of law. For his master, Aristotle, law is always a sign of moderation.
Government by law for Aristotle comes close to what we mean by ‘government by
consent’ (though Aristotle has never heard of the associated idea of ‘natural rights”). Like
many political theorists after him, Aristotle believes that the public reasonableness of law
has a particular claim on the loyalty of rational men. Law claims obedience by its good
sense, and its good sense comes from law’s openness to public scrutiny. There is no
secretiveness about government through law, nothing shameful. Aristotle takes the
sensible view that the opposite to rule by law is rule by force, which is expensive and
crass. And rule by force is insulting to rational men because it treats them no differently
from brutes who need a whipping from time to time to ‘teach them a lesson’.

Marsilius worries about the possibility of the rule of force under the forms of law. A
tyrant could easily rule through the law as Marsilius defines it, and in such a way that ‘the
sufficient life” itself began to be threatened. Marsilius is still enough of an Augustinian to
know what the effects of original sin are likely to be when they begin to affect a whole
society through the whims of a tyrant. Marsilius is certainly enough of an Aristotelian to
recognise that government by the democratic many can be just as tyrannical in its own
way as government by one immoderate man. So Marsilius’s solution to the problem of
who should be the law-maker is classically Aristotelian: the many should make law,
where the many are not the many-too-many. Marsilius locates the right to make law in
the ‘weightier part’ (valentior pars) of the citizen body. It is the people, through the best
citizens, who have the right to make laws, and so law for Marsilius turns out in the end to
be more than simple coerciveness. Or, to put it another way, coerciveness is not only a
matter of the effectiveness of power, but is bound up with the question of who has the
right to coerce.

Marsilius’s famous valentior pars, with its right to make and enforce law, is an attempt
to give the state a measure of Aristotelian balance. Like all the ancients. Marsilius knows
that it is always dangerous to leave the law-making and law-enforcing power in one
section of the community, but, equally, he knows that this power has to be located
somewhere. Like Aristotle, he thinks that the safest place is in the middle. The will of the
whole people is the only way of securing the common benefit, but that will has to be
filtered through the ‘weightier part’. The Aristotelian ‘collective wisdom of the
multitude’ could not be more different from the whim of the moment (and it is a pity that
we are stuck with that word ‘multitude’ in the conventional English translation with its
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unhappy populist associations). That Aristotelian ‘multitude’ really means ‘the few, over
a long period of time’. Marsilius does not expect Rome to be built in a day, any more
than Aristotle thought that the system of law in a polis would be the product of a single
morning’s legislation. A body of good law is the product of many legislative enactments
at many different times. Law is the creation of many different ‘weightier parts’ on many
occasions. In short, Marsilius is an oligarch in a sense that would have been recognisable
in ancient Thebes.

Or would it? In strictly Aristotelian terms, Marsilius is obviously on the side of
government by the few but not-too-few, but the problem of Marsilius’s political thought
lies in the question of how his definitions and arguments derived from Aristotle actually
translate into the terms of the politics of his own day. Put simply, where in medieval
societies were the few but not-too-few to be found? What contemporary social group is
Marsilius pointing to as the ‘weightier part’ of the state? The problem is easier to solve in
the towns than in the country. Self-governing cities, like the Padua Marsilius came from,
contained merchant oligarchies which could, at a pinch, stand as substitutes for ancient
oligarchies. (It was cities like Padua that Machiavelli was later to take as his models for a
regenerated version of ancient republican life.) What is not so certain is how Marsilius’s
political thought relates to the feudal kingdoms which covered most of medieval Europe.
We know what his political intentions were to keep the Church from meddling in civil
affairs, but this was a problem of which the ancient pagans could have had no inkling.
Perhaps all that Marsilius got from Aristotle was a series of arguments in favour of the
political autonomy of the secular state which did not have much purchase on the real
conditions of most contemporary politics. It did Marsilius’s anti-papal arguments no
harm that in Aristotle priests are only a part of the state and not the ruling part, the
priesthood being particularly suitable for old men past the age when they could do the
state any service as warriors or decision-makers, but it is a distinct possibility that
Aristotle was for Marsilius what Marx was to be for Lenin—a source of convenient
quotations to back up positions already taken on other grounds.

The question of the political relevance of Marsilius’s political thought to the politics of
his own day is part of the larger problem of how we are to read Marsilius now. So much
of Marsilius on the state is “modern-sounding’ that there exists the constant temptation to
regard him as an extremely prescient forerunner of the idea of the sovereign nation-state.
This is obviously asking a lot of a fourteenth-century priest. We can probably never know
how much Marsilius expected the political world to change; nor can we ever be certain in
what directions he expected change to go. All we can know is that there was competition
between secular rulers and the princes of the Church, that Marsilius was on the side of the
secular rulers, and that, by and large, victory was to go to the secular princes. However,
being on the side of the eventual winners is not the same as prediction. And we do well to
remember that it would be two centuries before a secular prince would dare to declare
himself head of the Church in his own realm. What is certain is that Marsilius’s The
Defender of Peace provided marvellously effective ammunition for the anti-papal forces
at a time when all learned men were obliged to take Aristotle seriously.

Marsilius was using Aristotelian arguments against papal supremacy at a time when
others were ransacking the ancient traditions for similar arguments. Besides Greece there
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was always Rome. Popes had always pretended to be in some sense the true successors to
the universal sway of the Caesars. The dispute between Holy Roman emperors and popes
for the leadership of Christendom was an unseemly squabble about who would have the
jackal’s share of the Roman imperium. Papal propaganda had always made much of the
Emperor Constantine’s having been a faithful son of the Church, and the coronation of
the Emperor Charlemagne in Rome on Christmas Day 800 by the pope was as good a
reason as any for claiming that the crowner must be greater than the crowned. And busy
papal forgers could produce imperial donation after donation to show that emperors
themselves had recognised some kind of papal supremacy. While Marsilius was using his
impeccably Greek arguments, astute Roman lawyers (there had been a revival of Roman
law since the twelfth century) were encouraging emperors and kings to take as their
models the great law-giving emperors Theodosius and Justinian. Imperium was the
direction secular rulers were being asked to head in, where imperium meant supreme
power including the power to make law. The fact that both Theodosius and Justinian
were ‘eastern’ emperors was not without its own argumentative force. Constantinople
was a long way from papal Rome, and the Byzantine emperors never tolerated from the
patriarchs of their city what Holy Roman emperors had in the West to put up with from
pushy popes. There was a Byzantine Roman emperor on the throne at Constantinople
until 1453, which makes a truly sovereign independent secular ruler part of the furniture
of the Middle Ages.

With the revival of Roman law and its obvious attractions for centralising secular
princes came the revival of the most basic of all the maxims of Roman law: salus populi
suprema lex (the people’s well-being is the highest law). This is not the utilitarian
commonplace it might at first look like. After all, where does history show us
examples—Caligula, Nero and one or two others excepted—of rulers who did not claim
to rule in the people’s best interests? No ruler one has heard of ever said to his people that
his prime object was to decrease their happiness. Salus populi suprema lex is not really
concerned with happiness in this sense. Rather, it supposes a ‘higher’ law which makes
actions lawful in emergencies which would be unlawful in ordinary circumstances. The
modern notion it comes closest to is raison d’état (‘reasons of state’, in German
Staatsraison), the idea that states are justified in doing what seems to them to be
necessary for their own survival even if what they do is wicked. The Roman law maxim
differs from raison d’état in holding that what has to be done in emergencies to save the
people is still in some sense lawful. As interpreted by Christians, salus populi suprema
lex means that princes take upon themselves the dreadful responsibility of deciding when
something ordinarily deemed to be sinful must be done in order to serve the good of the
whole kingdom. If they get it wrong, or if they invoke the principle lightly and
frivolously, then princes will pay a dreadful price for their levity in the world to come.
God will judge. Examples might be the murder of Thomas a Becket in his own cathedral
at Canterbury to stop divisions appearing in the realm, or the murder of the two little
princes in the Tower to prevent the civil wars which always seemed to break out during
the reign of child-kings as contending parties battled for the regency. Even the Church
seemed at least implicitly to recognise salus populi by prescribing certain penitential
exercises for kings in doubtful cases. Henry 11 of England went through his penances for
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the murder of Thomas but has not otherwise gone down in history as a ‘bad’ king.

Of course, salus populi was open to terrible abuses, but then what principle is not? It is
easy to exaggerate the potential for abuse of such a principle in the Middle Ages. Princes,
like everybody else, were expected to, and probably did, believe that the most important
question in their lives was where they were going to spend eternity. We may find it
difficult to take seriously what they took seriously, but if we don’t, then we are in danger
of misunderstanding how these people’s minds worked. We find no difficulty in offering
explanations of why they thought like that, but in compiling those sets of reasons we can
lose sight of the crucial fact that that is what they thought. In the end, we have to say:
They just did think that. And we have to remember that salus populi was a Roman maxim
and not a maxim of barbarian kingship. The kind of ruthlessness and cruelty which the
maxim sanctions in special conditions was always meant to be an expedient, not a turn-
on. If Nero had burnt Rome to stop it falling intact into the hands of Rome’s enemies,
then he could have been forgiven. But Nero’s was no scorched earth policy in a national
emergency. What was unforgivable was that he did it for fun. Even Hannibal’s terrible
cruelty was not called sadism in the ancient world because it was a necessary part of
policy. Contrast Alexander’s burning of the palace at Persepolis to provide the fireworks
at a drunken party.

With the argument from expediency we are already on the way to Machiavelli, though
he would use it in a different moral context in which Christianity could be privatised and
in which expediency could come to be seen as a part of ‘normality’. Salus populi was in
no danger of becoming part of the everyday business of ruling in a political world which
was thought of as being fundamentally stable. Emergencies lose their edge if they are
seen to be happening too often. Secular rulers could safely use the principle of salus
populi against papal interference in the running of secular empires and kingdoms while
papal interference was the only occasion for invoking the principle. Salus populi would
come to have a more disturbing meaning in a world of perpetual emergency, because then
it would have a bearing on the conduct of secular as well as ecclesiastical politics. In
Marsilius’s day all salus populi meant was that the ruler shall decide. There is no hint in
The Defender of Peace that the principle could ever threaten rulers themselves.

Marsilius’s political thought is meant to strengthen secular princes, not to weaken
them. This has to be emphasised because there has been a tendency in modern
commentaries on Marsilius to suggest that his doctrine of an ultimately popular
sovereignty somehow has ‘radical’ implications. ‘Popular sovereignty’ can always be
made to sound radical, but whether it really is radical or not depends almost entirely on
circumstances. In Marsilius the concept of popular sovereignty is meant only to
strengthen secular rulers at the expense of the temporal jurisdiction of the princes of the
Church. Even this is to overstate the case a little, because, according to Marsilian
doctrine, there is no reason in principle why the princes of the Church should not
continue to exercise their jurisdictions under the ultimate supervision of the secular
princes. We should never forget that the origin of the quarrels between the papacy and the
princes lay in such matters as the right of appointment to great ecclesiastical benefices.
There was no quarrel about the absolute necessity of government as such. Quite the
reverse. Those who supported positions like Marsilius’s did so because they wanted to
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strengthen government, not weaken it. It is one thing to say that the people, or the
‘weightier part thereof’ is the ultimate source of sovereignty, but it is quite another to say
that the people should actually exercise that sovereignty. In the modern world the idea of
popular sovereignty has come to be associated with the people actually exercising it
themselves or through their own elected representatives, but it would be wildly
anachronistic to read anything like that into Marsilius. The words ‘popular sovereignty’
remain the same in the medieval and modern worlds, but the different contexts give them
very different meanings.

Why is it, then, that modern sensibility wishes to attach such a different meaning to an
ancient term like sovereignty? The reason is probably that, at a time of widely shared
‘democratic’ feeling, it is almost obligatory to say that the only kind of government that a
rational man or woman would give his or her consent to is some form of representative
democracy. In the democratic age, any form of government which does not involve the
widespread exercise of democratic rights like the right to vote is publicly unthinkable.
(Even modern communist and fascist regimes have felt obliged to maintain some kind of
electoral facade.) This, of course, is only a public assumption. It is what people feel
obliged to say, and may not be what they really think. Perhaps another clue lies in the fact
that in the modern world the idea of ‘the people’ has come to mean ‘everybody’.

We can easily forget how recent anything like a general acceptance of the people as
‘everybody’ actually is. Indeed, the history of politics in the West since the Reformation
could be written on the theme of the expansion of the idea of the people eventually to
include every man and woman. This history shows a shift from what might be called a
‘negative’ to a ‘positive’ view of what constitutes the people. Negatively, the people
means ‘not the king’ and ‘not the aristocracy’. This was its early modern meaning, and it
presupposes the existence of an organically conceived society of three great ‘estates’ of
the realm—something like king, lords and commons. This is the people as the Third
Estate which was to figure so prominently during the French Revolution. The theory of
estates of the realm holds that each of the estates is a single body with a single interest, so
that the representatives of the Third Estate speak for everybody who is not a noble or a
king. The prominence of the idea that ‘the people’ have not one but many and sometimes
conflicting interests dates only from the end of the eighteenth century, and it was left to
the modern world to argue that voting rights should be widely spread because ‘the
people’ consist of many groups with many interests. The final, ‘positive’ meaning of ‘the
people’ only comes with the acceptance of the idea that each individual is the best judge
of what his own interest is, so that each individual ought to have a vote in order to have a
say in deciding who can represent his interest best. Acceptance of that position would
take a very long time indeed—until well into the twentieth century.

There is another way in which the essential political conservatism of Marsilius (and of
the political thinkers of the early Reformation) can be understood. Marsilius had no doubt
that he lived in a world in which sinful men needed a lot of ruling. The force of the old
Augustinian inter faeces et urinam nascemur could not be entirely effaced by Thomas’s
plea that God’s grace does not deny our own nature but perfects it. In attacking the
temporal jurisdiction of the Church, Marsilius could have had no doubt that he was
helping to undermine one of the great institutions which controlled men’s lives. It was



A history of western political thought 140

left to Martin Luther, two centuries later, to spell out exactly what this meant for the
state, but it is hard to believe that the thought did not occur to Marsilius too. Take away
one of the controlling institutions of men’s lives, and even more of a duty of repression
remains with the governing institutions left intact. The secular princes would have to be
more vigilant, not less, in a world in which the Church confined itself only to the cure of
souls. The people’s good might well require of them an even stricter obedience to secular
law, which would itself have to stretch further now that the Church’s coercive power was
denied.

This emphasis on Marsilius’s statism does not mean that in certain circumstances
secular rulers could not find his political thought potentially subversive. When the
government of Henry VIII, for instance, was looking round for propaganda arguments
against papal jurisdiction in England during the Reformation, Marsilius’s The Defender
of Peace was a natural choice. It would have to be translated into English. However,
Marsilius on popular sovereignty caused Henry’s advisers to pause for thought. The
English Reformation was going to be forced through by Acts of Parliament, and it
occurred to Henry’s advisers that the House of Commons might begin to get ideas about
popular sovereignty from Marsilius which did not sit well with Henry VIII’s far from
modest views about the extent of royal power. And so it happened that when Marsilius hit
the Tudor bookstalls, most of the bits about popular sovereignty had already been edited
out.

NOTES ON SOURCES

The importance of Marsilius (who sometimes appears in library catalogues as
Menandrinus, Marsilius) has not been reflected in extensive commentary in English.
A.Gewirth’s two-volume edition of The Defender of Peace (1956), contains extensive
commentary. D’Entréves, The Medieval Contribution to Political Thought (1939),
contains a workmanlike section on Marsilius.
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MACHIAVELLI

The Prince and the Virtuous Republic

NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI
Scholars have gone through the life of the great Florentine with a toothcomb,
hoping to find clues to the meaning of his books in the character of the man.
Many accounts of Machiavelli’s life are character assassinations to serve
particular religious or political purposes. Machiavelli might be said to have
had an ‘interesting’ life for a political theorist, and he certainly had the
misfortune to live through interesting times for his native city.

The Machiavellis were an ancient Florentine family, of sound republican
principles, who were a bit down on their luck when Niccolo was born in
1469. Machiavelli’s lawyer father was able to provide his son with the
education in the classics, then much in vogue both as a humanist training and
as a preparation for public office. Machiavelli entered the service of the
Florentine republic in 1498, and busied himself about its military and
diplomatic business until his annus horribilis in 1513. During these years
Machiavelli attempted to refound Florence’s hopes of military glory on a
citizen militia, and he met the rising stars of Italian politics, popes and
princes, and especially the brightest of the shooting-stars, Cesare Borgia.
Machiavelli also visited the courts of the French king, Louis XII, and the
Holy Roman Emperor, Maximilian, and these experiences may have provided
him with something like an outsider’s view of Italian politics as petty,
vacillating and mildly contemptible. Machiavelli moved in circles high
enough to observe the highest fliers at very close quarters, and he was already
shrewdly weighing up their actions and characters in his diplomatic reports to
his masters in Florence.

In 1512, the Medici princes, backed by the pope and the Spaniards,
returned to Florence, and the world began to fall in on the successful servant
of the former republic. Machiavelli lost his job, and in 1513 he was tortured,
imprisoned and fined for suspected complicity in a republican conspiracy
against the Medici. Machiavelli still had important friends who he thought
would be able and willing to lobby the great on his behalf, and his most
famous work, The Prince (completed by the end of 1513), was intended to
show Florence’s new masters that its author was a man whom it would be
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foolish to overlook in the matter of public employment. None of this ever
quite came off, and it is probable that after 1513 Machiavelli began
reluctantly to see himself as a man of letters rather than a man of affairs.

The Medicis’ loss was the world’s gain. In his new poverty Machiavelli
wrote the masterpieces for which he has become so justly famous, though,
outside the academy, nobody will ever be able to detach his name from the
obloquy poured upon it for the supposed wickedness of his little book about
princes. The Discourses on Livy, the Art of War, the Florentine History and
the brilliant comedy Mandragola can never hope to erase the adjective
‘Machiavellian’ from the popular mind. So much the worse for the masses,
some of whom at least Machiavelli hoped would one day again play a real
part, and share a real part of the glory, of their native lands.

The problem of Machiavelli’s political thought can be stated very simply: anyone with
the energy to trawl through the vast secondary literature on the great Florentine would
have no trouble in finding fifty-seven varieties of Machiavelli. There is a Machiavelli for
everyone. Machiavelli commentary from the sixteenth century to the present ranges
across such a wide field that Machiavelli has been accused by his enemies of wanting to
lead mankind to perdition, and praised by his friends for wanting to lead mankind to
salvation.

How can this be? Machiavelli writes as a Renaissance humanist in beautiful Italian.
There are no real problems with the Machiavelli texts. We have The Prince (1513), The
Discourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livy (1513-17), The Art of War (1521) and
the Florentine History (1525) as Machiavelli wrote them, as well as other political
writings, and we have the poetry, a famous play, Mandragola (which is still worth
performing), and his correspondence, particularly with the historian Guiccardini.
Machiavelli exists whole on the page; there are no prizes for restoring corrupt
Machiavelli texts. There are none of those deeply buried contradictions in Machiavelli
that we find in some of Rousseau’s political writings. And Machiavelli is not Hegel, with
his notoriously “difficult’ political writings and his German tendency to sacrifice clarity
for profundity. Yet the battle for Machiavelli goes on, some wishing at all costs to show
that they are anti-Machiavels while others are keen to show that Machiavelli is on their
side. (Among these latter is the twentieth-century Italian Communist Party.)

The sheer volume of Machiavelli commentary testifies to the continuous importance of
what he wrote about politics. There has always been something about Machiavelli’s
political writings which his readers have found attractive or repulsive, but it is far from
easy to pin down exactly what it is. There seem to be, broadly speaking, five distinct
possibilities for explaining the perennial interest in Machiavelli’s political thought,
though to say that there are five is, in a sense, simply to restate that there is a Machiavelli
problem.

The first possibility is that what Machiavelli wrote about politics is profoundly
shocking. This is the stock Machiavelli of the Elizabethan dramatists, the Machiavelli of
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‘Machiavellianism’. In this view, Machiavelli is the teacher of lago in Othello or Edmund
in King Lear, the advocate of utterly ruthless and devious methods for the acquisition of
power or the doing down of one’s enemies. This can even be made into a game played for
its own sake, the game of power politics and intrigue played for enjoyment like games of
chess, with no other object than to keep playing the Great Game. The Machiavelli of
Machiavellianism certainly exists. His hands are not bloodless. The Prince is full of hard
and calculated advice about how a new prince should act to establish himself in a recently
conquered princedom, and a good deal of the advice is about the use of violence and
deceit. So much is clear, but what is not so clear is why the advice should be considered
to be especially shocking. Machiavelli is always careful to cite modern and ancient
precedents for what he advises, not to excuse what he has to say but to convince us that
his advice would work. His advice to new princes is an extrapolation from the actions of
already successful princes, so it is hard to see what was so ‘shocking’ at least in the sense
of being ‘shock news’. Machiavelli seems to be saying to princes: ‘do what others have
already done’, only choose your precedents carefully to make sure that you imitate the
right prince in the right circumstances. And the notion that princes might have to do some
pretty nasty things now and again to save their states had been a commonplace since
ancient times. The ancient Romans, so much admired by the Renaissance humanists, had
thought nothing of massacring whole peoples, would put their own surrendered armies to
the sword to encourage the others, and would decimate a legion before breakfast. (It is
only by accident that the word “humanist’ is cognate with our word ‘humane’.) Aristotle
himself had said that it was a part of political science to advise a tyrant how to survive,
and Avristotle’s own advice is straightforwardly Machiavellian: he tells the tyrant to ‘act
like a king’—that is, to deceive.

It is, then, hard to see who exactly it is that would find The Prince so shocking. Not
princes, because the successful ones at least are already doing what Machiavelli advises.
It is, of course, possible that Machiavelli’s intended audience for The Prince was not
princes at all but the people upon whom princely wiles are practised, but why the people
should be ‘shocked’ to find princes doing what the people are already supposed to be
looking out for is not clear.

It is possible that Machiavelli’s Prince is so shocking not so much for what it says but
for the way it says it. Machiavelli’s realism, it is sometimes said, must have been
devastating to contemporary Christians whose minds were still clouded by the bewitching
speculations of medieval metaphysics. Here was a thinker who did not try to refute the
intellectual assumptions upon which medieval political thought was based, but simply
treated those assumptions as if they were not there. So in Machiavelli we find no natural
law and very little original sin; nothing about the duty of princes to assist the preaching of
the true gospel, and no scriptural reference (beyond admiration for Moses as a leader) and
nothing from Augustine and the other Fathers of the Church. On this view of him,
Machiavelli was able to throw over the whole intellectual baggage of his age, consigning
it all to history’s dustbin. To this can be added the element of parody in The Prince. The
writing of ‘Mirrors for Princes’ was one of the stock features of medieval political
writing. No sooner had a king’s eldest son learnt to read than the court chaplain would
write him a “mirror for princes’, setting out the Christian virtues which the prince would
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be expected to practice when he eventually succeeded to his father’s throne. Mercy and
liberality could always be relied on to come high on the list. By contrast, ruthlessness and
stinginess head Machiavelli’s list of the princely virtues. This deliberately parodic flying
in the face of all decent convention could only compound the shock that Machiavelli’s
Prince caused to Christian sensibilities. Here was a man who not only defied the
intellectual assumptions of Christian Europe but actually flaunted that defiance.

There is something in that view of Machiavelli, but not much. There is a sense in
which Machiavelli’s political thought is un-Christian, and it might be in some important
ways anti-Christian (though Machiavelli never denies the truths of Christianity and seems
himself to have been conventionally if erractically pious). But the problem with the
‘shocking to Christian sensibilities” thesis is that it depends on comparing what
Machiavelli has to say in The Prince to Christian political and moral theory at their most
elevated, and not to Christian political practice. It is easy to forget that Christianity is a
religion of forgiveness because there is always going to be a lot in human conduct that
requires to be forgiven. Medieval political thinkers and good Christian princes had no
illusions about human conduct in general and political conduct in particular. Medieval
political thought suffers from the reverse of a lack of ‘realism’, if by realism we mean a
jaundiced view of humankind. Even Thomas’s appeal for a gentler view of human nature
must have fallen on some deaf ears. And as we have seen in the case of Marsilius, salus
populi suprema lex could cover a multitude of sins.

Part of the “shocking to Christian sensibilities’ view of Machiavelli is the contention
that he is forward-looking in a sense that minds still intent on living in the Middle Ages
would have found deeply disturbing. Machiavelli, it is sometimes claimed, looked
forward to modernity, and he is supposed to have done this not by challenging the
intellectual assumptions of his age but simply by ignoring them. But it is far from clear in
what senses Machiavelli’s political thought is forward-looking at all. Machiavelli is, after
all, a humanist, which in part means he believes the ‘rediscovered’ classical past has
important things to teach him and his contemporaries. In this sense, Machiavelli’s
political thought is just as ‘backward-looking’ as the Christian political thought to which
it is compared. A case could easily be made for saying that Machiavelli’s reliance on his
classical sources, particularly Cicero and Livy, is more slavish than the reliance of
Christian political thinkers on the Scriptures and the Church Fathers. Machiavelli seems
to be saying to princes: ‘imitate’ the ancients rather than follow them. The lessons ancient
history has to teach are not for Machiavelli general lessons but, on the contrary, very
particular lessons which are supposed to be useful to princes confronted with particular
problems in particular situations. The classical past teaches by specific examples and not
by maxims so general that they provide no real help in particular cases. The ‘Machiavelli
versus the Christians’ thesis boils down to this: both are essentially backward-looking but
they look backwards to different pasts. Even this will not quite do because it ignores the
enormous amount of ancient learning preserved and incorporated in medieval thought.
Where would Augustine be without Cicero, or Thomas and Marsilius without Aristotle?

And besides, there was nothing necessarily anti-Christian about the Renaissance
humanism of which Machiavelli was such a star. Modern historians have long amused
themselves by discovering pre-Renaissance renaissances right in the heart of medieval
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Christian Europe. There is now a Carolingian renaissance and a renaissance of the twelfth
century. There is a Byzantine renaissance (though why it had to be a re-naissance is not
altogether clear), and no doubt there will be others. Secularism, anti-Christian cosmology
and the puffing-up of man’s pride were all directions which humanism could easily take,
but that still left plenty of Christian alternatives. The Reformation itself can be partly
explained as the outcome of humanist thought, and whatever else might be said about the
Reformation, it cannot be accused of not taking Christianity seriously.

There is another way of looking at the extraordinary fuss that has always been made
about Machiavelli’s political thought, and it arises as much from the details of
Machiavelli’s own life as from what he actually wrote. Machiavelli came from a
Florentine family of impeccable republican credentials and he held high office in
Florence before the Medici family returned to extinguish for ever the city’s republican
institutions. Machiavelli wrote his Discourses to praise republican government, and he
was even tortured on suspicion of being involved in an anti-government plot after the
Medici had returned. Yet we find him writing The Prince shortly after, a work which
appears to explain step by step how a new prince can subdue a newly conquered people.
The book opens with a cringing dedication to a Medici prince which contains a thinly
veiled plea for employment in Florence’s new anti-republican government. History, it is
said, hardly contains another such blatant example of public coat-turning. Machiavelli
must have been an exceptionally wicked and cynical man to commit such a barefaced
treason to his long-held moral and political beliefs. Other facts are then adduced from
Machiavelli’s life to add to the portrait of wickedness. Mandragola is an obscene play;
Machiavelli wrote some scandalous letters and verses; he was not a model of husbandly
fidelity. He was, in short, a libertine, just the kind of man whom one might expect to
betray his political principles with the same levity that he betrayed the principles of
ordinary decency. Machiavelli must have been a bad lot, through and through; woe betide
the prince who got his statecraft out of The Prince, and God help his people.

It need hardly be said that this view of Machiavelli is sustainable only if we confine
our reading of Machiavelli to The Prince, or if we choose to see a stark contradiction
between The Prince and both the Discourses on Livy and the Florentine History. There
can be no doubt that we would conclude that Machiavelli was one of the greatest
republicans who ever lived if we were to do what nobody ever does, which is to confine
our reading of Machiavelli to the Discourses on Livy. So the question seems to boil down
to this: are The Prince and the Discourses reconcilable?, and the answer is a resounding
‘yes!” Not only that, but the Discourses themselves provide us with a complete political
theory into which Machiavelli’s treatment of princely government in The Prince can
easily be fitted. Far from there being a contradiction between The Prince and the
Discourses, it might be said that The Prince is simply one part of the Discourses writ
large. It may even be that, on a simple level, the fact that The Prince is called ‘the prince’
has misled many readers into thinking that it is specifically and solely intended for the
princes of the Renaissance and the restored Medici princes in particular. This is far from
being the case. By ‘princely government’ Machiavelli means any government by one
man. ‘One Man Rule’, though an ugly phrase, would be a much less misleading title for
The Prince. (It might conceivably be that very simple readers of The Prince have
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unconsciously paraphrased the title to mean ‘the son of a king’, as if Machiavelli were
advising sons to turn against fathers, and to replace traditional Christian kingship with
self-aggrandising tyranny. This, for instance, seems to have been a stock Elizabethan
view of Machiavelli; it often turns up in Shakespeare, not to mention Webster.)
Machiavelli does advise new princes to be ruthless and devious, but this does not mean
that all rule has to be ruthless and devious. And even the most cursory reading of the
Discourses will show that Machiavelli by no means thinks that rule by one man has to be
the typical form of government under which men are destined to live. In the Discourses
Machiavelli makes it perfectly clear that the ruthless rule of a new prince is only one of
the forms of government which men must live through, and it won’t necessarily last very
long. Properly considered, princely government in Machiavelli’s sense in The Prince
need only be an episode in the necessary cycle of development in a state from one form
of government to another.

If none of the views of Machiavelli that we have considered will explain the
extraordinary effect this man’s political thought has had since the sixteenth century, then
what does explain it? The effect can be partly explained by the undoubted fact that many
anti-Machiavels have only read The Prince and have treated some of its classical and
Renaissance commonplaces about the occasional necessity for princely ruthlessness as
evidence for Machiavelli’s extreme wickedness as a political thinker. But this simple
view does not account for the fact that very serious and learned commentary on
Machiavelli has often found Machiavelli’s political thought equally disturbing.

There has always been a feeling that Machiavelli is hard to pin down in that shadowy
ground that lies between politics and ethics. It may even be that it was Machiavelli
himself who made that ground shadowy by questioning the place that moral certainties
occupy in political life. It is even suggested that Machiavelli did something called
‘divorcing politics from ethics’ (whatever that means). Perhaps the key to the whole
puzzle of Machiavelli is really very simple. Machiavelli’s politics is an attempt to derive
a set of political axioms from a set of assumptions about human beings which will always
work. It is sometimes said that Machiavelli has a very grim view of ‘human nature’, but
statements like this can be very misleading. Machiavelli knows that human beings are
sometimes very bad, sometimes very good, and sometimes in between. Machiavelli also
recognises that a description of human nature like that is hopeless for a political thinker
in search of certainties in political life. Building a political theory on the variability of
human behaviour would be like building a fortress on quicksand. So Machiavelli begins
to ask rather different sorts of questions from the “What are men in general like?” kind of
questions. He asks: ‘What is there about human nature which is absolutely consistent?”,
or, better still, “What assumptions can a prince make about human beings which are
absolutely safe and reliable?’ In political terms, this boils down to questions about what
will always work.

To answer questions of the last kind, Machiavelli has to take a deliberately truncated
view of human nature. He is not really interested in everything about human beings, but
only in either what is consistent about them or what the prince may safely take to be
consistent. This leads Machiavelli into some grim territory. Take the business of loving
and fearing rulers, or, for that matter, loving and fearing anybody. Machiavelli knows
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that princes and ordinary people feel good about being loved. This is a fact of life and
needs no further explanation. Naturally, it follows that a prince who is loved is more
secure than one who is hated, just as an ordinary marriage is more secure if the partners
love each other. A prince who is loved by his people will no doubt be tempted to love
them in return. As Aristotle remarked long ago, even vicious tyrants cannot help loving
their people at least some of the time. But love is a very insecure basis for princely rule
because human beings often betray the objects of their love. We don’t have to go as far as
Oscar Wilde (“‘each man Kills the thing he loves’) to realise that the history of the world is
the history of love’s unreliability. (Rome herself was founded through Aeneas’ betrayal
of his love for widow Dido.) It is the unreliability of love which leads the poet Auden to
speak of ‘anarchic Aphrodite’.

In Machiavelli’s terms, love does not always work because the behaviour of those in
love relationships is usually but not always predictable. Fear, by contrast, never fails: “If
you have them by the balls, their hearts and minds will follow.” Therefore it is an axiom
in politics that it is better for a prince to be hated and feared than to be loved only. Hence
the motto of that monster of an emperor, Caligula: Oderint dum metuant (let them hate
me provided they fear me). This is very far from saying that his people’s love is of no use
to a prince. Of course it is, but a prince would be a fool to take seriously the Christian
idea of a good prince basking securely in the warmth of the love of his good people. This
would put the prince off his guard. A moment’s reflection would tell a prudent prince that
he can’t actually be loved by everybody. (Christianity itself tells us that it is part of
wickedness to hate the good.) There will always be a malcontent out there somewhere,
and the world did not have to wait for Hobbes to teach it that any man may, in the right
circumstances, kill another. Hatred can sometimes get the better even of fear. There are
some men, though they are very rare indeed, whose hatred of a prince can overcome their
fear of him, so that they are prepared to ‘swing for’ princes.

From this unlikely but always possible eventuality comes another of Machiavelli’s
political axioms for a prudent prince: treat everybody as a potential assassin. It can’t
matter to the prince that he has to operate on the basis of an assumption about human
beings which is not true. Machiavelli is perfectly aware of the fact that assassins prepared
to risk horrible deaths to kill princes are very rare. The point is rather that the only safe
assumption a prince can make is that he is surrounded by assassins. From this follows a
third Machiavellian axiom: dissemble affability. Princes are expected to be friendly to
their subjects (within limits), and all princes have to live in courts among friends, family
and advisers. The prince must wear the mask while unmasking others, concealing his
inner malevolence while seeing through his familiars to the inner malevolence which the
prince must always assume is there if he is going to survive. Not, you might say, a very
pleasant prospect for princes, but again that does not matter greatly. Part of Machiavelli’s
message is that those who wish above all things for a quiet life have no business going
into the prince business in the first place.

What does matter a great deal is the way the prince has to think, or the way an adviser
to princes has to think on the prince’s behalf. If there is a general message in The Prince,
it is that the prudent prince will always think the worst of those by whom he is
surrounded. It follows from this that thinking about politics and thinking about ethics
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involve profoundly different ways of looking at the world. Thinking about ethics at all
requires that we think of our fellow men as neither very good nor very wicked. If men
were very good by nature, then thinking about ethics would be superfluous because men
could always be relied upon to act well. If men were very bad, then thinking about ethics
would be redundant because men could always be relied upon to act badly. Thinking
about ethics is thinking about the ‘in between’ the very good and very bad, on the
assumption that saintliness and devilishness are both very rare. Machiavelli seems to be
saying that useful thinking about politics can only proceed on the basis of the assumption
that men are always very bad. If the prince acts on the assumption of the universality of
human wickedness, it is a case of heads he wins and tails he doesn’t lose. It must be
stressed that this is a special kind of thinking which applies to politics only. Ordinary
family life, or ordinary human life in general, would become impossibly miserable and
diminished if it were to be conducted on the basis of the political axioms of Machiavelli.
People living their ordinary lives have a choice about what assumptions to act upon as the
occasion demands. Sometimes they will assume the best, sometimes the worst, and
mostly they will make assumptions which fall somewhere in between.

Princes cannot allow themselves the moral luxury of choice available to their subjects.
Thinking the worst the whole time is not something which comes naturally to most men.
It has to be learned. Suppose a prince refuses to learn his trade properly. Suppose he
insists on conducting himself on the basis of Christian ethics, assuming that men are
seldom very good or very bad. Suppose he even goes as far as thinking about his enemies
like that. Machiavelli does not say that this is an improper way of conducting princely
business in a moral sense; he simply says that it is unsafe. Love your enemies if you will;
believe they will keep faith; turn the other cheek if you like, Machiavelli seems to be
saying, but don’t come complaining to me if you lose your state. Besides, men of sense, if
they think at all about so obvious a matter, will naturally want to live in a state well-
governed by its prince and feared by its neighbours. Nobody wants to live in a state
which is weak and vulnerable to military takeover.

One of the annoying things about Machiavelli is that he refuses to argue that Christian
ethics as conventionally conceived are not ethics at all. We would not have the problems
we do have with reading Machiavelli if he would just say with an insider’s wink that we
all really know that the Christian virtues of the Sermon on the Mount aren’t really virtues
at all, or that they are pseudo-virtues for popular consumption, useful for keeping the
plebs in their place but of no use at all to thinking men. But Machiavelli refuses to be
Gibbon or Voltaire. The Christian virtues are virtues, and we are to take seriously
Machiavelli’s famous assertion that he was quite looking forward to going to hell because
there he could enjoy for eternity the conversation of the ancient sages. Behind the moral
bravado lies a real belief in hell’s existence and a real sense of his own sin.

It won’t do to move Machiavelli on a couple of centuries and put him in with the
Enlightenment. Machiavelli is probably a Christian about everything important except
politics. Commentators have not always emphasised enough just how political
Machiavelli’s political thought actually is. Thinking about politics is different from
thinking about anything else. When we say that Machiavelli separates thinking about
politics from thinking about ethics, we should add that thinking about politics is different
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from thinking about lots of other things as well as thinking about ethics. There may be a
Machiavellian ‘world-view’ because nothing is easier to attribute to a great thinker than a
view of everything. (It is as if having a world-view is part and parcel of being a great
thinker.) But what should not be assumed is that whatever Machiavelli thinks about
things in general is necessarily “Machiavellian’. His view of politics is, but it simply does
not follow that his view of everything is ‘“Machiavellian’. Commentators on Machiavelli
have always been impressed by his intellectual range. Machiavelli might be Renaissance
man writ very large indeed, but that does not mean that he has to be Machiavellian over
the whole range; nor does it even mean that his thoughts about everything have to be
particularly original. It may even be that Machiavelli is a rather conventional kind of
Renaissance humanist in everything except politics.

THE ADVICE TO PRINCES IN THE PRINCE

The Prince is above all else what we would now call a work of political psychology.
Machiavelli is always interested in what goes on inside people’s heads. He always asks
what political actors are likely to be thinking in specific political situations, and then goes
on to ask whether they are wise to be thinking as they are. This applies particularly, as
one might expect, to princes. Princes, no less than other men, are apt to react to situations
in perfectly understandable and natural ways, but these ways are not always
advantageous to princes. Part of being a prince is learning to react in ways which might
seem unnatural, but the one thing Machiavelli never pretends is that the life of a
successful prince is going to be easy.

The ‘natural’ reactions of men are likely to be especially automatic at moments of
elation. This is why Machiavelli is particularly concerned with advising new princes, that
is to say princes who have been successful in conquering new territories and are faced
with the problem of what to do next. A prince in the first flush of victory is likely to make
perfectly understandable human mistakes. Victory might make him feel warm and
generous, qualities which Machiavelli thinks might lead to carelessness. Above all, the
new prince must not think his problems are over just because he has won the battle and
the defeated prince has been killed or has fled, because it is only then that his problems as
a ruler begin. Machiavelli’s advice to the new prince in these circumstances is based on a
shrewd estimate of what his new subjects are likely to be thinking.

They can be divided into three distinct groups. The first group consists of those who
remain loyal to the family of the old prince. Perhaps they are already dreaming of a
government in exile which will one day return to claim its own. The new prince’s
problem is not so much the existence of such a group, which is entirely predictable, but
the existence of members of the old prince’s family around whom this dangerous
opposition will eventually coalesce. The new prince cannot even identify the
malcontents, who do not advertise their hostility and are content to bide their time.
However, the prince can identify the likely members of the old prince’s family who
might become the focuses for resistance. Therefore the new prince must exterminate the
ousted dynasty if he can. Leaving men alive to whom one has done injuries is always
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dangerous, and so the prince must not be generous to his conquered enemies. He should
kill them to prevent future troubles.

The second group consists of a kind of fifth column which supported the new prince in
the days of the old. Machiavelli praises the ancient Romans highly for never entering a
new territory without receiving an invitation first. The invitation shows that the state to
be invaded is internally divided, and therefore weak, and it gives the invader a show of
legitimacy if he can pretend to be not so much a conqueror as a guest invited in to help
sort out a problem. The people who invited him in present a new prince with a serious
difficulty. They are likely to regard themselves as kingmakers, and they have not been
kingmakers for nothing. They are likely to regard the princedom as being in their gift,
and they will expect rewards commensurate with what they have given. The best thing a
new prince can do is to ignore them. This will no doubt make them discontented, but this
does not matter very much because they have no-one to turn to as a rallying point for that
discontent. The rest of the native population will regard them as traitors, and so will the
family of the ousted prince. Their only hope is the new prince. They have in fact been
very foolish, because they are in the new prince’s hands rather than he being in theirs.
Besides, how could a new prince reward them sufficiently when their expectations are so
high? He could either despoil his new subjects to reward people they regard as traitors, or
he could reward them with resources from his old state. The first would make him even
more enemies in his new state and the second would make him unpopular at home
because he would have to increase domestic taxes to reward foreigners. He could reward
his allies out of his own resources in a moment of grateful generosity, but that would be
to forget why he bothered to conquer new territory in the first place. Princes do nothing
except for gain, so what would be the point of a new prince beggaring himself to acquire
what is his by right of conquest?

The third group in his new principality that the prince has to deal with are those who
watch his entry into their country with sullen acquiescence. These might be minor
oligarchs or gentry, people with something to lose. They have good reason to be
frightened. They are not of the party which invited the new prince in, and they know
perfectly well what to expect after a defeat because to the victor belong the spoils. They
cannot even be certain of their own lives and they expect trouble. Machiavelli warns the
new prince to be very careful in dealing with them. The prince must never forget that one
day he wants them to feel that they are his subjects, and, as always, Machiavelli thinks
they can be brought round if the prince does the opposite of what they expect. It is a
Machiavellian axiom that doing good to those who expect injuries magnifies the gift.
Real kings are supposed to be generous, and rewarding those who expect injuries gives
the new prince the opportunity to act like a king at very little cost to himself. The greatest
reward you can give a man is his own life, and the gift is increased in value if you give a
man his life when others are losing theirs. The new prince will have to do some Killing,
and this makes all men fearful. The way to reward fearful men with their own lives is to
make a clear signal that at a particular moment the killing has stopped. Get the Killing
over quickly, and preferably do it through a deputy who can be blamed later for ‘over-
zealousness’ or ‘exceeding his orders’. Better still, kill the killer, for there is no better
way of showing that executions are over than hanging the hangman.
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It does not especially matter that not everybody will be convinced of the prince’s good
intentions straight away, though Machiavelli appears to think that human gullibility is at
its most exploitable in a conquered people, and it is easy to see why. Many Renaissance
princes were monsters and many were new princes. The history of Renaissance politics is
the history of gaining and losing states, the politics of the public massacre, not to mention
the discreet poignarding or the hidden poisoning (even the possession of poison was a
capital offence in some states). Conquered peoples often had very good reason to expect
the worst. Very anxious faces would be watching the triumphal entry of a new prince at
the head of his army, and it is not likely that there would be much cheering. Anxious eyes
would be looking for any sign of humanity in the new prince to tell them that their
situation was not entirely hopeless. Men wish to believe in their prince’s good will almost
despite themselves, because the opposite is unthinkable. This is what makes them willing
to be deceived. (The victim looks for signs of humanity in the torturer in much the same
spirit, and the fact that he is a torturer makes the victim even keener to see kindness in his
face; not despite the torturer’s profession but because of it.) The manipulability of the
psychology of the conquered makes them clay in the hands of a skilful prince. He leaves
them their lives and this has all the effect of a pardon on a condemned man. It does not
occur to the prisoner in his gratitude that those who pardon him and those who put his life
in jeopardy in the first place are the same people. Quite the reverse. The fact that the
pardon comes from those about to execute him is what convinces the condemned man
that the pardon is genuine. And it is.

A skilful prince can do much to make psychologically vulnerable men potential allies
by always doing the opposite of what they expect. This will at least have the effect of
confusing them and therefore they would be less likely to combine against him.
Machiavelli makes much of the apparently minor question of whether a prince should
reside in an acquired territory, and there are strong practical reasons for the prince’s
being on the spot where trouble is likely to occur. But there is also a psychological bonus
which is by no means negligible. The conquered are likely to expect their new prince to
be haughty. By being on the spot the new prince makes himself approachable to his new
subjects, thus fulfilling one of the traditional expectations of a legitimate king, which is to
listen to his people’s grievances. Petitioning the monarch is the most ancient of all the
rights of subjects.

It cannot be stressed too often that Machiavelli’s new prince is wise to use any
resources cheaply available to him to create the legitimacy which by dint of his newness
he does not in fact possess. It is very hard for him to avoid being generous because kings,
like fathers of families, are expected to be munificent from time to time, and negative
rewards do not last for ever. You can buy just so much by giving men their lives. The
memory of the gift fades because gratitude never lasts. The prince’s problem over the
giving of positive rewards is simple: he wants to get as good value for his money as he
can. Machiavelli’s solution to the problem would work over the medium term. Giving
men their lives will work for a bit. What the prince must then do is to reward slowly,
piece by counted piece, so that everyone may live in the expectation of reward. The new
prince’s motto should therefore be: kill quickly and reward gradually. This will convert
sullen acquiescence to the new prince’s rule into something more positive as his new
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subjects begin to look to him as the source of possible advantages. It goes without saying
that a prudent prince would not beggar himself to reward everyone, and in the long term
this will dawn on his subjects. Machiavelli’s command of the principles of the
psychology of a conquered people can easily accommodate the fact that eventually the
prince’s new subjects will catch on to what he is doing, because he thinks that by the time
his new subjects do catch on, they will already have other reasons to thank him. In the
long term those who have not been rewarded will come to realise that it is greatly to their
advantage to live under a rather miserly prince because the prince’s financial prudence
means that he does not have to raise taxes in his new principality overmuch. Even the
unrewarded will see themselves as the recipients of negative rewards. They retain their
lives and fortunes more or less intact, and not being altogether stupid, the prince’s
subjects begin to think that the new prince is not after all going to change everything.

If the new prince doesn’t increase taxes much and if he also has the sense to leave as
much of the ancient laws in place as he can, then even initially frightened and
discontented subjects can begin to relax, and some will become the new prince’s
supporters. Conquered peoples cannot avoid asking themselves questions about why the
old regime was defeated, and part of the answer is always corruption in its moral or
political senses. Either the ancient princes were too lazy to attend properly to affairs of
state and so lost their thrones, or the ancient systems of rule were so putrified that they
were dying a natural death, or both. It might well occur to people beginning to think like
that that there is much to be said for being ruled by a prince who, though not of their
choosing, none the less knows the business of statecraft. And so the new prince’s
subjects, or some of them, gradually begin to come round, perhaps only a few at a time,
but each one is a potential assassin less.

The third group the new prince has to deal with is the people at large. They constitute
the prince’s real long-term problem. At first they are leaderless, a mere crowd; they have
lost their old ruling family, and they observe the measures the new prince takes against
nobles and leading citizens to neutralise them as possible leaders of resistance. But where
does that leave the people? And why should the prince care? Machiavelli argues that a
prudent prince will regard his new people as a long-term investment because one day he
will have to ask them to fight for him. Machiavelli’s love affair with his citizen militias is
legendary. If the Romans could conquer the world with farmers conscripted into the
legions, then why should the same not be true of a modern state? (Machiavelli ignores the
objection that the art of war has improved so much since Roman times, when battles were
simply a matter of pushing and shoving, that the day of the citizen-soldier has long gone.)
The causes of Rome’s greatness can be reproduced in modern conditions by a prince who
has enough knowledge of the ancient world and enough foresight to put the ancient
wisdom into practice. What might prevent a prince from seeing the truth of the ancient
wisdom is rashness. A new prince entering a conquered and hostile territory might easily
come to the conclusion that the best way to deal with his new people is to enslave them.
Not literally, perhaps, but in the sense of screwing them down so efficiently with threats
and taxes that it is unlikely that they will ever rebel. This is certainly an option open to a
new prince, but it is fatally short-sighted.

The new prince must never forget that he acquired his new state by war, that in the
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future he will want to acquire additional territories by war and that other princes on the
lookout for conquests of their own are bound to be casting an eye on his territories. War
is not an option but a necessity for princes, so a prudent prince will not waste his time
asking himself whether he should go to war, but when? and how?, and of the two
questions the “how’ question is the most important. Machiavelli deals with this question
with his customary clarity. There are three ways of going to war: with forces of one’s
own, with allies, or with mercenaries, and there are special problems with allies and
mercenaries both during the war and after it. (Always assuming one is successful, that is;
if you lose, your problems are over because by that time you will probably be dead.)
Allies are always more or less reliable, because they are commanded by another and you
can never be quite sure of them. However, the real problems of making successful war
with allies come after the war, because what you win through the arms of others you hold
by the arms of others. All kinds of jealousies can arise over the division of the spoils, and
allies might even begin to think that what they have taken from others they can just as
easily take from you. There is little enough security in a world in which kingdoms are
being won and lost by the hazard of battle without having to worry about the
predatoriness of allies. This is not to say that allies are useless, but the implication seems
to be that an alliance in which a single ally predominates is dangerous for a prince.

Mercenaries are a menace both in peace and in war. Machiavelli is hard on
mercenaries, and it seems probable that he makes them appear less reliable than they
actually were in order to boost his case for citizen militias. Mercenaries serve only for
pay, and they are naturally reluctant to fight because death is no more attractive to them
than it is to any other man who practises a risky trade. Every mercenary captain will put
off war as long as he can, because being paid while not actually having to fight is every
mercenary’s dream. Professional soldiers love to look warlike, partly out of professional
pride and partly because employers are unlikely to hire pacific-looking weedy types, but
they are just as shy of the battlefield as civilians. Mercenaries do not come cheap, and
from their employer’s point of view they are likely to appear as if they are eating him out
of house and home while not actually doing very much for their money. On the other
hand, their reluctance to fight makes their employer doubt whether mercenaries are likely
to be much good in a real battle. Part of this doubt arises from a certain chuminess in the
world of mercenaries as a whole. Mercenaries no more hate those they fight than they
love those whom they fight for. They know perfectly well that in any war between
mercenary armies they might well have been on the other side, and it is perfectly possible
that in previous wars they have been the comrades-in-arms of today’s enemies. It is hard
to work up any genuine ferocity against others just doing a job as you are, unless the
rewards are very high indeed. The last thing you would want would be a high butcher’s
bill after the battle, and so you would expect there to be all kinds of official and unofficial
deals between opposing mercenary armies about quarter and ransom; you would expect
battles of manceuvre with few casualties, and you would expect a fair number of
honourable draws.

These would be expectations only. Nobody actually knows what is going to happen in
a battle, and much that is unexpected can happen in the heat of the moment. None the
less, these are reasonable expectations for an employer of mercenaries, and he would be a
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fool if he were to cast them entirely from his mind. And suppose mercenaries do all that
is expected of them: they rout and slaughter the enemy. Where does that leave their
employer? Could they not easily turn on him in the moment of victory? Every mercenary
captain dreams of retiring one day to a little state of his own. Why not yours? This may
not happen, but it is always something to think about. What the employer of mercenaries
can be certain of is that the captain of a mercenary band will raise his fees after a
successful war. This puts the prince in a ticklish position. To refuse a pay-rise to a
successful mercenary captain looks like ingratitude and meanness, and a prince has his
reputation in the world to consider. On the other hand, war is expensive and all princes
wage war for gain, so a winning prince who has to pay out his gains to keep his
mercenaries happy can end up on the losing side after all. Besides, mercenaries are bound
to have found out on the mercenaries’ grapevine whether a prince is generous or not, so
that, if their employer is mean, they are likely to take in plunder what they are uncertain
of receiving in pay. However, no prince wants to take possession of a ravaged land,
because there is nothing in it for him. Whichever way you look at it, mercenaries are
always bound to be a problem.

A wise prince would consider problems like these when he begins to consider how a
newly conquered people should be treated. Allies are dangerous and mercenaries are
dangerous and expensive, so the far-seeing prince should always see a future citizen
militia even in a cowed and abject people. This will affect what arrangements the prince
will make for securing his new territories in the short and medium term. He will resist the
easy option of holding his new state by garrisons, because these will consist of expensive
professional troops whose pay will have to be wrung out of his new subjects, thus giving
them greater cause to hate the prince while grinding them down still further. The best
way to secure oneself in a new state is by colonists: yeoman farmers from one’s old state
who are given land in return for military service. Their loyalty is guaranteed by the gift
and by the fact they are, like their prince, strangers in a foreign country. Each knows that
the other depends on him. Colonists are planted neither too thickly nor too thinly: too
thickly and the dispossessed are concentrated enough to resist; too thinly and the
colonists cannot concentrate quickly enough for effective defensive action. This is a
matter of fine judgement, and the prince had better get it right. What he is ultimately
aiming for is intermarriage. The colonists are meant to become a kind of breeding cadre
for a future militia and not a uselessly closed expatriate community longing for the old
country while living off the fat of the new. Social integration will be that much easier if
the conquered people is of the same religion, manners and language as the prince’s own
people. If not, then considerable care must be taken with the cultural sensibilities of new
subjects. (Napoleon hit the right note when he said that if he were governing Jews he
would rebuild the temple of Solomon.)

Machiavelli wants the new prince to regard his conquered people as a potential future
asset. He wants them eventually to be able to regard the prince as their prince and so be
able to think once again of the country as their country. These originally resentful and
recalcitrant subjects must be seen as future patriots willing to die for king and country.
This is a tall order. How can a conquered people ever really believe that the conqueror
really is their king when they can still remember their real king and can probably still
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remember their real king’s murder at the hands of the man who is now illicitly occupying
the throne? And this is just as much a problem for the notables as it is for the people in
general, and, what makes it worse, the prince knows that it is a problem. Every time a
courtier bends his knee the prince sees a man for whom the act of obedience is something
of a charade. He must be thinking that he, the courtier, could have been king if things had
turned out differently. Luck (fortuna) always plays her part in the game of winning and
losing kingdoms. Often, being the right man in the right place at the right time secures a
princedom. It could have been me; it just happened to be you. The prince is forced to see
that the courtier on his knees sees in the new prince a man not very different from himself
who just happens to have been luckier. How different from a hereditary prince of the
legitimate line, secure in his right to succeed to the throne of his fathers. All the new
prince’s ‘acting like a king’ cannot obscure the fact of the illegitimacy of his own origins.

The new prince is therefore faced with the most intractable of all problems, which is
how to create his own legitimacy when the creation of one’s own legitimacy is by
definition impossible. Legitimacy is created by succeeding those who have gone before
and is not created by oneself. Machiavelli’s treatment of this problem is a brilliant tour de
force. He turns the prince’s luck into a legitimacy-creating agency, so that in the end the
courtier on bended knee—and the people at large—begin to think that the prince’s luck is
of such a kind that he really is a creature apart, in his own way as different from ordinary
men as an annointed King.

The successful new prince is a man who is consistently lucky. Machiavelli invokes the
ancient Roman goddess of luck, Fortuna, as the successful prince’s guiding spirit.
Fortuna is a woman, so she likes her votaries to be young, handsome and masterly,
combining the warlike quality of Achilles with the cunning persistence of Odysseus.
Fortuna is a bit of a bitch, flighty and treacherous; she needs constant wooing, and
sometimes she needs to be roughed up, but keep her sweet and there is nothing she won’t
do for you. Rough trade about sums it up, and this makes her the ideal mate for a prince
on the make in the rough business of state-making. Fortuna can take the chance element
out of luck, at least for a time—and perhaps for a long time as she did with her ancient
Roman favourites. Some princes are so consistently lucky that their luck begins to appear
to be uncanny. Observers begin to think that there is something not quite human, or at
least quite out of the ordinary, about the prince whose luck holds through all the
vicissitudes of high politics. It also does the prince no harm to spread the word that more
than human agency is at work in his career. By degrees, Fortuna begins to show that her
favourites are men apart. They become like the ancient heroes in whose fate the gods
took an immediate and constant interest. Indeed, that is what made them heroes and
created the distance between them and ordinary men. Who except another hero would
dare to tangle with Hector? Only a fool would stand up to Achilles without some kind of
divine protection. Successful princes are a bit like that. Taking them on is to take more on
than a mere human being, and you would yourself have to be very sure of your own
exceptional abilities before you even tried.

Fortuna does for new princes what God’s annointment did for legitimate Christian
kings. Traditional hereditary legitimacy was a way of setting kings apart from even the
mightiest of their subjects. The courtier on bended knee to a legitimate king keeps his
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self-respect by saying to himself that he could never have been king. The courtier might
be a better man than the king. The courtier might easily be the man who really does the
king’s business for him, rules his realm or conquers his enemies. None the less, the
courtier cannot think of himself as the king’s rival because, no matter what happens, the
king is still king. This works from the king’s side too. The legitimate king may see a
better man on his knees than he is, but the king has no reason to be jealous because he
sees in front of him a man who could be what the king is.

That sense of distance is what creates legitimacy in traditional kingship. What
Machiavelli has done through the notion of Fortuna is to re-create that legitimate distance
in a non-Christian way. The new prince’s courtiers—and his subjects at large—are
supposed to think that the prince is a man who has been touched by the divine. Yes, he
has been lucky, but his luck is not entirely fortuitous, and his luck would probably enable
him to survive any plot that a malcontent might get up against him. Something very like
awe in the face of majesty begins to form in the minds of those who surround the prince,
and this awe is by no means uncongenial to them. They begin to discover a hew sense of
self-respect in themselves. They now feel that there is nothing in the least demeaning in
bending their knee to their prince. The sense that they and the prince are on the same
level begins to fade as they begin to think that only a fool would try to compete with a
prince whose luck never seems to run out, and men are generally content with the thought
that they themselves are not fools.

Machiavelli was a playwright and there is plainly an element of play-acting in all this.
The prince is on stage, and if he plays his part well enough then the other actors and the
audience will begin to suspend their disbelief. They gradually come to believe that the
actor in borrowed robes really is a prince. The stage setting helps. Renaissance drama
was often set in princely courts, and the prince usually gets the best costume, the best
place on stage and the best lines. The court drama is really a play within the play. In the
Machiavellian drama of The Prince, the prince’s subjects at large stand for the audience
and the prince’s closest associates stand in for the actors. Ordinary folk see the prince’s
friends treat him like a real king and so insensibly the ordinary folk come to believe that
the prince is himself the real thing.

The prudent prince does not have to be reminded that you can’t fool all of the people
all of the time. The prince is a deceiver who must never allow himself to be self-
deceived. These things take time, and they are never definitively complete. There can
never come a moment when the new prince can say to himself that he has been
completely successful. And besides, the suspension of disbelief can itself be suspended;
any regular theatre-goer will tell you that any brilliantly successful actor in a long-
running play has a dreadful night from time to time.

Machiavelli deals with this problem with his usual realism. The new prince really has
to deliver, and that means success in war. Machiavelli has a very shrewd idea of the
connection between the internal politics of a state and foreign policy. War is the trade of
princes and it is in war that Fortune smiles or frowns. The prince might as well retire to a
monastery if he can’t cut the mustard on the battlefield. War is sexy where sex is about
power, and it is in war that the prince really needs to have good fortune. The prince’s
virtu is put to the test, and each time he is not found wanting he adds to his prestige. If he
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has had the good sense to go to war with his own citizen militia, his subjects begin to feel
the glow which comes from being part of a winning team. They begin to feel that they
can’t lose under their new prince, and any lingering affection for the old princely line
becomes less as they begin to reflect what it was like to be ruled by losers. There are
strong practical advantages to add to the psychology of winning. Machiavelli advises
princes always to go on the offensive as the old Romans did. Attacking means that you
go to war when you are ready and your opponent may not be, and in addition to the
element of surprise there is the considerable advantage that the attackers fight on
another’s territory and not on their own. This advantage will not be lost on the prince’s
soldiers. Somebody else’s house gets burned, somebody else’s wife gets raped and
somebody else’s farm gets laid waste. The prince can easily allow his own soldiers a little
plunder, because what he loses by plunder he makes up negatively by not having to pay
wages to his own citizens.

The word “citizens’ is used deliberately here as a substitute for “subjects’ because it is a
feature of good princely rule that there should be a transition from the one to the other.
Subjects in original subjection are supposed to feel the prince’s yoke less and less, until
they begin to feel like citizens of a state which is truly theirs. This is, of course, highly
advantageous to the prince. He gets soldiers free who feel that their country is worth
fighting for. The prince begins to thank God he took Machiavelli’s advice and did not
enslave his people.

A citizen army returning victorious from its country’s wars will not put up with being
bossed about at home. Tyranny of a petty-minded and rapacious kind would be the least
appropriate form of government for men conscious of their own strength and who had
arms in their hands. The fact that a prince can trust his people enough to arm them shows
that they have become partners. Partners regulate their relations with each other on the
basis of consent. Machiavelli knows his ancient authors well enough to know that
government by consent means government by law in the interests of all, and not
government by force in the interest of the tyrant only. Good arms and good laws entail
and imply each other, and a wise prince would be well pleased when his people began to
think of the laws as their laws. That is one of the reasons why Machiavelli thinks a
prudent new prince should alter the existing laws as little as possible. There is nothing
people find more irksome than having laws imposed on them by foreigners. A prince
should add to existing law whenever possible, and should be glad to acquiesce in the
continuance of those local customs which over time have acquired the force of law.

Properly considered, princely government consists of the union of the interests of
prince and people. Machiavelli anticipates Hobbes in believing that the glory of a prince
can consist of nothing but the prosperity and contentment of his people. Subjects like
these will follow the prince anywhere. Simple common sense might dictate that it is men
with nothing to lose who will cheerfully put their lives at risk on the battlefield, but this is
just another case where Machiavelli thinks that common sense is wrong. It is citizens
with a good deal to lose that you can lead to war with confidence, and even losing cannot
alter the fact that a citizen army still has a good deal left which is worth defending.
Citizen armies cannot simply melt away after a defeat. Quite the reverse. They re-form
with renewed determination to defend what is theirs, and the chances are that, if their
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prince has not been cowardly or incompetent, the citizen army will re-form around him.
And the nearer they get to home the more determined they will become.

Machiavelli thinks that there is no reason in principle why a prince well-versed in
statecraft and with luck on his side should not be able to unite the warring principalities
of Italy. The kings of the French have managed to unite the various French provinces into
a single kingdom, so why not Italy? The short answer is, of course, the papacy, which
Machiavelli regards as the real Italian problem. The papacy enjoys a prestige so
enormous that even Borgia popes have failed to destroy it. (Machiavelli has no inkling of
the Reformation shortly to come.) On the other hand, the papacy has no real forces of its
own. Even Cesare Borgia ultimately failed to produce a militia out of the peasantry of the
Papal States. Popes, as secular princes, have their wars to fight. The only way they can do
this is to invite allies to invade Italy, and the papal allies are no less dangerous than the
allies of other princes. The French, the Spanish, the Swiss and the Germans do nothing
but follow Machiavelli’s own advice to princes when they descend upon Italy: they come
by plausible invitation and they fight on another’s land. In Machiavelli’s own terms the
foreigners would be fools not to come. What Italy needs is a prince who can knock some
sense into Italy as a whole, perhaps forming an alliance strong enough to expel all the
barbarians. No wonder that Machiavelli was to be a hero of Italian national unification in
the nineteenth century. The history of the eventual unification of Italy could be written on
the Machiavellian theme: When will the prince come and who will it be? Garibaldi?
Cavour? Even Mussolini claiming to complete the Risorgimento?

NOTES ON SOURCES

People are still trying to puzzle out the meaning of Machiavelli’s Prince, so, as you
would expect, there is a huge Machiavelli literature. It can’t be emphasised enough,
though, that all study of Machiavelli must begin with The Prince and the Discourses,
both of which exist in various English editions. For the life, R.Ridolfi, The Life of
Niccolo Machiavelli (1963), is still essential. Q.Skinner, Machiavelli (1981), is a
workmanlike introduction; S.Anglo, Machiavelli: A Dissection (1969), is brilliant and
eccentric. Herbert Butterfield, The Statecraft of Machiavelli (1955), and Felix Raab, The
English Face of Machiavelli (1964), have still got a lot to teach us, as has the
characteristically careful account of Machiavelli in J.Plamenatz, Man and Society, vol. 1,
(1963). Anybody who is going to take Machiavelli seriously has eventually to make the
acquaintance of Machiavelli—the Chief Works and Others, trans. and ed. A.Gilbert (2
vols, 1965).
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THE RISE AND EXTRAORDINARY
PERSISTENCE OF THE THEORY OF THE
SOCIAL CONTRACT

From the time of the radical Reformation until well into the second half of the eighteenth
century political thinking was dominated by the idea of social contract. This is very far
from saying that all important political theory was social contract theory, but it does
mean that all political theorising, when it was not social contract theory itself, had to take
account of social contract or to attack it. It used to be thought that social contract died
after it had been definitively ridiculed by Hume and Bentham, but that was to ignore its
persistence in the United States, where a version of it continued to be argued by the
apologists of the right of secession in the South before the Civil War, and it continued
well into the twentieth century as part of the argument for states’ rights. Another version
of social contract, this time appearing as a guide to the proper understanding of public
policy, exists in the works of the contemporary American political philosopher John
Rawls (A Theory of Justice). Social contract has been argued to support any number of
political positions. It has been argued as a justification for executing a king, as it was in
seventeenth-century England by the Commonwealth’s leaders; it has been argued as a
justification of limited government, as it was by Locke; it has been argued as a
justification for some kind of revolution, as it was by Rousseau. It was argued by
Southerners in the United States to justify breaking up the Union and it was argued by
them later as a justification for being beastly to blacks, while John Rawls argues a social
contract case for treating blacks decently.

Social contract can be used to argue anything, and the fundamental plausibility of
social contract theorising is sometimes given as the reason for its remarkable persistence.
Everybody, it is said, understands what a contract is. Social contract theory is typically
used to explain why men should obey the state, or the law, or the sovereign. What could
be more natural than to say that men are obliged to obey the state, or the law, or the
sovereign, because they promised to obey? In ordinary life, everyone knows that
promises create obligations (Why should I do that? Because | promised | would), so why
should we not say that our political obligations arise in the same way? Of course, to say
that political obligations arise in the same way as obligations in everyday life is not the
same thing as saying that there are not going to be problems about political obligation.
What exactly | agree to, and what the conditions are on which obligations to obey
depend, would still be matters for urgent debate. It is certainly easy enough to find
contract-sounding notions in the political thought of Europe before the Reformation.
Socrates himself is supposed to have said that the reason why he did not use the
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opportunity to escape from the rigour of the Athenian justice which had condemned him
was that he had always lived in the city and so had implicitly agreed to abide by its laws.
The coronation rituals of medieval kings were shot through with contract notions. Kings
received the blessing of Holy Church in return for promising to protect true religion and
the Church as its earthly embodiment, received the homage of the barons in return for
confirming them in their privileges, and were acclaimed by the people who expected
kings to protect them from the wilder vagaries of men and nature. And all oaths of
allegiance are to some extent contractual. In this sense feudalism was riddled with
contract, but feudal contracts were not free in any real sense because sons always claimed
the right to make contracts with feudal superiors on the same terms as their fathers. (One
of the things which made churchmen a good prospect for feudal superiors with fiefs to
dispose of was that, priests not being allowed officially to have sons, the fief was again at
the free disposal of the lord when the priestly vassal died.) Of course, there is no end to
the business of finding contract notions in political thought before the Reformation, but
the fact remains that before then contract was never given as the basis for political
society (with the great exception of the Jews, of which more later).

It might also be said that before the Reformation there was never a serious case to be
made out for disobedience. This does not mean that everyone before then was always
satisfied with the political authority which required their obedience, but it might mean
that before the rise of social contract there was always a presumption in favour of
obedience. The common law of Christendom was supposed to be binding on all men,
rulers and ruled, and being God’s Law, there could never be a case for disobedience.
Matters became slightly more complicated, but not much, at the level of political practice.
Suppose that the laws which require my obedience imperfectly express God’s Law. How
does that affect my duty to obey? At first sight, it might appear that it affects my duty to
obey a great deal. | might be tempted to say that human law which imperfectly embodies
God’s Law is no law at all. That would be to say that | would obey no ruler except God
himself, and that would turn me into a millenarian, obedient to no-one on earth until
Christ and his Saints return to rule for a thousand years. A refusal to obey any earthly law
would effectively make me into an anarchist. Besides, what | would be forgetting is that
earthly law is, by definition, an imperfect embodiment of God’s Law. No matter how
well-intentioned earthly rulers are, no matter how mindful of the Church’s teaching, no
matter how saintly the king, all law made or declared by earthly law-givers is going to be,
sub specie aeternitatis, bad law. Some laws will be better than others, and medieval
thinkers had in fact disagreed about how good law which was not God’s Law could be,
but none could be wholly good. In these circumstances, the purist would always be in the
position of saying that at best he was almost, but not quite, bound by law, so he would be
almost, but not quite, bound to obey. Either you obey or you don’t (you can’t almost, but
not quite, obey) so you would either be always bound to obey, in which case political
obligation would not be a problem, or you would never obey, in which case political
obligation is not a problem either. Neither complete acceptance, nor complete rejection is
really an attempt to deal with political obligation: either you would always obey or you
would never obey, and that would be that.

Political obligation, then, only becomes a problem—something worth thinking
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seriously about—when there is a serious case for disobedience in the minds of men who
are prepared to obey law, even though law is imperfect, but not that law, or not that law
made by him. Law becomes in some sense a matter for negotiation between rulers and
subjects; in short, a matter of agreement or contract. This involves an important shift of
emphasis in thinking about law. In the future, the question of law’s ‘goodness’ was going
to have to share the centre of theoretical concern with questions about law’s legitimacy.
Much more legalistic, procedural questions were going to be asked about law. Questions
about who had the right to make law, and questions about whether the law was made (and
executed) in the proper way, were going to be just as important as questions about
whether law was ‘good’, and a time would come when all that law had to do was to be
legitimate, when procedural considerations alone would determine what was good law
and what was not. By the time that happened, the modern state, with its typical claim to
sovereignty, was well on the way to becoming an accomplished fact.

It is important not to exaggerate either the speed or the extent of this transformation.
Reformation means taking God very seriously, and Counter-Reformation means taking
the Church very seriously indeed. Reformed political theory, which effectively means
Protestant political theory, still thought that law served good and godly ends. The social
peace, which only obedience to duly constituted authority could provide, was always
going to be pleasing in God’s sight. What was no longer so clear was that God intended
us to obey that prince and those laws. How could God be saying anything very clear
about political obligation when Christendom was split into two warring halves, one
Catholic and one Protestant? In these circumstances it is no surprise that thoughtful men
began to wonder whether it really was true that the laws under which they lived were
instances of a universal law as it applies to particulars. That very general unease was
sharpened by the very particular problem of what was to be done if you remained a
Catholic when your prince became a Protestant, or if you became a Protestant and your
prince remained a Catholic. The implied covenant of the coronation stated clearly that the
prince agreed to preserve true religion, and, in an age when men felt obliged to believe
that any religion other than their own was false, the fact that your prince’s religion was
not your own showed prima facie that the original contract to preserve true religion had
been broken. It followed that a new contract could be made, perhaps with a new prince,
to preserve true religion, as in the case of John Knox and the Scottish Covenanter
movement to oust the Catholic Mary Queen of Scots in favour of a Protestant king.

The growth of literacy which came about as a consequence of the spread of printing
meant that for the first time men could read the source book of their own religion in the
vernacular. The Book of Genesis contains the first account, and the only account which
Christians were obliged to believe, of the founding of a people, and that foundation was
by agreement. The Children of Israel negotiated with God and agreed to keep the Law in
return for the promise that they would eventually possess the Land. A people, a law and a
land was the perfect image of the nation-state. The Covenant was not easy to keep, and
the Book of Genesis is the story of the struggles of Moses to keep his people to the terms
of the contract. Mosaic leadership is a perfect image of a prince keeping his unruly
people to their faith in return for a promise of future benefits. Moses is both the people’s
agent and God’s. The implications of the Genesis story are what its interpreters chose to
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make them, but one striking implication stood out clearly for those who were on the
lookout for ideological ammunition to fire at the more extreme claims of kingly
pretensions: if God himself had bargained with His chosen people, then the refusal of an
earthly King to bargain with his people was to make a stronger claim for earthly authority
than God himself had ever made for His own omnipotence. Of course, this was only one
of the possible readings of the Moses story, and perhaps that is why it does not figure
very largely in the formal accounts of social contract. It could so easily be argued that the
Jews were a special case, that they were God’s chosen people precisely because God had
chosen to bargain with them: all other peoples were simply commanded to keep the Law.
And besides, the fact that God was sole and omnipotent ruler of the Creation was itself so
powerful an argument for monarchy (and even for universal imperial monarchy) that
social contract theorists of the libertarian kind were probably wise to leave the Moses
story well alone. None the less, ideas of a new covenant with God litter the political
thinking of post-Reformation Europe, especially where that political thinking refers to the
government of the Church.

The one thing God did not bargain about at the beginning was the content of the Law.
The Ten Commandments were fixed for ever, and it was the easiest thing in the world to
argue that the Catholic Church had failed to keep God’s people to those commandments.
It was also easy to argue that the Church’s own hierarchy, from the lowliest village priest
right up to the pope in Rome, lived lives which daily violated those commandments. A
new covenant was simply a re-affirmation of the acceptance of the Law in the hope of
receiving those rewards which obedience to the Law had originally promised. This had
huge implications for Church government. The Church’s hierarchy came to be seen as a
bar to the salvation of God’s people, holding them against their true will in sinful
Babylonian captivity. Only a new Ark of the Covenant could promise eventual release,
and only ministers who truly preached the Word could show God’s people the way.
Where were these ministers to be found? Not, surely, among those calling themselves
priests, or at least not among priests who held fast to the old rotting establishment. Who,
then, was to decide who was fit to minister to God’s people? If not the Church, then only
the congregations. From now on, churches were to be self-governing in the sense that
they would choose (and dismiss) their pastors. And those pastors’ title to their offices
would henceforward rest on their competence as readers and interpreters of the Word.

These radically new (though in fact very old) proposals for the running of churches
could only have radical effects on men’s attitudes to the running of the state. On a very
simple level, it could be argued that what applied to Church government should apply
straightforwardly to the state’s government on the principle of a fortiori (the greater
should contain the lesser). If the government of the community which means most to
Christian people should be governed according to the reflection and choice of its
members, then why should the government of the state, an inferior institution by
comparison, not be governed in the same way too? The salvation of souls, which the
membership of a properly constituted Church makes more likely, plainly takes
precedence over that minimal earthly peace which membership of a state might provide,
so it seems to follow as plainly as the night the day, that what the Church should concede
the state should also concede.
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Or should it? Perhaps a loosening of the bonds of authority in churches implied a
strengthening of the bonds of authority in the state. The Reformation attacked the
hierarchy of the Church in the full knowledge that the Church was not the least of the
institutions which controlled men’s lives. In that sense, the Church’s authority was
profoundly of this world. The Reformers’ objection to the hierarchy was not that it
controlled men’s lives in the secular world, but rather that the Church had itself become
wordly. Taking away the Church’s authority in the world could seem to leave a gap in
power. Reformation did not mean that sinful men were to be left to do as they pleased.
How could it, when Reformation itself came about because of the perception that
sinfulness was so pervasive that it had even corrupted Christ’s Church? One way out of
the difficulty of imposing order on a sinful world without the Catholic Church was to
place an even greater burden of repression on secular authority, as with Luther, and
another was to place an even greater burden on the reformed Church, as with Calvin.
(The English solution was to keep the hierarchy and call it Protestant, a manoeuvre which
satisfied the orthodox Calvinist James VI of Scotland when he became king of England in
1603.) And it was God that men were making new covenants with, and there was no
guarantee that He would not drive a very hard bargain.

The original of all contracts between God and the Jews had said nothing about changes
in the content of the laws; God’s Law was God’s Law. Only the penalties for
disobedience and the rewards for compliance were negotiable. What could never have
been in dispute was that God was a lawful sovereign, and therefore the law which he
made was good law. That was to be the ideal formula for law-making. The theory of the
social contract was to insist on the equal importance of both conditions, lawful law-maker
and lawful law, and it is easy to see why in an age when rulers were to change with
alarming frequency. Suppose that quite suddenly men began to think that their prince was
a wicked man because his religion differed from their own, and suppose them to begin a
process to try to change their old prince for another more to their liking. Suppose that
they were to succeed. What was then to be done about the law which a superseded prince
and his ancestors had made and enforced? Was it suddenly to be considered bad law and
therefore incapable of sustaining the allegiance of rational men? Of course not, but for it
to remain capable of requiring the obedience of thinking men, a distinction had to be
drawn between the law itself and those who made it. At least in principle, bad princes
could make good law, and, at least in principle, good law could outlast the rule of wicked
princes. Considerations like these accompanied a shift of emphasis onto the procedural
constraints which made law lawful, and this concern for procedures fitted well with the
strong legalistic current in social contract theory. How the law came to be made would be
just as important a question as how good that law was. Very ancient ideas about what
made law lawful could now co-exist with rather more novel gquestions about who was in
fact entitled to make law. The old Natural Law tradition had always held that the positive
law of states had to conform to the general law of Christendom which was itself part of
God’s Law, and, as we saw above, there had always been a tendency to see obligation to
obey the law as part of the wider question of the goodness of the substantive content of
the positive law. The procedural emphasis in social contract thinking altered the way men
thought about political obligation in one crucial way: men no longer felt themselves
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bound by law, however good, if it had not been made by the proper sovereign and in the
proper form. Social contract theory was in fact less concerned with the content of law
than with correctly identifying the person who was entitled to legislate, and most social
contract thinkers were in fact quite conservative about the content of law. They continued
to think about positive law as being derived from Natural Law, though they sometimes
reworked and extended the idea of Natural Law itself, and there could be no denying that
Natural Law was morally binding on all Christian men (and on all men who were rational
if they were not Christian). What became crucial was deciding who was entitled to make
authoritative decisions about how Natural Law was to be embodied in the positive laws
of particular polities, and how those authoritative decisions were to be made. Some. like
Hobbes, argued an absolutist case for undivided sovereignty in the hands of one man or a
body of men; others, like Locke, argued a recognisably parliamentary case; and yet
others, like Rousseau, argued a case for an absolutely sovereign people as law-givers to
themselves. But in all the cases the question of who was entitled to make law took
precedence over the now secondary, though still important, question about what kinds of
laws could actually be made. Indeed, what makes Rousseau’s Social Contract (1762) so
remarkable is his frank insistence that a sovereign people which knew beforehand what
kinds of laws it should make would not be absolutely free and sovereign; any pre-existing
standard which told them what laws they could make would effectively tie the hands of
the sovereign people behind its back. Not every social contract thinker is as clear as
Hobbes that men cannot make law by contract but can only choose a law-giver by
agreement, but Hobbes speaks for nearly all social contract theory in the emphasis he
places on the fundamental importance of the legislator.

This shift of emphasis, from the content of the laws to the law-giver, had an effect on
the way men were being asked to look at the question of the content of the positive law.
With the increased emphasis on the right law-giver, men could afford to be a little less
choosy about the laws the law-giver made. Questions about the goodness of law shade
imperceptibly into questions about the legitimacy of law, and questions about the
legitimacy of law shade imperceptibly into questions about the procedure by which laws
are in fact made. Law becomes good because it was made by the right people in the right
way. This is not the licence to make bad law that it might appear to be at first sight; nor is
it a recipe for requiring people to obey just any law. Procedures for making law can have
a huge effect, if only a negative effect, on what kinds of legislative decisions can in fact
be made. One of the ways of putting procedural constraints on law-making is to enshrine
those constraints in a constitution which is supposed to change only slowly, as in the case
of England, or in a constitution which itself lays down very strict procedures for altering
the constitution so that changing it is very difficult, as in the case of the United States.
Emphasis on procedures makes the case for disobedience more, not less, clear. It is much
easier to see that a law is unconstitutional because it was made wrongly, or made by the
wrong people, than it is to see, and convince enough people who really matter, that a law
is in some fundamental sense morally wrong. The trouble with the old Natural Law
goodness criterion for the lawfulness of law was, as we have seen, that a law had to be so
fundamentally bad—say a law requiring the worship of false gods—that most positive
law would be of the more-or-less good, more-or-less bad kind, about which there could
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be endless well-intentioned disagreement about whether it should be obeyed or not.
Constitutional constraints, on the other hand, are conditions about which more precise
things can be said, and about whose violation much more precise judgements can be
made.

Not all social contract theory is constitutional theory in the sense of theory about the
constraints which can be put on government. The most brilliantly argued and sustained
contract theory, Hobbes’s Leviathan, is designed to show that it is logical nonsense to
believe that formal constraints can ever be put on the sovereign. Hobbes in fact knew
very well that, in the England which was engaged in its Civil War, the Parliamentary side
thought of itself as defending an ancient constitution which limited kingship by insisting
on certain fundamental rights and liberties which Englishmen just happened to have, no
matter who was king or what that king’s own view of kingship was. Hobbes set all later
contract theorists the problem of how a people could make law, as distinct from choosing
a law-giver and agreeing to abide by his laws. The Hobbesian argument is very powerful:
men living without law, in some imagined State of Nature, would be men with every
good reason for not trusting each other. They could not make ordinary contracts with
each other because of the fear of non-performance in a lawless world. The State of Nature
differs from Civil Society because in Civil Society (society with regular law-
enforcement) any contract, provided only that it is lawful, will be upheld by the courts.
Of course, only a tiny proportion of the contracts made in Civil Society will ever attract
the attention of the courts, but the fact that the courts are there creates the confidence in
the performance of the terms of contracts, without which no rational man would enter
into a contract at all. It is the existence of an effective law of contracts which causes men
to have confidence in the performance of contract, not the other way round; it is not
men’s confidence in the performance of the terms of contract which makes the law of
contract work. Plainly, no such confidence in the performance of the terms of contract is
possible in the State of Nature. It is not that men living in a State of Nature would not
want to make contracts with each other, say contracts of buying and selling; it is just that,
without the confidence in performance, it would never make sense to make an ordinary
contract in the State of Nature. Hobbes then goes on to draw out an implication from the
non-performance of contracts in the State of Nature which appears to be unanswerable: if
men in the State of Nature cannot trust one another enough to make an ordinary,
everyday contract, how could they ever come to trust one another enough to sit down
together and construct a whole system of law by voluntary agreement? Hobbes’s way out
of the difficulty of explaining the origin of Civil Society and its law is simple: men got
themselves out of the lawless State of Nature by agreeing to choose one man (or a body
of men) as a law-giver, and by agreeing to abide by the laws he made as commands of a
sovereign, provided only that those laws were effectively enforced. Sovereignty, the right
to make law and enforce it, must have been thrust upon someone in the beginning,
because anything was better than the lawless State of Nature.

The cunning part of Hobbes’s masterly conjecture is the procedure which he thinks
must have been followed in this original creation of sovereignty. Men in the State of
Nature pointed to one man (or a body of men) and agreed among themselves to make him
sovereign. The Sovereign is therefore not party to the original contract. Therefore there
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can have been no constraints put on the exercise of the sovereign power by contract;
therefore sovereignty in its original form must by definition be both absolute and
indivisible (for a more detailed account of Hobbes’s arguments, see below, Chapter 11).
There was nothing very startling about making claims like these for sovereignty in the
middle of the seventeenth century. Kings had been making these claims for at least a
century. What is very remarkable is that such absolutist claims should be argued in the
terms of social contract, when social contract had practically been invented to deny
absolutist claims. The absolutist argument in social contract’s own terms offered by
Hobbes (State of Nature, contract, Civil Society) put all later social contract theory on its
mettle to make up the ground which a more libertarian version of social contract had
apparently lost to him.

One of the ways in which later social contract thinking tried to sharpen its blunted
libertarian thrust was to emphasise its latent constitutionalism. Nothing was easier than to
regard a constitution either as some kind of agreement between rulers and ruled, or as an
agreement of a whole people about how it should be governed. In England, William and
Mary accepted the Bill of Rights in return for the crown in 1689, and in the United States
a majority of the whole people accepted the new Constitution through the state ratifying
conventions before 1789. Constitutionalism is the ideal solution to the problem set by
Hobbes, a middle ground between questions about the detail of positive laws and high
moral discourse about the rightness of obedience. Of course, nobody since the demise of
the ancient republic had ever taken really seriously the idea that a whole people could
settle the details of legislation, so that anti-contract argument seemed to be on strong
ground when it harped on the impossibiity of making law by agreement. Constitutionalist
argument attempted to get round that difficulty by insisting that a people, through its
representatives, could agree to give itself laws of a very general kind, laws about how
laws should be made. This also got round the difficulty about the goodness content of
law, because there was no reason in principle, and good reasons in practice, why a
constitution should not outlaw certain kinds of law from the outset.

In England, 1688 was the real turning point for libertarian social contract theory in its
battle against Hobbes. When the Catholic James Il left England for France he threw the
Great Seal of England into the Thames. That was the supremely Hobbesian moment,
because without the Great Seal there could be no legal g