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Preface to the First Edition

This book is designed to provide an introduction to the history of political
thought that will be useful for students studying this subject in both history
and politics programmes. It considers the full range of Western political
thinking from the ancient world until the middle decades of the twentieth
century and concludes with some brief indications of important developments in
contemporary political theory. Although the book focuses on Western thought,
it also contains a few side-glances at non-Western treatments of similar or
related issues.

Unlike many introductory surveys that present a series of chronological
chapters discussing the ideas of a more or less exhaustive list of important
thinkers, this book focuses on themes and explores the ways in which the
issues raised by them have been addressed by a range of historically significant
political thinkers. This approach has been chosen with a view to identify
varying responses to common or at least related concerns that have been of
lasting significance to Western political thinkers. Each chapter discusses a
number of thinkers who have had interesting points to make about the issues
under consideration. An attempt has been made to identify the relationship
between various thinkers and to trace patterns of development across extensive
periods of time. Some thinkers are discussed in a number of chapters while
others make a more fleeting appearance.

Three charts reflecting the conventional distinction between the ancient
and medieval (c.400 BC-1500 AD), early modern (1500-1800) and modern
(1800-) periods (see pp. 7, 8-9, 12-13) provide a chronology that relates think-
ers to one another and to major historical events. Boxes located within the
text present biographical information on a wide range of important thinkers
discussed in the book: the location of these is indicated by bold entries in the
personal name index.

While working on this book I enjoyed a period of research leave in
Cambridge. I am most grateful to the Leave Committee of Victoria University
for granting me leave, and to the Warden and Fellows of Robinson College
who, by electing me into a Bye Fellowship, provided a congenial environment
during my stay in Cambridge. Staff of the Robinson College Library, the
Cambridge University Library and the Victoria University Library have dealt
courteously and efficiently with many enquiries. Miles Fairburn of the History
Department at Victoria and Patrick Maloney of the Politics Department at
that University have read various chapters of this book. My wife Diana
Morrow has read the whole work in a number of forms and has helped me
correct the proofs. Members of the Politics Department at the University of

xii



Preface to the First Edition  xiii

Keele responded to a seminar outlining the project, and I have also benefited
greatly from the insightful and patient comments of my publisher’s three
anonymous readers. Adrienne Nolan has cheerfully provided valuable secre-
tarial assistance. In thanking these people for their efforts on my behalf, and
in acknowledging Steven Kennedy’s efficient and encouraging editorial
oversight, I do not, of course, absolve myself of responsibility for any of the
shortcomings of this work.

Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand JOHN MORROW



Preface to the Second Edition

In addition to making a large number of minor changes to the main body of
the text, the revisions undertaken for the second edition have concentrated
on a significant expansion of the ‘thinker boxes’” for more major figures and
adding key reading suggestions to all of the boxes. New sections on multicul-
turalism and aspects of contemporary democratic thought have been added
to the concluding chapter; this has undergone considerable revision. Brief
references to contemporary concerns have been included in the conclusions
to a number of chapters where this seemed appropriate. The title has also been
changed to emphasize the fact that the book primarily focuses on western
political thought. Finally, the suggestions for further reading have been updated
and rearranged to distinguish a few key general surveys for each period from
arange of detailed indications of readings relating to the thinkers considered
in each chapter.

I am very grateful to my publisher, Steven Kennedy, for his ongoing encour-
agement and assistance and to his advisers for their comments on the changes
proposed for this edition. I have also benefited from the responses of
reviewers of the first edition (particularly that of Professor Tom Atwater of
Cameron University) and from feedback provided by those who have used
the book as a course text. Laurel Flinn provided valuable assistance in updating
the indexes and cross references. My special thanks are due to Jocelyn Gamble,
my personal assistant in the Faculty of Arts at the University of Auckland, for
help with retyping the bibliography and for protecting the time needed to
undertake the revisions for this edition.

University of Auckland, New Zealand JOHN MORROW
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Introduction

Periodization

The focus of the book
Western political thinking
Themes

This book is intended to provide a succinct but comprehensive treatment of
a range of thinkers, issues and debates that have been of central importance
in the Western tradition of political thought. Many introductions to the
history of political thought survey the ideas of an extensive number of ‘great
thinkers’ who are taken to represent the high-points of a tradition jokingly
referred to as extending ‘from Plato to Nato’. This approach provides a way
of outlining the ideas of particular thinkers that is both chronologically
coherent and allows for a consideration of the biographical and historical
background in which their works were produced. At the same time, however,
it makes it difficult to include considerations of a range of less commonly
noted but historically significant political thinkers, and prohibits identification
of thematic patterns in the history of political thought.

In order to overcome these difficulties while at the same time taking
account of chronological and contextual considerations, this book is organ-
ized around themes that extend across wide tracts of European history.
These themes provide frameworks for considering various aspects of the
political writings of a far wider range of political thinkers than could be
accommodated in a manageable book organized along ‘Plato to Nato’ lines.
The purpose of this approach is to highlight questions about politics that
have played an important role in Western political thinking, and to present
a consideration of them that identifies continuities and changes in the ways
in which these questions have been posed and answered over long periods
of time.

Changing perspectives on issues of enduring concern and the appearance
of questions that would not have occurred to earlier thinkers are related to
developments — in economic and social structures, in forms of political
organization, in religious beliefs and in ways of viewing human beings and
the world — that have occurred in the West in the two and a half thousand
years that separate the ancient and modern worlds. These changes mean that
it would be anachronistic to treat Western political thinking as a homogeneous
whole. At the same time, however, it is important to acknowledge that Western
political thinkers have been aware of at least aspects of their past and have

1



2 Introduction

often formulated their ideas by reference to the ideas of their predecessors.
These considerations explain why it makes sense to talk of patterns of change
and continuity, and they also explain why this book makes only passing
reference to non-Western political thought. For the most part, Western
political thinkers have not reflected on systematic statements about politics
developed in other cultures.

Periodization

The two and a half thousand year span of European history with which this
book deals is conventionally divided into a number of periods. These periods
do not form absolutely discrete historical entities, but they are useful ways of
capturing distinctive features of the political, economic and social structures
of Western societies at different stages in their development, and the sets of
intellectual, religious and political beliefs that correspond to them. The first
thousand years, that is, from about 500 BC until 500 AD, is referred to as the
‘ancient’ period. During this period Western political thought focused on
the city states of Greece, and on the Roman Republic and the Empire that
succeeded it. There were some similarities between the governments of the
Greek city states and that which emerged during the history of the Roman
Republic, and thinkers who reflected on the experience of the latter were
aware of the ideas of their Greek predecessors. For most of this period
political thinking focused on pre-Christian societies, but in late antiquity it
had to come to grips with the growing influence of Christian ideas in the
Roman Empire.

The medieval period extends from the sixth century to the late fifteenth
century. Medieval political thought reflected the Christian basis of Western
culture, the erosion of the authority of the Holy Roman Empire, the emergence
of the complex system of economic, political and social organization known
as ‘feudalism’, and the appearance towards the end of the period of increas-
ingly unified ‘nation states’. These states dominated the political history of
the early modern period, which extends from the early sixteenth to the late
eighteenth century. During the first two centuries of the early modern period
the religious and political ramifications of the division of Western Christendom
into two camps as a result of the Protestant Reformation had a major impact
on political thought. The Reformation, which began in 1517 in Germany
and quickly spread throughout Europe, was met by a counterreformation
conducted by rulers who remained attached to Roman Catholicism.

These events stimulated an upsurge in speculation on political questions,
and they overlapped with the reappearance, particularly in Italy, of forms of
government that focused on city states and the recovery of philosophical
works from the ancient world. These developments meant that late medieval
and early modern political theory was set in a framework that capitalized to
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some degree on ideas derived from the Greek and Roman worlds. Sometimes
the use of ancient works produced conceptions of politics that ran counter to
lessons derived from the Christian tradition. The influence of the latter was
also blunted to some degree in the seventeenth century by the burgeoning
interest in scientific investigation, and in the eighteenth century by the stress
placed on human reason by the ‘enlightenment” movements in a number of
European countries. Taken together, these developments prepared the
ground for the more secular perspectives on politics advanced by a number of
‘modern’ writers in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In the modern period political theory not only became increasingly,
although not exclusively, secular in orientation, but it also focused on issues
that were distinctive to the recent experience of Western societies and the
other countries of the world that were influenced by them. Unprecedented
developments in the economic life of these societies, conventionally categor-
ized as the ‘industrial revolution’, and the democratization of social and
political relationships, had a marked impact on the way that people thought
about politics. The modern period witnessed the appearance of a wide range
of complex political theories, elements of which were incorporated into the
political ideologies that were attached to the perceived interests of distinct
groups or classes within society. Thus while the political thinking of the
modern world exhibited some continuity with that of earlier periods, it
was also marked by the appearance of theories of mass politics, and those
promoting deliberate, revolutionary change. Both of these developments
involved a significant departure from the approaches to politics that had
characterized earlier periods.

The focus of the book

For the most part, this book focuses on ideas of rule and sets this issue within
the framework of the state. Central to this conception of politics is a series of
questions concerning the purposes of political authority, the persons who
should possess it and the ways in which it should be exercised. The perspective
adopted here does not provide a framework that exhausts the subject matter
of ‘politics’; it focuses on the internal aspect of politics rather than its inter-
national dimensions or alternative perspectives that bear on class, gender
and race. Nonetheless the latter are not excluded from consideration; gender
issues play a limited role in the discussions that follow, as do those of class.
As we shall see, theories of class politics have posed important challenges
to a tradition that has been largely concerned with rule and the state, and
conceptions of gender and race politics seem set to have the same effect. The
fact remains, however, that the perspective on politics employed here has
been at the centre of Western political thinking from the time of the ancient
Greeks until the modern era.



4 Introduction

As is made apparent throughout this book, political thinking has always
had a strongly prescriptive tendency. That is, attempts to arrive at an
understanding of the nature of politics and of particular political problems
have almost invariably given rise to arguments that favour certain political
institutions, ideas and practices, and question the alternatives to them. The
themes used to structure the following chapters identify sets of prescriptions
relating to the purpose and nature of political rule and the structures within
which it takes place. Part I of the book examines a number of responses to the
question: to what ends should political authority be directed? In Parts II and
III the focus of the discussion shifts to arguments about who should exercise
supreme authority and sow such authority should be exercised. Finally,
Part IV examines theories that justify resistance to political superiors and
those that promote revolutionary challenges both to rulers and to the systems
of government in which they are located.

These themes are divided between a number of chapters that explore a
distinct set of answers to the general questions posed in Parts I-IV. Although
the positions discussed in each chapter exhibit fundamental similarities,
they vary significantly. These variations can be explained by reference to the
particular contexts in which the theories in question were produced, and to
the common tendency for writers to use the ideas of their predecessors as
starting points from which to develop new approaches to issues that have
been of ongoing importance in the history of political thought. Each chapter
follows a chronological line of development, and its historical scope is
determined by the richness of the material available and by the extent to
which a particular theme has persisted over time. Major thinkers appear in
a number of chapters, but consideration of them is supplemented by and
placed within the context of a range of ideas produced by historically significant
but less prominent writers. Thus, while this book presents a series of accounts
of the ideas of those who are conventionally seen as ‘great names’ and are
accorded pride of place in the history of Western political thought, it also
considers arguments developed by thinkers who fall outside this august
company but were significant in their own times.

As we shall see, writers’ contributions to the history of political thought
have been influenced strongly by their understanding of the problems facing
their own societies, by their perception of the strengths and weaknesses of
other treatments of them, and by presuppositions about human nature and
social life grounded in fundamental religious or metaethical assumptions.
Recent scholarly studies of the history of political thought have stressed the
importance of these contextual and situational factors. They have warned of
the need to avoid anachronism and to treat the past in a way that takes
account of its distinctive character. The past, it has been said, is a foreign
country: they do things differently there.

While recognizing the force of these strictures, one must also bear in
mind that historical thinkers have rarely adhered to them. They have often
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formulated their ideas by drawing on, or reacting against, the arguments of
their predecessors, and they have tended to treat the past as a treasure
trove from which they can draw for their own purposes. In order to avoid
forcing thinkers into categories that ignore historically conditioned features
of their political ideas, the themes chosen here are very general. They
may serve, however, to encourage readers to think comparatively about
approaches to key political issues while at the same time serving to illustrate
the importance of contextual considerations in the analysis of historical
political writings.

\Western political thinking: a brief overview

The earliest systematic statements of political theory to survive in a relatively
complete form were produced in the fourth century BC by the Greek writer
Plato, and his pupil Aristotle. These works focus on the type of state that was
common in the Greek world in that period: the polis, or city state. The polis
was not merely an administrative unit, or even just the source of protection or
material well-being. For the Greeks the polis was, quite literally, a way of life.
It provided the focus of identification for a complex web of artistic, economic,
intellectual, moral, political and religious aspirations, embracing and reflecting
the culture of the community, and providing the framework within which
individuals realized their aspirations. A large proportion of early political
theory was produced in Athens, a city state whose government was based on
democratic principles. Positive accounts of Athenian democracy appear in
fragmentary statements ascribed to Protagoras and Democritus; aspects of
this way of thinking were subjected to critical scrutiny by Plato and Aristotle.

While ancient political theories focused on the polis, or in the case of the
Roman writer Cicero, on the more extensive type of republican regime that
emerged in the second and first centuries before Christ, medieval political
theorists had to come to grips with an environment that contained a range of
political institutions. Although these writers knew about the polis, and from
the thirteenth century also had access to fairly complete versions of ancient
political writings, they considered empires and kingdoms as well as city
states. They also explored the relationship between political institutions and
ideas, and the conception of human life that was determined by the implica-
tions of Christianity. For example, St Augustine of Hippo, writing in the fifth
century AD, was highly critical of Greek and Roman assumptions about the
ultimate value of political institutions and drew a sharp distinction between
‘earthly cities” (such as the Roman Empire) and the ‘heavenly city’, which
embraced the destiny of Christians. In the late medieval period, however, the
growing interest in Aristotle encouraged a reassessment of the classical heritage.
A number of writers, of whom the most important was the thirteenth-century
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philosopher and theologian St Thomas Aquinas, identified a close and positive
relationship between political institutions and the realization of Christian
values. Much of Aquinas’ theory focused on kingdoms rather than empires or
city states. He sought to relate the exercise of political authority to the need
for human beings to be subjected to systems of political regulation that
embody fundamental principles derived from divine governance of the uni-
verse. In developing this position, Aquinas drew upon many of the details of
Aristotle’s political and moral philosophy, but he insisted that claims about
the importance of the state must be set within a Christian framework.

The appearance of a number of rich and powerful city states in late medieval
and early modern Italy caused political thinking to focus anew on the problems
encountered in this form of political organization. The major issues facing
these states, stability and survival, raised questions about the value systems of
republics, as well as their internal organization and external relations. The
most original and influential thinker to emerge in this context was Niccol6
Machiavelli, who produced a number of important works in the early six-
teenth century. Machiavelli drew on the classical past, and particularly the
example of the Roman Republic, to develop a specification for a popular
republican state. A striking feature of Machiavelli’s work is that he treated
politics in relation to the requirements of a distinctly political morality, and
was openly critical of the effect of Christian ideas on political practice. These
issues played an important role in his account of republics, and also in his
treatment of the problems faced by single rulers, or ‘princes’.

Machiavelli’s works were produced at a time when many city states were
falling prey to larger, more powerful nation states. From the early sixteenth
century the focus of Western political thinking shifted finally and irrevocably
to this form of state, but it did so against a backdrop of bitter religious con-
troversy engendered by the Protestant Reformation and Catholic reactions to
it. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were marked by new and import-
ant departures in political theory. On the one hand, a number of important
early modern writers argued for systems of ‘absolute sovereignty’, which
gave rulers more or less complete control over their subjects. On the other
hand, these developments were resisted by those who were concerned about
the effect that theories of absolute sovereignty would have on subjects’ fulfil-
ment of their religious obligations.

Absolutism developed in response to uncertainties about the relationship
between subjects and rulers in the new nation states. These uncertainties
resulted from concern about the bearing that traditional (‘customary’) systems
of regulation and those derived from divine command (‘natural law’) would
have on laws formulated by the person or persons who held supreme power
in the state (the ‘sovereign’). It was argued that productive forms of political
organization should be subject to the unquestioned authority of an absolute
ruler. Early formulations of this theory incorporated ideas derived from
medieval political theory. For example, the important late sixteenth-century



Chronology: Ancient and Medieval Periods, ¢.400 BC-1500 AD

Thinkers Works Contemporary events
BC
d.399 Socrates No writings 431-404: The Great Peloponnesian
War.
Protagoras 404-403: Rule of the Thirty Tyrants at
Athens.
Democritus
d.347 Plato Republic (c.380) 333: Defeat of Greek forces by
Alexander the Great.
Laws (unfinished)
d.322 Aristotle Ethics
Politics
d.264 Zeno No writings
d.c125 Polybius The Histories (c.146) 146: Greek states fall under Roman
control.
133: Gracchian land reforms
attempted at Rome.
123: Second attempt at Gracchian
land reform.
88-82: Civil war in Rome.
d.43 Cicero The Republic 63: Cicero consul.
The Laws 44: Assassination of Julius Caesar.
31-14 AD: Rule of Augustus, end of
Roman Republic.
AD
d.397 Ambrose De Officiis Ministrorum 306-337: Rule of Constantine the Great.
(386)
312: Constantine’s conversion to
Christianity.
d. 430 Augustine The City of God 410: Sack of Rome by Alaric.
(413-27)
d. 496 Gelasius Address (494)
d. 565 Justinian I Digest (533) 527-565: Rule of Justinian I.
Institutes (533)
¢.1000: Venice established as a major
naval and trading port.
1066: Norman conquest of England.
d. 1085 Gregory VII Decree Against Lay
Investitures (1075)
d. 1180 John of Salisbury  Polycraticus (1159) 1075-1122: The Investiture Controversy.
1215: Magna Carta.
¢.1240: Latin texts of Aristotle’s
writings circulated in the
West.
d. 1268 Bracton, Henry Of the Laws and
Customs of England
(1268)
d. 1274 Aquinas Summa Theologiae
(c.1266-73)
d. 1342 Marsilius of Defender of the Peace
Padua (1324)
d. 1349 William of A Short Discourse
Ockham (1346)
d. 1357 Bartolus of Tract on City
Sassoferrato Government
d.c.1430  Pizan, Book of the Body Politic
Christine de (1604)
1337-1453:  The Hundred Years War.
1450-1550: Renaissance in Italy.
1494-5: French Invasion of Italy.
1517: Start of the Protestant

Reformation.




Chronology: Early Modern Period, ¢.1500-1800 AD

Thinkers Works Contemporary events
d. 1520 de Seyssel, Claude The Monarchy of 1512: Restoration of Medici at
France (1519) Florence.
d. 1527 Machiavelli, The Prince (1513) 1527: Florentine Republic
Niccol6 reestablished.
The Discourses
(1513-19)
d. 1540 Guicciardini, Dialogue on the
Francesco Government of
Florence (1523)
d. 1546 Luther, Martin On Secular Authority 1517: Protestant Reformation
(1523) begins.
Against the Murderous 1524-5: The Peasants’ War in
Thieving Hordes of Germany.
Peasants (1525)
d. 1560 Melanchthon, Philosophiae Moralis
Philippe Epitome (1550)
d. 1564 Calvin, John Institutes of Christian 1536: Calvin at Geneva.
Religion (1559)
d. 1572 Knox, John Letter to the 1562-98: French Wars of Religion.
Commonalty (1558)
d. 1590 Hotman, Francois Francogallia (1573) 1572: Massacre of
St Bartholomew.
d. 1596 Bodin, Jean Six Books of the
Commonwealth
(1576)
d. 1600 Hooker, Richard Laws of Ecclesiastical
Polity (1593-7)
d. 1605 Beza, Theodore The Right of
Magistrates (1574)
d. 1617 Suarez, Francisco Tractatus de Legibus
ac Deo Legislatore
(1611)
d.1623 Mornay, Philippe Vindiciae Contra 1625: Charles the First, King of
du Plessis Tyrannos (1579) England; beginning of
his troubles with
Parliament.
d. 1645 Grotius, Hugo The Law of War and
Peace (1625)
d. 1653 Filmer, Sir Robert Patriarcha 1642-6, 1648: Civil War in England.
(1632-42)
d. c.1663 Overton, Richard An Appeal to the 1649: Execution of Charles.
People (1647)
d. 1679 Hobbes, Thomas Leviathan (1651) 1649-1660: English Commonwealth.
d. 1677 Harrington, James Oceana (1656) 1660: Restoration of Charles II.
d. 1674 Pufendorf, Samuel The Law of Nature and
of Nations (1672)
d. 1704 Locke, John Two Treatise of 1688: Glorious Revolution in
Government (1689) England.
d. 1704 Bossuet, Jacques Politics Drawn from
the Very Words of
Holy Scripture
(1709)
d. 1776 Hume, David Essays Moral
and Political (1741,
1742)
d. 1755 Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws
Charles (1748)
d. 1771 Helvetius, Claude De L’Esprit (1758)
d. 1778 Rousseau, Discourses (1749-55)

Jean-Jacques

Social Contract (1762)
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Chronology: Early Modern Period, ¢.1500-1800 AD

Thinkers

Works

Contemporary events

d. 1780

d. 1794

d. 1784

d. 1836
d. 1832

d. 1836

d. 1796

d. 1809
d. 1797

Blackstone, William

Beccaria Cesare
Diderot, Denis

Madison, James
Bentham, Jeremy

Sieyes, Abbé

Burke, Edmund

Paine, Thomas
Wollstonecraft,
Mary

Commentaries on the
Laws of England
(c.1769)

On Crimes and
Punishments (1764)

The Encyclopaedia (1776)
(with others)

The Federalist (1787-8)

Fragment on Government
(1776)

Introduction to the
Principles of Morals
and Legislation (1789)

What is the Third Estate?
(1789)

Reflections on the
Revolution in France
(1791)

Appeal from the New to
the Old Whigs (1792)
Rights of Man (1791, 1792)
A Vindication of the Rights

of Men (1791)

1775-83:

1789:

1793:

American Revolutionary

War.

French Revolution.

Execution of Louis XVI
of France.

A Vindication of the Rights
of Women (1792)

An Enquiry Concerning
Political Justice (1793)

Tribune of the People
(1795)

Considerations on France
(1796)

Metaphysics of Morals
(1797)

1793-4: The Reign of Terror.

d. 1832 Godwin, William 1795-99: The Directory in France.

d. 1797 Babeuf, Francois 1799-1804: Consulate in France.

d. 1821 de Maistre, Joseph

d. 1804 Kant, Immanuel

French writer Jean Bodin remained attached to ideas of natural law, and
attempted to reconcile an absolute sovereign with the conventional constitu-
tional structure of the French state. In contrast, his seventeenth-century
English successor, Thomas Hobbes, regarded these ideas as a major source
of intellectual and practical confusion and sought to construct what he
termed a ‘scientific’ account of politics. Hobbes dismissed past political
thinkers and was particularly critical of the influence of Aristotle. Hobbes
took it upon himself to purge his contemporaries of the dangerous illusions
they had inherited from the past. He wished to provide his readers with
a clear and incontestable understanding of politics that would allow them to
see that their safety and welfare could only be secured by an absolute sov-
ereign. Theories of absolute sovereignty deprived subjects of the right to
challenge the actions of rulers, thus rejecting the ambivalently formulated,
but tenaciously held, idea that the exercise of political authority should be
subject to constraint.

But while Bodin and Hobbes caused these ideas to be seriously challenged,
they did not drive them from the field. To the contrary, the development of
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theories of absolute government within the early modern context prompted
a restatement and refinement of traditional arguments that pushed them in
new, and potentially radical, directions. The turmoil that accompanied the
emergence of a number of early modern states was caused at least in part
by the breakdown of a unified view of Christianity during the Reformation.
Rulers were themselves embroiled in these disputes, so their claim to
absolute authority had far-reaching religious implications. Consequently,
from the late sixteenth century until the end of the next century, theories of
absolute government were challenged by a number of writers who argued
that these theories conflicted with what they saw as humanity’s fundamental
obligations to God. An important result of these concerns was the develop-
ment of a vigorous tradition of resistance theory. In their attempt to justify
resistance to unjust rulers, some writers resuscitated traditional political
ideas such as those which held that rulers should be subject to legally defined
constraints, or to those embodied in systems of regulation (the ‘laws of
nature’) that were derived from God and were binding because of his
supreme authority over his creation.

Some statements of these positions, like that advanced by Hobbes’ young
contemporary, John Locke, placed great weight on the fact that human
beings are endowed with ‘natural rights’. These rights belong to all human
beings, and the interests specified by them have important implications
for the ways in which political authority is structured and exercised. In both
the mid-seventeenth and the late eighteenth century, ideas of natural rights
played a significant role in arguments about the regulation of political
power. For example, natural rights theory was used to justify the revolu-
tions in Britain’s North American colonies in the 1770s, and in France after
1790.

The fact that individuals possess natural rights does not mean that the only
way their rights can be protected is through political participation. Nevertheless,
there is an important tradition in the history of political thought that relates
natural rights to democratic forms of government. This argument was made
by a very limited number of participants in the English revolution of the
seventeenth century, but it assumed a more central place in Western political
thinking from the second half of the eighteenth century. But while writers
such as the radical Anglo-American thinker Thomas Paine justified democ-
racy by appealing to natural rights, and argued that contemporary forms of
monarchical government were incompatible with the protection of these
rights, democracy was also justified on other grounds. In the early nineteenth
century Jeremy Bentham and other proponents of ‘utilitarianism’ argued
that democracy is necessary to ‘good government’, that is, political authority
that was exercised in such a way that it promotes the interests of all members
of the community. This assumption has underwritten many nineteenth- and
twentieth-century accounts of democracy, but in some important cases it has
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been given a distinctive cast by socialist thinkers. Socialists have argued that
popular control of political institutions is necessary to eliminate the grossly
inegalitarian and oppressive consequences of the development of modern
capitalist economic structures. It should be noted, however, that socialists’
understanding of these problems varies greatly. While some theorists have
looked to a democratized state to regulate economic activity in such a way
that it produces general benefits, others — most notably those influenced
by the writings of the nineteenth-century founders of modern communism,
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels — maintain that capitalism is incompatible
with true democracy. They have therefore promoted a revolutionary trans-
formation that will destroy capitalism and the forms of political organization
that support it.

The movement towards democracy in the nineteenth century prompted
a number of responses. Some writers (for example, Edmund Burke and
Joseph de Maistre in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, and
Charles Maurras a hundred years later) sought to preserve benefits identified
with traditional, monarchical forms of government. Others questioned the
moral and practical desirability of democratic politics in the conditions
prevailing in contemporary society. For writers such as John Stuart Mill,
democracy seemed likely to produce a morally and culturally stultifying
‘tyranny of the majority’, expressed in a legal form or through ‘public opinion’.
Mill thought that the conformist tendencies of unenlightened mass opinion
would stifle intellectual discussion and ‘experiments in ways of living’ that
are essential to human progression. He thus sought to insulate those whose
intelligence and originality would contribute to social and moral progress
from the impact of mass opinion by preserving individual freedom. Mill also
favoured systems of government that gave a prominent role to enlightened
elites.

While Mill thought that democracy posed a threat to individual freedom, a
number of nineteenth- and twentieth-century writers rejected democracy
because it conflicted with their ideas about the need for authority in human
life. For them, authority was necessary to sustain social and political order,
and to compensate for the intellectual and moral failings of ordinary members
of the population. In the past, the principle of state authority had been
embedded in monarchs, but in the modern world it was necessary to identify
new elites who could provide leadership in cultures that could no longer
sustain traditional forms of government. Some conceptions of elite rule coex-
isted with political systems that were formally democratic, but others, such as
fascism and national socialism, looked to new authority structures that were
appropriate for mass societies. Aspects of fascism and national socialism
bear a passing resemblance to traditional conceptions of authoritarian
monarchical government, but they were underwritten by ideas that were a
product of the democratic and modern cultures they rejected.
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Chronology: Modern Period, ¢.1800—

Thinkers Works Contemporary events
d.1830  Constant, Benjamin Principles of Politics 1804-14:  Napoleon I Emperor of
Applicable to All France.
Representative Governments 1815: Defeat of Napoleon at
(1815) Waterloo.
d.1848  Chateaubriand, Monarchy According to the 1815: Restoration of French
Frangois Charter (1816) monarch and many other
rulers deposed during the
revolutionary period.
d. 1831 Hegel, G. W. F. Elements of the Philosopy of
Right (1821)
d.1836  Mill, James Essay on Government (1820)
d.1848  Wheeler, Anna Appeal (1825)
d.1833  Thompson, William Appeal (1825)
d.1858  Owen, Robert A New View of Society (1813)
d.1834  Coleridge, S. T. Church and State (1831)
d. 1859 Austin, John Province of Jurisprudence
Determined (1832)
d. 1881 Carlyle, Thomas Chartism (1839) 1848: Revolutions in various

Latter Day Pamphlets (1850)

d. 1858 Taylor, Harriet Enfranchisement of Women
(1851)
d.1859  Tocqueville, Alexis de  Democracy in America (1835)
d.1862  Thoreau, Henry Civil Disobedience (1849) 1861-5:
d. 1865 Proudhon. J.-P. What is Property? (1840)

Poverty of Philosophy (1846)
Federation (1863)
d. 1873 Mill, John Stuart On Liberty (1859)
Representative Government
(1861)
On the Subjection of Women  1870:
(1869)

d.1876  Bakunin, Michael Statism and Anarchy (1873)
d.1882  Green, T. H. Lectures on the Principles of
Political Obligation (1882)
d. 1883 Marx, Karl and The German Ideology
(1845/7)
d. 1895 Engels, Friedrich The Communist Manifesto
(1848)
Capital (1867-)
d.1900  Nietzsche, Friedrich Beyond Good and Evil (1886)

The Genealogy of Morals
(1887)
d.1900  Sidgwick, Henry Elements of Politics (1891) 1914-18:
d.1938  Kautsky, Karl The Class Struggle (1892) 1917:
d.1923 Bosanquet, Bernard Philosophical Theory of the 1918:
State (1899)
d.1932  Bernstein, Eduard Evolutionary Socialism 1919:
(1899)
d.1947  Webb, Sidney Industrial Democracy (1897)  1922:
d.1921  Kropotkin, Peter Mutual Aid (1897) 1927:
d.1952  Maurras, Charles Engquiry into Monarchy 1927:

(1900)

European countries;
establishment of Second
French Republic.

American Civil War.

Paris Commune;
establishment of Third
French Republic.

First World War.

Revolution in Russia.

Abdication of German
Emperor; creation of
German Republic.

Adoption of Weimar
Constitution by German
Republic.

Mussolini becomes dictator
of Italy.

Consolidation of Stalin’s
position in Russia’s
Communist Party.

Mao Tse-tung joins
Communist Party.
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Chronology: Modern Period, ¢.1800—

Thinkers Works Contemporary events
d.1923 Pareto, Vilfredo Socialist Systems (1902) 1933: Stalinist purge of
Communist Party.
d. 1920 Luxemburg, Rosa Social Reform or Revolution 1933: Hitler Chancellor of
(1950) Germany
d.1940  Goldman, Emma Anarchism (1910) 1935-9:  Civil War in Spain.
d.1929  Hobhouse, L. T. Liberalism (1911) 1937: Japanese invasion of China.
d.1920  Weber, Max Various essays (c.1919) 1939-45:  Second World War.
d.1938  Bukharin, Nikolai ABC of Communism (1921)  1945: Fall of fascist regime in Italy
and Third Reich in
Germany.
d.1940  Trotsky, Leon The Permanent Revolution 1947: Independence of India.
(1928)
d. 1941 Mosca, Gaetano The Ruling Class (1923) 1949: Creation of People’s
Republic of China.
d. 1945 Hitler, Adolf Mein Kampf (1925) 1950: Korean War.
d. 1945 Mussolini, Benito “The Doctrine of Fascism’
(1930)
d.1948  Gandhi, M. Nonviolent Resistance (1935)
d.1973  Kelsen, Hans General Theory of Law and ¢.1950: Civil Rights movements in
State (1945) United States.
d.1937  Gramsci, Antonio Prison Notebooks (1947)
d. 1961 Fanon, Frantz The Wretched of the Earth
(1961)
d. 1964 King, Martin Luther A Letter from Birmingham
Jail (1963)
d.1976 Mao Tse-tung Numerous essays
d.1992  Hayek, F. A. The Constitution of Liberty
(1960)
b.1921 Rawls, John A Theory of Justice (1971)
b. 1938 Nozick, Robert Anarchy, State and Utopia
(1974)
Themes

This book opens with a consideration of the ends of politics, that is, it exam-
ines a range of responses to the question: what is the primary goal of political
institutions and particularly of the state? Consideration of this question
allows us to explore views about the values that are fundamental to political
life. Although accounts of the ends of politics vary greatly, almost all political
theorists identify the state with the definition and maintenance of order. They
argue that regardless of the specific purposes the state fulfils, it is necessary
to provide a degree of regulation and coordination in human affairs that
would not be possible in the absence of authoritative institutions such as the
state. As we shall see, theorists of order often stress the need to impose
acceptable patterns of behaviour on wilful individuals, but there is also an
important tradition that has a more positive conception of order, one that
focuses on its role in facilitating human cooperation.

Having surveyed these ideas, the remaining chapters in Part I will examine
theories that specify the particular values that are to be realized by political
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institutions. While some theorists argue that politics should provide the
means to foster human virtue, others have as their primary concern the
protection and/or promotion of individual freedom or happiness, and use
these to evaluate particular political forms and modes of political conduct.

Part II deals with arguments about the location of political power. It
addresses a range of answers to the question: who should rule? Consider-
ation of this issue raises the question of whether claims concerning the ends of
politics have any implications for the distribution of political power within
the community. The chapters in this part examine arguments about the desir-
ability of placing power in the hands of a single person, a restricted group, or
the whole community. Many treatments of these themes are framed in terms
of preference for monarchy, aristocracy or democracy. However, ideas of
single-person rule and rule by a restricted group are not confined to the types
of government that are captured in conventional images of monarchy and
aristocracy; they extend to include modern conceptions of dictatorship and
elite rule.

Those who argue in favour of rule by one, a few or many, hold that a
particular way of distributing political power is markedly superior to others.
Various writers thus identify particular types of regime with ‘good govern-
ment’, that is, with systems of rule that are likely to be most conducive to the
ends of government. But while accounts of the location of political authority
are often seen as closely related to the possibility of good government, they
are at most a necessary rather than a sufficient condition for its realization.

In any case, claims about who rules are conceptually distinct from those
that specify the ways in which political power should be exercised. Approaches
to this issue are addressed in Part III. The general question to be considered
there is: how should power be exercised if it is to promote the ends of politics?
Many treatments of this issue are underwritten by the assumption that even
those who are ideally suited to exercise power (and are therefore entitled to
do so) may not always act in ways that promote the purposes for which political
authority exists. Having recognized this possibility, a number of political
theorists have sought to identify normative and/or institutional means of
evaluating, and where necessary regulating, the exercise of political power.
Three theories that address this issue are discussed in Part I11. Various thinkers
have relied on ideas of natural law and natural rights, while others have
placed their trust in constitutional arrangements that prevent officeholders
from acting unilaterally. In addition, it has been argued that those who exercise
political power must do so within systems of legal regulation that are beyond
their control. These regulations provide a framework that prevents governors
from acting in ways that run contrary to the purposes for which government
exists. All these accounts stress the need to constrain rulers, and thus they
may be contrasted with those that regard supreme governors (or sovereigns)
as the source of law, and rely on them to impose systems of self-regulation
that are consistent with their responsibilities to those whom they rule.
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Finally, Part IV examines a number of theories that deal with responses to
the persistent misuse of political power by rulers. These theories address the
question: to what extent, and in what ways, may the exercise and possession
of political authority be challenged by those who are subjected to it? Answers
to this question are divided into two categories. Those in the first category,
discussed in the context of resistance to unjust rulers and theories of civil
disobedience, present a challenge to particular lines of conduct, or to par-
ticular aspects of public policy; they do not question the general legitimacy
of a particular form of government. The purpose of resistance and civil dis-
obedience is to try to ensure that the exercise of political authority accords
with the values that are thought to be inherent in particular political systems.
These theories may be contrasted with theories of revolution (whether con-
ducted by violent or non-violent means) since they hold that particular forms
of government are inherently unjust and proceed to show that appropriate
forms of human regulation can only be established after the existing political
framework has been destroyed. The chapters in Part IV of this book examine
medieval and early modern theories of resistance, various important state-
ments of revolutionary political theory, particularly those produced by
nineteenth- and twentieth-century socialists and anarchists, and theories of
civil disobedience and non-violent resistance developed by a range of
nineteenth- and twentieth-century thinkers. While some theories of civil
disobedience and non-violent resistance seek to eliminate improper use of
political power within generally acceptable political systems, others utilize
non-violence to promote the overthrow of inherently unsatisfactory forms of
rule and to facilitate the creation of systems of government that are capable
of pursuing desirable ends.



Part |
The Ends of Politics

One of the key concerns of political theorists has been to specify the object-
ives of politics and to establish criteria against which political actions and
institutions should be evaluated. This process is of great importance because
it provides the basis for identifying institutions and practices that are seen as
legitimate and to which individuals can be said to be obliged to conform.
Legitimacy and obligation are closely related because it is assumed that
human beings are more likely to regard themselves as being bound, or
obliged, to accept outcomes produced by regulatory systems that satisfy
primary values. When political theorists seek to explain and justify the
exercise of political authority and the institutions in which it is embodied,
they do so by relating them to objectives that are endowed with supreme
moral and practical significance. These objectives may be seen as constituting
the ‘ends’ of politics; that is, they are fundamental goals that can only be
realized, or approached, through political means.

The following four chapters deal with a range of historically important
theories that give pride of place to order, virtue, freedom and happiness as
goals of politics. These themes have been central to the interests of political
theorists over long periods of time, and they are sufficiently general to
embrace a range of significant secondary values. This point can be illustrated
by considering alternative values such as ‘justice’ or ‘equality’. These ideas
have played an important role in the history of political thought but they are
often defined by reference to other, more fundamental ends. ‘Justice’ rests
on a conception of rightness that can be related to the general order of society,
to the primacy of individual freedom, or to the requirement that just institu-
tions foster the well-being or happiness of those who are subjected to them.
Similarly the idea of equality (the equal recognition of the claims and
interests of all members of society) has been considered important because it
promotes happiness, secures freedom and is necessary to the pursuit of human
perfection or virtue, or because it is a prerequisite for the maintenance of
a beneficial social and political order.

17
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Order, virtue, freedom and happiness are distinct themes, but it is important
to recognize that they are not mutually exclusive. Indeed, it is common for
political thinkers to associate a properly ordered state with a variety of
values. However, for the purposes of analysis and exposition it is useful to
identify a key value that forms the basis of particular thinkers’ perceptions of
the end of politics and to treat other values as derivative of, or dependent
upon it. For example, while most writers think that human happiness is an
important product of politics, many of them regard this value as a con-
sequence of the pursuit of virtue: to live a virtuous life is itself conducive to
happiness.

Although it is useful to identify a primary and distinctive end at the heart
of a particular thinker’s position, in a sense one end — the attainment of order —
is of central concern to virtually all political theorists. This is true even of
anarchists and Marxists, who look beyond politics to the creation of a state-
less condition. Consequently, Part I opens with an examination of a range of
accounts of the relationship between politics and order. These theories specify
how order should be achieved, and identify the central features of a desirable
order. The subsequent chapters — dealing with virtue, freedom and happiness —
examine ideas concerning ends of politics that go beyond the attainment of
order.



Chapter 1

Politics and Order

Cooperative order in ancient political theory

Negative and positive conceptions of order in medieval political theory
Order and sovereignty in early modern political theory

Order, authoritarianism and totalitarianism in modern political theory
Cooperation and order in modern political theory

Order without politics

Conclusion

Political theorists have produced three general sets of arguments about the
relationship between order and politics. First, the issue of order has been
related to the need for coercive regulatory agencies to repress behaviour that
threatens the stability of society and jeopardizes beneficial human interaction.
Second, order has been treated in more positive terms that identify it as
a basis from which human beings can reap the material, moral and psychological
benefits of cooperation. Finally, one can identify a perspective on order that
has played a prominent role in Marxist and anarchist political theory. Writers
in these traditions view the state as an instrument of order, but they argue
that it is necessary only because tensions between individuals and classes
have resulted from oppressive and exploitative tendencies within modern
societies. Marxists and anarchists believe that once the social and political
structures of society have been transformed, a beneficial order based upon
voluntary cooperation will emerge. This condition will be social, but it will
not be political because it will lack both the state and the forms of coercive
regulation that are central to politics.

This chapter opens with an examination of aspects of Greek and Roman
political theory presented by Democritus, Protagoras, Plato, Aristotle and
Cicero. The focus of ancient political theory was the polis or city state.
Classical thinkers believed that a properly regulated polis formed an order
that was directed towards the common good of its members and enabled
them to cooperate in the pursuit of ideals that were fundamental to humanity.
Although ancient writers recognized that the state played a regulatory and,
where necessary, repressive role, their political thought emphasized the
positive potentialities of politics.

The late medieval writings of St Thomas Aquinas show how aspects of
Greek and Roman political thought could be incorporated within a Christian
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framework. In the transition from the medieval to the early modern worlds,
Machiavelli and other renaissance writers drew upon classical models when
formulating largely positive statements about the appropriate type of order
for city states. Neither Aquinas nor Machiavelli conformed to the general
tendency for medieval and early modern thinkers to emphasize the repres-
sive role of the state. A strong statement of this position appeared in the writ-
ings of the early medieval figure, St Augustine, and his influence can be seen
in the political ideas of Protestant reformers such as Martin Luther and
John Calvin at the beginning of the early modern period. In the late sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries the political turmoil that had marked the recent
histories of France and England prompted a number of important thinkers to
clarify the relationship between politics and order, and to stress the need for
a unified agency or ‘sovereign’ that was not subject to any authority within the
state. This largely negative perspective on order will be discussed here by
referring to the writings of Jean Bodin, Hugo Grotius and Thomas Hobbes.

Since these accounts insist on the need for a single source of authority in
the state, they are sometimes seen as actually or potentially authoritarian.
It is important to note, however, that Bodin and his successors were making
a point about the logic of government rather than promoting the harsh and
repressive attitude towards the exercise of power that characterizes conven-
tional accounts of authoritarian rule. The latter reflect an aversion to popular
government, a contempt for the intellectual and moral qualities of the bulk
of the population, and a fixation with personal leadership that is not part of
sovereignty theory. Development of this strongly repressive conception of
order can be seen in the writings of a range of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century theorists, including Thomas Carlyle, Charles Maurras, Benito Mussolini
and Adolf Hitler. It is important to bear in mind, however, that some modern
thinkers have advanced more positive accounts of politics that reflect earlier
assumptions about order and cooperation. A range of writers, from Rousseau
in the mid-eighteenth century to the late nineteenth-century liberal thinker
T. H. Green, will be discussed in the penultimate section of this chapter. The
chapter will conclude with a brief preliminary discussion of Marxist and anarch-
ist writers, who identify a positive conception of order with a non-political
condition.

Cooperative order in ancient political theory:
Protagoras, Democritus, Plato and Aristotle

The earliest surviving statements of Greek political theory were produced by
Athenian writers in the fourth and fifth centuries BC. At that time Athens
possessed a democratic structure, one in which all free, native-born, male adults
were entitled to participate in the political life of the community. As can be seen
in the accounts of Protagoras’ (see p. 21) political ideas in Plato’s Protagoras,
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and in surviving fragments of Democritus’ writings (see p. 22), the tradition
of democratic politics in Athens produced a political and social order that
related individual well-being to opportunities for cooperation. Protagoras
argued that a shared sense of respect (aidos) and justice (dike) made it
possible for human beings to compensate for their individual weaknesses by
cooperating with one another (Plato, 1991, pp. 13-14). The fact that these
qualities were possessed by all human beings provided the basis of a demo-
cratic order that was sustained by and fostered the distinctive attributes of its
members (Farrar, 1992, p. 23).

Born in Thrace, Protagoras was a successful teacher of rhetoric. He travelled
widely throughout the Greek world. He is said to have been a student of
Democritus, but this claim is controversial. Protagoras’ political ideas are
presented in the dialogue by Plato that bears his name.

Key reading: Havelock (1964).

Like Protagoras, Democritus traced the origin of the state to the need for
protection or security. Initially, this goal was realized by the specification and
enforcement of simple rules by individuals who saw that the maintenance of
social order required the elimination of those whose selfish conduct was a
threat to it:

If a thing does injury contrary to right

it is needful to kill it.

This covers all cases.

If a man do so

he shall increase the portion in which he partakes of right and security in
any [social] order. (Havelock, 1964, p. 128)

From this exclusively negative conception of order emerged a growing appre-
ciation that enforcement of basic rules by individuals served the interests of
others, and this in turn gave rise to the sense of ‘community’ or shared
interest that was embodied in the democratic polis. Both Democritus and
Protagoras believed that because participation in the political life of the state
fostered fruitful cooperation between all members of the community, it
helped to legitimate the state in the eyes of its members. The polis thus
enjoyed the support of those whose individual excellence gave them a leading
role in it, and of those ordinary members of the population who attended
popular assemblies.
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Like Protagoras, Democritus was a native of Thrace. An important scientific
and political thinker, his ethical and political ideas are preserved in a number
of fragmentary statements.

Key reading: Havelock (1964).

Identification of the polis with the satisfaction of fundamental human
needs was endorsed by Plato, but he argued that a legitimate political
order must have a hierarchical structure. Plato deduced this requirement
from the division of labour that underlies all human societies. In order to
satisfy their basic needs, human beings cooperate with one another by
engaging in specialized production and exchanging goods and services.
These arrangements reflect what Plato took to be a primary fact about
human beings, that is, they possess differing natural capacities which equip
them to fulfil only some of the functions required to supply their basic
material needs. By restricting themselves to these functions, and by
exchanging the products of their activity with others, individuals can satisfy
their needs in the most efficient way. Plato claimed that the division of
labour is a general principle of social organization: it applies to political as
well as to social functions and provides the basis for allocating them.
Consequently, he insisted that only limited sections of the population
possess the necessary attributes to participate in the political life of the
state. Plato’s ideal state has a hierarchical structure based upon two
distinct and exclusive classes: the ‘producers’, who engage in economic
activity, and the ‘guardians’. The latter are subdivided into two groups: the
‘auxiliaries’, who perform military and executive functions, and the ‘guardians
proper’, who rule. Political functions are the sole preserve of the guardians
because only they possess the necessary intellectual and moral qualities to
exercise political power.

But while Plato rejected the premise of contemporary Athenian justice —
that political order is based upon the participation of all members of the
citizen body — he saw his ideal republic as an order that integrates humans
with their fellows and makes the realization of individual and collective
aspirations interdependent. However, his insistence on a strict and exclu-
sive division of functions — the guardians must dedicate themselves to
ruling, and the producers should be excluded from any role in the political
life of the state — means that most of the population are excluded from the
political order, or at least experience it only as a form of external regulation.
The type of order necessary to secure social cooperation therefore does not
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extend to political cooperation between all members of the community.
This implication is reinforced by Plato’s insistence that an erosion of the
strict separation of functions will result in corruption of the ideal republic

Plato was born into the upper classes of Athens. He was a follower of
Socrates, an influential teacher who was the principal figure in Plato’s
philosophic dialogues. In the 380s BC Plato founded the Academy, an
institution dedicated to providing an appropriate, philosophically-based
education for young members of the Athenian upper classes. Impressed

with the power wielded by Dionysius II, the ruler of Syracuse in Sicily, Plato
made visits to that city in 367-66 and 361-60 BC, hoping to encourage him to
perfect his rule by uniting power and knowledge. This hope was not realized.
Dionysius’ interest in philosophy was not as strong or as single-minded as
Plato had hoped, and on both occasions his visits ended in periods of more

or less overt detention.

Plato’s perceptions of the failings of Athenian democracy played a
significant role in the way in which he framed his political thought. Thus in
Gorgias he provided a trenchant critique of the role that rhetoric played in the
practice of democratic regimes, providing unscrupulous demagogues with the
means of gaining undue influence by pandering to the prejudices and passions
of the population at large. In The Republic (380 BC) Plato argues the case
for disinterested expert rule grounded in the knowledge of absolute and
unqualified moral truth that gave rulers (the ‘guardians’) access to the
knowledge of goodness itself. Other sections of the population are precluded
from any role in politics. The rulers’ moral qualities and their strictly
controlled way of life is designed to ensure that they dedicate themselves and
their expertise to the good of the state. Plato was as hostile to tyranny as he
was to the irrationality and lawlessness of democracy. The dangers of
unregulated power are recognized in The Laws, which was unfinished at the
time of Plato’s death. In this work Plato analysed the main features of a less
demanding state than that outlined in The Republic, one that provides a
political role for ordinary citizens, gives priority to the law as a stable

and just basis for the community and recognizes a role for men of wisdom

as protectors of the law.

Plato numbered Aristotle among his pupils in the Academy. He was one
of the first of a long line of thinkers to be exposed to ideas that have
attracted admirers and critics throughout the history of Western political
philosophy.

Key readings: Cross and Woozley (1971); Kraut (1992); Reeve (1988); White
(1979).
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and inaugurate a slide towards dissolution and anarchy, that is, towards
chronic disorder.

In addition to the politically truncated aspects of Plato’s ideal republic, one
should note that this structure is built on individual rather than social or
political attributes. Thus while Plato appeared to subjugate individual
aspirations to the requirements of what he took to be a just political order,
his ideal republic actually rests upon assumptions concerning the psychology
of individuals. The allocation of duties reflects what Plato regarded as the full
range of distinctive individual attributes, and by this means he was able to
claim that individuals realize their own nature by taking their appropriate place
within a cooperative social order (Farrar, 1992, pp. 30-1). In other words,
Plato argued that hierarchical order satisfies both the needs of the polis and
those of its members.

While Plato’s analysis in The Republic focused on an ideal state, his pupil
Aristotle examined the relationship between different forms of political
order and the differing socioeconomic bases of various communities (see
p. 61). Aristotle thought that in some circumstances a strictly exclusive, hier-
archical order might be appropriate, but he was far less sanguine than Plato
about the difficulty of legitimizing these arrangements in the eyes of those
who are permanently excluded from office. Aristotle’s identification of a
most practical form of government was closely related to these empirically
informed aspects of his political theory. He argued that in states with a
mixture of classes, the most appropriate form of government — one that will
be generally acceptable and will form an order that facilitates the pursuit
of the good life — is ‘polity’. Polity gives weighted recognition to various
claims, thus reducing the risk of revolution and chronic disorder. It also
minimizes the risk of misuse of power by mechanisms that combine elements
of aristocratic, oligarchic and democratic forms of government (see pp. 172-3).
Arrangements of this kind will provide the degree of stability and justice
necessary to create an order in which the good life can be pursued in ways
that are appropriate to the character of the community and of its individual
members.

Despite the differences between Plato’s and Aristotle’s conceptions of
order, they both emphasized its positive role and sought to identify political
structures that would satisfy this fundamental goal of politics. Their general
position on this question was endorsed by their Roman successor, Marcus
Tullius Cicero (see p. 205). In his Of the Republic (c.54 BC) the state (or
‘commonwealth’) was distinguished from ‘any collection of human beings
brought together in any sort of way’, and defined as ‘an assemblage of
people in large numbers associated in an agreement with respect to justice
and a partnership for the common good’ (Cicero, 1970, p. 65). Subsequent
discussions confirm the necessary relationship between justice and the
form of order created by appropriate political structures (ibid., p. 219). For
Cicero, as for his Greek predecessors, the order created through political
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means and embodied in the state is of fundamental significance to human
beings because it produces a form of common life that is central to human
fulfilment.

Negative and positive conceptions of order in medieval
political theory: St Augustine and St Thomas Aquinas

The classical understanding of the centrality of order in politics was origin-
ally rejected by Christians because their aspirations were focused on the
world to come. Unlike the writers discussed above, early Christians did not
think that membership of a political community contributed to their pursuit
of the ultimate goal of human existence. Nevertheless, they still had to face
the issue of how they should understand the political institutions with which
they came into contact. During the course of the first four centuries after Christ,
consideration of this problem gave rise to two distinct perspectives on order.
By the early fourth century some Christians had begun to think that certain
forms of political order were of great positive significance. Within a century,
however, this view was challenged by one that ascribed to political institu-
tions a negative and largely repressive role in the pursuit of Christian goals.

The first of these positions marked a significant shift away from the origin-
ally antagonistic relationship between Christians and the political world of
the Roman Empire. The conversion of the Emperor Constantine in 312 AD
seemed to mark a significant, even miraculous, shift in the relationship
between the ‘earthly’ and ‘heavenly’ cities. It was argued that Christianized
states have a special place in God’s creation because, in cooperation with
the Church, they embody the natural principles laid down by God. They are
thus of direct and ultimate value in terms of human salvation (Markus, 1991,
pp- 94-102).

This general perspective was originally endorsed by St Augustine, the
leading Christian philosopher of the early medieval period, but from about
390 AD he adopted a position that departed radically from the Christian
version of the Greco—-Roman perspective on order. This change is attributable
to two developments. In the first place, following his ordination in 391 AD,
Augustine’s views were transformed by St Paul’s account of the indelible and
deep-seated implications of the sinful nature of humanity since the fall of
man in the garden of Eden. The disobedience of Adam means that the order
that leads to God cannot be found in human affairs. Harmony and just order
will not be restored until humanity is ‘saved’, an event that will mark its
reabsorption into the timeless realm of true divinity. The conclusion that
Augustine derived from this conception of the status of temporal existence is
that depravity and conflict are ineradicable features of human life. They can
be tempered to some degree, but they will never be overcome.
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Born into a middle-class family from Thagaste in Roman North Africa,
Augustine was educated in Carthage and Rome. He subsequently taught
rhetoric in Milan. Baptized in 387 AD, the following year Augustine returned
to Africa. He was ordained priest in 391 and consecrated bishop of Hippo in
395. His political ideas were presented in the City of God (413-27),

a wide-ranging work dealing with the relationship between paganism and
Christianity in the context of the late Roman Empire.

Augustine saw the state as an institution that was necessary to deal with
the implications of humanity’s fall from a state of grace to one where sin was
inevitable. But while political institutions were capable of furnishing the
benefits of peace, order and a type of justice to both Christians and pagans,
they were not positively connected to ultimate moral values. In this respect,
Augustine’s perception of political life differed significantly from that of many
of his Roman and Greek predecessors.

Key readings: Deane (1963); Markus (1970 and 1991).

The political bearing of these theological insights was driven home to
Augustine by contemporary developments within the Roman Empire. From
406 AD the western provinces of Rome were subjected to a series of attacks
by the Goths, which culminated in the sack of Rome in 410 AD. These events
sparked dissension among the population over the relationship between the
decline of Rome and the increasing importance of Christianity within the Empire.
In particular it was claimed that Rome was being punished for neglecting its
traditional gods. As a result of the apparent failings of what they had come to
see as a God-ordained political order and the controversies sparked by it,
Christians were compelled to reexamine the relationship between their faith and
political institutions. This issue was explored by Augustine in his City of God.

Augustine’s mature views on the political order can be divided into discrete
but related parts. He drew a sharp distinction between the rational ‘natural’
order and the order of human existence through which all must pass. The
characteristics of the latter reflect God’s response to human sinfulness; it
deals not with the rational and unchanging, but with the fluctuating effects of
the exercise of human will, often unguided by any attachment to Christian values
(Markus, 1991, pp. 109-12). Neither political institutions nor such things as
systems of law are part of the cosmic order. In place of the orthodox idea of a
Christian commonwealth, Augustine advanced the idea that government is,
and can only be, a human product. He denied that states can embody true
justice, and offered a neutral account that relates the moral status of particu-
lar states to the values adhered to by its members. The state is an ‘association
of a multitude of rational beings united by a common agreement on the
objects of their love’ (Augustine, 1972, p. 890). Since Augustine stressed the
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sinful nature of humanity, he assumed that no earthly community can be
based on the love of God, and neither can it be regarded as part of the natural
order that leads to God.

This general conception of political order underwrites Augustine’s theory
of the ‘two cities’: the ‘city of God’ and the ‘earthly city’. Augustine saw these
as distinct entities, each distinguished by the ‘object of its love’. The city of
God is timeless, does not correspond with any earthly realm, and provides a
positive framework for the realization of the supreme end for humanity. This
city is coterminous with the ‘earthly city’, a term that Augustine applied to all
political entities, including, of course, the Roman Empire. But while Augustine
insisted that this city is not part of the order that leads to God, he argued that
since Christians must, of necessity, spend their allotted time in the world, the
earthly city is of some limited and passing benefit to them. Social life is
natural, and Christians cannot withdraw from the company of their fellows.
Because of sin, however, even the minimal degree of order necessary to
ensure sociability cannot be secured without the controlling and guiding
influence of the state. Political institutions can contain sin to some extent and
can punish manifestations of sin when they occur. Moreover, the earthly city
can help to secure the enjoyment of what Augustine called ‘temporal things’.
Above all, states can ensure a degree of peace and security, which is a pre-
requisite of social existence. The earthly city thus contributes indirectly to
the realization of Christian values, even though it is not positively related to
the city of God:

that part [of the Heavenly City]...which is on pilgrimage in this condition
of mortality...needs make use of this peace...until this mortal state, for
which this kind of peace is essential, passes away. And therefore, it leads
what we may call a life of captivity in this earthly city as in a foreign land,
although it has already received the promise of redemption. (ibid., p. 877)

The order maintained by the earthly city is negative in the sense that it focuses
on the repression of conflict and the other disruptive consequences of sin; it
is also negative because it has no place in God’s cosmic order. Augustine
stressed, however, that the political order is essential for members of both
cities. He insisted that members of the heavenly city must ‘not hesitate to
obey the laws of the earthly city by which those things which are designed for
the support of this mortal life are regulated’ (ibid., p. 877). Obedience is due
even to cruel and tyrannical rulers as they produce a modicum of order and
their harsh and arbitrary rule, a consequence of the sin of the tyrant, form
part of God’s providence. Thus while Augustine divorced political order
from the natural order that leads to God, he gave it an important auxiliary
role. He thus insisted that political authority is legitimate, and argued that
Christians have an obligation to obey their political superiors.
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Augustine’s identification of political order with the need to repress at
least some of the consequences of human sinfulness was very influential in the
medieval period and beyond. For example, Martin Luther, the leading figure
in the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation, adhered to an Augustinian
conception of the relationship between government and coercive regulation.
This aspect of his thought brought him into conflict with some of his more
radical coreligionists (see pp. 307-8, 322). In the late medieval period, however,
there had developed an alternative to the Augustinian position, one that not
only revived aspects of the classical tradition, but also involved the formulation
of a far more positive view of order. This development is associated particu-
larly with the Italian monk known to us as St Thomas Aquinas (see pp. 62-3).

Aquinas’ political theory was informed by first-hand knowledge of a number
of classical works that had been rediscovered in the late twelfth century.
Aristotle’s influence was particularly important. Given Augustine’s denial
that politics forms part of the natural order, Aquinas’ endorsement of the
Aristotelian claim that humans are by nature political animals is particularly
significant. Aquinas regarded government as a necessary consequence of
sociability: “The fellowship of society being...natural and necessary to man,
it follows with equal necessity that there must be some principle of govern-
ment within society.” Government is necessary to provide an ‘ordered unity’
among groups of human beings so as to ensure that ‘in addition to the
motives of interest proper to each individual there must be some principle
productive of the good of the many’ (Aquinas, 1959, p. 5). A central point
about Aquinas’ understanding of this requirement is that government is seen
as a means of fostering effective cooperation, rather than a mainly repressive
institution charged with dealing with sin and its consequences. These aspects
of Aquinas’ thought are brought together in the observation that government
would be necessary even if the Fall had never occurred:

because man is naturally a social animal...men would have lived in society,
even in a state of innocence. Now there could be no social life for many
persons living together unless one of their number were set in authority to
care for the common good. (ibid., p. 105)

As a Christian, Aquinas could not accept the idea that human fulfilment takes
place within the state, but he nevertheless believed that the order created by
politics is directly related to the cosmic order that leads to God.

The positive conception of order that appeared in Aquinas’ writings was
echoed in a number of important late medieval and early modern accounts of
politics. Many of these theories were closely related to the theological
perspective that underlay Aquinas’ philosophy. For example, the late medieval
Italian thinker Marsilius of Padua stressed the cooperative features of an
order produced within an appropriately structured city state. The purpose of
such an order — to ensure the peace and security of those who participated in
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it — was directly related to their destiny as Christians. The city state also
provided the focal point for Niccold Machiavelli, but he related political
order to a conception of human fulfilment that is in many ways overtly
antagonistic towards the political implications of Christianity. Like the classical
writers upon whom he drew, Machiavelli regarded participation in the polit-
ical life of a republic as a way of both creating and enjoying the benefits of
a political order that provides the basis for human fulfilment. Unlike earlier
Christian writers such as Marsilius, Machiavelli insisted that the values enshrined
in a popular republic are largely independent of, and in some ways hostile to,
notions of politics that relate it to divine providence (see pp. 64-6).

In addition to developing an account of a system of popular order created
within a republic, Machiavelli also analysed ‘princely’ government, or rule by
a single person. In this context, however, he stressed the need for the prince
to maintain his supremacy over the state and to ensure that he is the sole
active force in an order where the rest of the population is essentially passive.
For example, Machiavelli advised princes that it is better to be feared by their
subjects than to rely on their love:

whether men bear affection depends on themselves, but whether they are
afraid will depend on what the ruler does. A wise ruler should rely on what
is under his own control, not on what is under the control of others.
(Machiavelli, 1988, pp. 60-1)

By emphasizing the negative rather than the positive aspects of an order
appropriate to a principality, Machiavelli advanced a conception of the ends
of politics that is similar to the one produced by a number of important early
modern thinkers. In the one hundred years after 1570, the Frenchman Jean
Bodin, the Dutchman Hugo Grotius and his English contemporary Thomas
Hobbes each developed a theory of sovereignty that gave a new and distinctive
expression to a conception of politics that emphasized the state’s repressive
role. These writers identified the need for an order that is created and
maintained by a single orderer, and related government to the ‘sovereign’ or
supreme authority within the state.

Order and sovereignty in early modern political theory:
Bodin, Grotius and Hobbes

Jean Bodin’s most important work, The Six Books of the Commonwealth, was
produced in the midst of the series of civil wars that broke out in 1562 and
continued for the next thirty years. In these wars, fought between a French
Protestant faction (the Huguenots) and Roman Catholics, the French crown
often aligned itself with the Catholic cause. From 1571 Bodin was closely
associated with the King’s younger brother, the Duke of Alencon, who led
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a group called the politiques. The politiques were committed to the toleration
of Protestantism, a policy that from time to time was pursued by the crown.
In an environment where armed fanatics roamed at will, toleration would
have to have been enforced, and for much of the late sixteenth century the
French crown was unable to achieve this. Its failure was, of course, largely a
product of inadequate political will and restricted military capability, but these
were in turn related to the prevailing understanding of the nature and extent
of sovereign power, and of the purposes for which such power existed. Bodin
was particularly concerned with appeals to ‘customary law’ (regulations based
on customary practice), and with claims that certain officials and grandees
could legitimately resist the crown. The Six Books reflected the politiques’
belief that political authority exists to maintain order, not to realize particular
conceptions of true religion (Tooley, n.d., p. xi). It also advanced the claim
that order cannot be preserved if there is more than one source of human
authority in the state (see p. 291).

Bodin’s treatment of the state reflects the influence of Christian accounts
of the ‘good life’, which built upon Aristotle’s theory. It is important to note,
however, that he premised his position on the claim that the purpose of political
authority is to maintain order. This concern is signalled in the title of the first
chapter of Bodin’s book (‘The Final End of the Well-ordered Commonwealth’)
and in the sentence with which his work opens: ‘A commonwealth may be
defined as the rightly ordered government of a number of families, and of those
things which are their common concern, by a sovereign power’ (Bodin,
n.d., p. 1). These statements make the relationship between politics and
order and the need for an orderer a matter of definition, but in the course of
his analysis Bodin provided some justifications for these claims.

One of these arguments depends on a parallel being drawn between the
family and the state. For Bodin (and for many of his contemporaries) the
family forms a system of ‘natural’ order with a patriarchal structure, one in
which fathers exercise supreme authority over the members of their families
(Schochet, 1975). The patriarchal family corresponds to historically and
biblically sanctified patterns of authority that are replicated in an extended
form in the state. Bodin thought that the assignment of supreme power to
a single source is necessary to sustain the unity of both the family and the
state, although he regarded this point as such an obvious one that he presented
no arguments in direct support of it. To this vague (but no doubt effective)
claim about the implications of patriarchal power, Bodin added a more cogent
one relating to natural law.

The doctrine of natural law identifies a system of binding regulation that
enables human beings to live in conformity with God’s intentions (see pp. 199£f).
Bodin accepted this general view of natural law, but he justified his claims
about order by stressing the need for regulations to cover matters upon which
the laws of nature are silent. Some issues must be decided by human authority,
by what Bodin called ‘will’ not reason. Consequently there is a need for
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a human arbiter, one who can choose between morally indifferent alternatives
that have to be determined and enforced if they are not to become causes of
dissension. Bodin ascribed this role to the sovereign, and he stressed its
importance if order is to be maintained in human affairs. He also identified
a number of powers, or ‘attributes’, which he regarded as being exclusive to
sovereigns because they are necessary for the maintenance of the common-
wealth (see p. 254)

Given the circumstances in which he wrote, it is not surprising that Bodin
gave precedence to the harmful effects of disorder, going so far as to imply
that oppression is likely to be far less damaging than the conflict produced by
insubordination and a weak or non-existent order (Bodin, n.d., p. 14). At the
same time, however, he was fully aware of the dangers arising from the misuse
of political power, and he stressed that legitimate sovereigns are subject to
natural law and answerable to God. He also argued that a wise ruler will seek
the advice and assistance of officials, corporate bodies and representative
‘estates’. These laws and institutions buttress sovereignty rather than detract
from it because they facilitate the ‘right ordering’ of the commonwealth and
are not imposed upon the sovereign by his subjects. Representative or advisory
bodies derived their legitimacy from the sovereign and for this reason can be
seen as self-imposed constraints or safeguards (ibid., pp. 79, 106-7).

Grotius, a Dutch jurist and philosopher, served in the Dutch administration
but was imprisoned when his patron, Oldenbarnevelt, fell from power. After
escaping from prison Grotius entered the Swedish service, serving as Swedish
ambassador to Paris from 1634. He wrote important works on natural law,
including Of the Law of War and Peace (1625). In common with a number of
early modern thinkers Grotius argued that humans’ possession of natural rights
meant that legitimate governments derived from the consent of those who were
subject to them; in some circumstances consent might give rise to states in
which all political power lay in the hands of a single, ‘absolute’ sovereign.

Key readings: Haakonssen (1985); Tuck (1993).

The idea that order will be jeopardized by subjects who think they are entitled
to challenge their sovereign’s right to rule found its most thoroughgoing
statement in the political theory of Thomas Hobbes, but important features
of Hobbes’ analysis were foreshadowed in Hugo Grotius’ The Law of War
and Peace (see pp. 213-15). Grotius’ argument that legitimate government is
created through the consent of those who are subject to it was a consequence
of his contention that human beings possess ‘natural rights’, that is, rights
that belong to them as individuals and are not the product of social recognition
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After studying at Oxford Hobbes became tutor to William Cavendish, son of
the first Earl of Devonshire, later becoming his secretary and tutor to his son.
He moved to Paris in 1640 because he feared that his defence of the king in
The Elements of Law would attract the hostility of Parliament. Hobbes
remained in Paris throughout the English Civil War, returning to England in
1651 when Leviathan had begun to attract sharp criticism from royalist exiles
in France. He lived undisturbed in England during the Commonwealth and
Oliver Cromwell’s Protectorate, and was received at the court of King Charles
IT (whom Hobbes had tutored in Paris) at his restoration to the English throne
in 1660. Hobbes remained on good terms with the King for the remainder of
his life, despite ongoing royalist hostility to his political philosophy.

Hobbes’ most famous political work, Leviathan, built upon positions
first advanced in The Elements of Law and De Cive (1642) to advance an
unequivocal defence of absolute government. He argued that political
communities that lacked a clear, single, unchallenged and unchallengeable
source of political authority were unable to provide the degree of security
necessary for beneficial human interaction. They tended inevitably to a
condition where mutual suspicion made cooperation or even forbearance
impossible, and where everyone was constantly fearful of their fellows, and
frequently victims of the violence engendered by the sense of chronic
uncertainty. Hobbes described this condition as a ‘state of war’ and sought to
persuade his readers that its impact on human well-being was infinitely more
damaging than that ever suffered at the hands of absolute rulers.

—

or political enactment. These rights consist of the power to prevent other
individuals interfering with life, liberty and body, and with those material
goods that are required for the sustenance of life. The right to these things
implies also that pre-political individuals have a right to punish those who
infringe their other rights. If human beings act strictly in accordance with
their rights, the human world will be naturally harmonious; it will form an
ideal moral order in which there will be no need for government. This ideal
state of affairs is, however, constantly threatened by malicious or ignorant
behaviour that infringes natural rights and gives rise to conflict. Consequently,
Grotius identified a need for a political order, one regulated by a sovereign
who promulgates and enforces laws to prevent individuals from improperly
and immorally pursuing their rights. For Grotius, therefore, the necessity for
a regulatory order is a consequence of human wrong-doing, and the purpose
of government is to create an orderly environment in which individuals can
safely and properly exercise rights that are intrinsic to them as human beings.

Grotius’ position can be contrasted with that of Hobbes. Hobbes did not
trace conflict to the improper exercise of rights. To the contrary, he argued that it
is a necessary consequence of individuals acting on the basis of their rights in
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He argued that viable political communities are created by their ‘sovereigns’,
that is, by rulers whose right to frame and maintain systems of

law are not open to question or scrutiny by their subjects. Attempts to curb
the power of rulers — by appeals to tradition, the word of God, the rights of all
or some of the subjects — compromised sovereignty and threatened to expose
subjects to the horrors of the ‘state of war’.

Although Hobbes’ presentation of his case was coloured by conditions
prevailing in England before and during the Civil War, he saw himself as
furnishing an account of the nature and role of government and of subjects’
obligations to obey their sovereigns that was of universal validity. This claim
was not accepted by many of his earlier readers. Although Hobbes’ preference
was for monarchy, his theory of absolute sovereignty applied to all forms of
government, not just to monarchy. It offended those who supported monarchy
for traditional reasons, while his rejection of mixed government and his refusal
to countenance any notion of limited government clashed with the views of
those who challenged royal power in the Civil War period. He was also
suspected of harbouring atheistic tendencies and basing his political thinking
on materialistic views of the natural and human worlds.

But while Hobbes’ works were rarely popular, he is often regarded as the
most significant English political thinker. His account of the sovereign as the
source of law was important in nineteenth and twentieth century jurisprudence
and the rigour of his treatment of other key issues in political philosophy has
provided an ongoing challenge to his successors.

Key readings: Baumgold (1988); Dietz (1990); Tuck (1989).

the absence of an overarching authority (Haakonssen, 1985, pp. 239-41). In the
Leviathan, Hobbes produced an account of politics that was coloured by his
experiences of the English Civil War and the events leading up to it. He made
direct reference to contemporary disorders, particularly those produced by
attempts to base political claims upon religious doctrines, or to give an inde-
pendent political role to any person or institution other than the sovereign.
The first of these objections applied as much to proponents of conventional
ecclesiastical power as to radical sectarians; the second was directed at the
pretensions of overmighty aristocratic subjects of the crown and at those who
claimed that the English parliament had an independent representative role.
As Hobbes put it:

If there had not first been an opinion received of the greatest part of
England that these powers were divided between the King and the Lords
and the House of Commons, the people had never been divided and fallen
into this civil war; first between those that disagreed in politics; and after
between the dissenters about the liberty of religion. (Hobbes, 1960, p. 119)



34 The Ends of Politics

These points of reference are important, but one must also bear in mind that
Hobbes’ Leviathan was presented as a generally valid, ‘scientific’ account of
politics.

Hobbes’ views on this matter reflect deep scepticism about the possibility
of arriving at any elaborate and generally accepted account of moral truth
(Tuck, 1984, pp. 104-5). This insight explains the range and intractability of
the religious opinions that so exercised his contemporaries; it also shows
why attempts to use these as the basis of politics were bound to produce
conflict. The starting point of Hobbes’ argument is an account of what life
would be like in the ‘state of nature’, that is, a condition in which individuals
are subject neither to the constraints of law nor to the effective influence of
shared moral ideas. State of nature theory is an analytical rather than an
historical tool. For Hobbes, as for a number of other political theorists, the
location of human beings in a state of nature provides a way of specifying the
benefits of political authority by identifying the problems that arise in its
absence. By highlighting the features of the state that are necessary to
eliminate these problems, state of nature theory identifies the key elements
of a legitimate political order.

In formulating a plausible account of natural human beings, Hobbes was
obliged to moderate his scepticism by advancing a minimal (and he thought
uncontroversial) assumption about human aspirations. He argued that because
human knowledge of the afterlife is uncertain, and since death would put an
end to human hopes, we can safely assume that people will agree to the
proposition that death is an evil that is to be avoided for as long as possible. If
death is an evil, it follows that avoidance of death is a ‘right’, that is, it is a goal
that people will agree is legitimate for them and others to pursue. On the basis
of this assumption, Hobbes built a set of moral propositions that he thought
would be generally accepted. If individuals agree that it is right for human
beings to preserve themselves, they will also recognize that it is right for them
to do what is necessary to secure this end. Since this right extends only to what
individuals think is necessary for their self-preservation, gratuitous damage
to others is illegitimate because it contravenes this condition. In the state of
nature, however, there are no authoritative agencies, so individuals must
themselves judge what actions are necessary for their self-preservation
(Hobbes, 1960, p. 84).

These three minimal rights (to self-preservation, to whatever is necessary
for self-preservation, and to decide what is necessary) are the only certain
points in a moral world beset by the uncertainty produced by scepticism. This
lack of knowledge applies not only to normative beliefs — for example, those
concerning God’s intentions for humanity or fundamental notions of justice —
but also to the ideas and aspirations of other human beings. In these circum-
stances, private judgements that relate to self-preservation produce what
Hobbes calls a ‘state of war’, a condition that carries misery and deprivation
in its train:
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[D]uring the time men live without a common power to keep them all in
awe, they are in that condition which is called war, and such a war, as is of
every man against everyman...In such condition, there is no place for
industry, because the fruit thereof is uncertain: and consequently no cul-
ture of the earth; no navigation, nor use of the commodities that may be
imported by sea; no commodious building; no instruments of moving and
removing, such things as require much force; no knowledge of the face of
the earth; no account of time; no arts; no letters; no society; and, which is
worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death; and the life of
man, solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short. (ibid., p. 82)

Hobbes’ writings are sprinkled with grimly witty asides on human nature,
but it should be noted that his analysis of the state of nature is not premised
on human depravity. Even if people are moderate in their ambitions and
generally good natured, a rational assessment of how they can best preserve
themselves in a state of nature will inevitably propel them towards a state of
war. In sharp contrast to the position advanced by Grotius, Hobbes argued
that it is the exercise of rights that leads to conflict, not their abuse or disregard
of the rights of others. Hobbes thought that this outcome is unavoidable
because each individual has a right to judge the conduct of others and to respond
in appropriate ways. Because natural individuals are roughly equal in the state
of nature, Hobbes thought that they would be sanguine about their capacity
to take what they want from others, and painfully aware of others’ ability to
take from them. Under these conditions:

there is no way for any man to secure himself, so reasonable, as anticipa-
tion; that is, by force, or wiles, to master the persons of all men he can,
so long, till he see no other power great enough to endanger him: and this
is no more than his own conservation require, and is generally allowed.
(ibid., p. 81)

Hobbes’ account of life in the state of nature raises a number of complex
and interesting questions that have exercised the ingenuity of his readers
since Leviathan first appeared. These issues cannot be addressed here, but it
is important to identify the general bearing of Hobbes’ argument and to
isolate the central problem with which he grapples. By stripping natural
humans of any particular aspirations or ideas, Hobbes was being true to his
radical scepticism. He was also making the point that the unavoidably
subjective and relativistic nature of people’s moral beliefs makes it impos-
sible to rely on them to provide the basis for establishing beneficial human
interaction. Elaborate moral and religious ideas, conceptions of virtue and
so on, cannot provide a reliable basis for human life since they vary so
greatly; but neither can those very minimal and uncontentious moral ideas
that Hobbes derived from his basic axiom concerning widespread agreement
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on the desirability of sustaining human life. Indeed, in the state of nature the
exercise of rights produces bitter conflict and misery, not peace and benefi-
cial order.

Where private judgement reigns, where there is chronic behavioural uncer-
tainty and no generally accepted rules of conduct, there can be no order, no
stability, no certainty of outcomes. Since the unacceptable features of the state
of nature are a consequence of its lack of order, Hobbes argued that its evils
can only be avoided if humans place themselves in an orderly condition. This
requirement means that they must abandon their right to private judgement
on matters pertaining to self-preservation. It also necessitates the creation of
an unquestioned and unquestionable source of public judgement. Hobbes
dubbed this agency the ‘Leviathan’, an artificial creature (that is, one created
by human beings rather than being found in nature) whose power establishes
a system of certainty and peace to replace the uncertainty and discord of the
state of nature. Hobbes” Leviathan is in fact the state, that is, a sovereign
individual or collection of individuals that act ‘in those things which concern
the Common Peace and Safetie’ and to whom individuals ‘submit their wills,
every one to his will, and their judgements, to his judgement’ (ibid., p. 112). Once
the state is created the sovereign is the source of all law, and rights are a matter
of legal definition.

According to Hobbes, because a system of government based upon the
principle of absolute sovereignty is the only way to avoid the evils of the state
of nature, it is the only legitimate form of political authority. The state is
fundamental to human well-being and is created by the voluntary actions of
those who become the subjects of it. Individuals are therefore obliged to retain
their place within this order and can be justly punished by the sovereign for
failing to do so. Significantly, Hobbes believed that the consequences of
a lack of order are so alarming that the threat of a return to the state of
nature is far more to be feared than subjection to any conceivable sovereign.
He observed that those who complain about the exercise of sovereign power
fail to consider that

the state of man can never be without some incommodity or other; and
that the greatest [incommodity] that in any form of government can
possibly happen to the people in general, is scarce sensible in respect of
the miseries and horrible calamities, that accompany a civil war, or that
dissolute condition of masterless men, without subjection to laws, and a
coercive power to tie their hands from rapine and revenge. (ibid., p. 120)

In other words, the need for order is a fundamental requirement of human
life, one that can only be satisfied by political institutions that replace private
judgement with the authoritative and binding power of a sovereign.

The writings of Hobbes and his predecessors provide a series of trenchant
and theoretically significant statements of the role that political institutions
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played in creating an orderly structure that provides the basis for human life.
Despite the repressive aura surrounding Hobbes” Leviathan, and despite his
insistence on the unquestionable supremacy of the sovereign, it is a mistake
to identify his conception of order with the systems of authoritarian and
totalitarian rule that played such a devastating role in the twentieth century.
While Hobbes thought that sovereigns should possess supreme coercive
power, he saw no need for them to intrude into all aspects of the lives of their
subjects. Moreover, the rationale of sovereignty means that individual
subjects need not obey sovereigns whose acts or omissions threaten their
fundamental safety (see p. 261).

Hobbes’ work thus provided a theoretical statement of the need for a
definitive political order in which the final right of determination rests with
a clearly identified figure. One product of this conception of sovereignty was
the ‘command theory’ of law, that is, the idea that law has a precise source and
that this source creates an order that is subject to a unified agency (the sover-
eign). In the late eighteenth and early twentieth centuries this theory was an
important element in the radical reformulation of political thinking promoted
by ‘utilitarian’ philosophers in England (see p. 270). Utilitarians held that the
actions of government should promote the ‘greatest happiness of the greatest
number’, and they adopted Hobbes’ command theory of law because it would
serve to undercut extra-political claims (such as those derived from natural
law or natural rights) and ensure that sovereigns would have both the right
and capacity to frame systems of law that would conform to the requirements
of the principle of utility. For these writers a political order with Hobbesian
characteristics was necessary to produce good law, that is, a series of clear
and unequivocal commands that would ensure the greatest happiness of the
greatest number. In the writings of the leading exponent of utilitarianism,
Jeremy Bentham, the relationship between sovereignty and utility is made
quite clear, but in those of his disciple, the jurist John Austin, there is a tendency
to treat sovereign authority as a good in itself. This feature of Austin’s
position is apparent in his definition of law as ‘a rule laid down for the
guidance of an intelligent being by an intelligent being having power over
him’ and in his identification of this power with sovereignty (Austin, 1995, p. 18;
Francis, 1980).

Bentham’s and Austin’s conception of law is similar in some important
respects to that developed by the Austrian—American jurist Hans Kelsen
in the middle of the twentieth century. Kelsen had strongly democratic
sympathies but he deliberately avoided incorporating non-legal principles
into his definition of law. He insisted that such a definition should rest
upon a purely descriptive account of legal systems in terms of ‘positive
law’, that is, law laid down and enforced by the sovereign. This approach
led Kelsen to identify the state with its laws and to consider politics in
terms of its relationship to a coercive order recognized by law. Kelsen
acknowledged that states may adopt a variety of ends, but he argued
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that their distinctive and general characteristics derive from the fact that
they comprise an order created and maintained though positive law
(Kelsen, 1949).

Order, authoritarianism and totalitarianism in modern
political theory: Carlyle, Maurras, Mussolini and Hitler

The theories discussed in this section focus on an alleged incompatibility
between the requirements of order and the tendency towards democratic or
‘popular’ government. Arguments of this kind became increasingly important
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Nineteenth-century examples of
an overtly authoritarian perspective on order can be seen in the writings of
Thomas Carlyle and Charles Maurras (see p. 40). Carlyle and Maurras were
influential men of letters rather than systematic political philosophers, but
their widely circulated writings contained lengthy and significant treatments
of political themes.

Born and educated in Scotland, Carlyle was one of the leading literary figures
of the Victorian period. A non-traditional critic of democracy and
parliamentary government, Carlyle urged his contemporaries to accept the
need for new forms of elite leadership in modern societies. His political ideas
are advanced in Chartism (1839), Past and Present (1843), Latter Day Pamphlets
(1850) and elsewhere in his voluminous literary output.

Key readings: Vanden Bossche (1991); Francis and Morrow (1994).

Carlyle’s political ideas were produced in response to the intellectual and
spiritual uncertainties, and the resultant disorders, that he thought character-
ized English life in the 1820s and 1830s. Foremost among Carlyle’s concerns
was the credence his contemporaries gave to theories of government that
minimized the guiding and regulating role of the state, and their tendency to
look for the perfection of representative government and the advance towards
democracy as solutions to the ‘condition of England question’. In Carlyle’s
view, endorsement of a minimal state and working-class demands for full
political rights are closely related: in the absence of effective elite leadership,
the mass of the population are driven to find alternatives to what has, in effect,
become a system of ‘non-government’. Democracy is the epitome of this
tendency because it places political control in the hands of those most in need
of guidance and regulation. Carlyle did not deny that people have ‘natural
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rights’, but he gave a distinctive and authoritarian meaning to this idea.
Their fundamental right is to appropriate leadership, ‘the right of the
ignorant man to be guided by the wiser, to be, gently or forcibly, held in the
true course’ (Carlyle, 1980, p. 189). Carlyle insisted that the masses have to
be governed; that is, they need to be placed within an order in which the
more able few have a recognized claim to regulate human conduct so that
it corresponds to the requirements of natural law. Carlyle attributed the
disorderly condition of the working classes to their realization of this
necessity, and to their understandable yet futile attempts to find an altern-
ative to a system that institutionalizes elite self-interest and dereliction of
duty. He assumed that humans’ awareness of the need for direction will
ensure their willing conformity to an appropriately structured hierarchical
order.

In response to the weaknesses that he perceived in contemporary polit-
ical culture, Carlyle placed increasing emphasis on the ‘heroic’ dimensions
of effective political leadership. He argued that in times of rapid and
destabilizing change, society needs to be under the control of a ‘heroic’
statesman whose claim to preeminence is recognized by the general
population. In his later writings (dating from the 1840s) Carlyle applauded
powerful and decisive rulers such as Oliver Cromwell and Frederick the
Great of Prussia, and implied that determination to subjugate the popula-
tion is a significant indicator of political greatness. These features of
Carlyle’s later political writings obscure his consistent belief that political
authority exists for the intellectual, material and moral benefit of the
ruled.

Like Carlyle, the French writer Charles Maurras waged war on the
liberal and democratic assumptions that were prevalent in modern European
culture. Maurras’ primary targets were the ideas of individual autonomy
and equality espoused by radical republicans in France. In response to
these doctrines, Maurras reiterated conventional right-wing ideas that had
first been formulated by Joseph de Maistre in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries (see pp. 142-3). Maurras insisted that inequality and
dependence are inescapable features of the human condition, and he
argued that they require human relationships to be ordered in a hierarch-
ical pattern. Republican ideas of liberty, equality and fraternity thus fly in
the face of the requirements of nature, and give rise to conditions of moral
and practical anarchy. ‘Revolutionary legality has broken up the family,
revolutionary centralism has killed community life, the elective system has
bloated the state and burst it asunder’ (Maurras, 1971b, p. 254). Repub-
lican systems of government undermine the idea of order by ignoring the
hierarchical principles embodied in the patriarchal family and in the social
and political structures of the most long-lived and successful European
states (Maurras, 1971c, p. 266). Maurras believed that these insidious
ideas were so ingrained in the mass mind of European societies that it
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was almost impossible even to ‘propagate the notion of order’ (Maurras,
1971b, p. 256).

Maurras was a journalist, literary figure and central player in the right-wing
movement Action Frangaise. His love for the monarchy and the French
Catholic Church was matched by his unremitting hatred of democracy,
republicanism and individualism. In common with a number of right-wing
contemporaries in France, and national socialist and fascist movements
elsewhere in Europe, Maurras’ political thought contained a strong thread
of anti-Semitism.

Key reading: McClelland (1996).

Maurras’ original preference was for the restoration of absolute monar-
chy (see p. 144), but towards the end of his life he threw his support behind
Marshall Pétain, the leader of the regime established in the southern part of
France following the defeat of the Third French Republic by the Germans in
1940. As the royalist tradition in France had shown itself to be impotent,
Maurras was forced to look for an alternative source of authority. Thus
while aspects of Maurras’ conception of order harked back to Maistre,
others looked forward to the political ideas that became commonplace in
the fascist and national socialist movements that emerged in Italy and
Germany in the 1920s.

These movements were virulently antiliberal and antidemocratic, and
sought to establish a new order that would form a distinctive kind of author-
itarian state. This point was made quite explicit in the definitive statement of
fascist doctrine written jointly by the political head of the Italian movement,
Benito Mussolini, and by the academic philosopher Giovanni Gentile. In
this essay Mussolini and Gentile warned that ‘One does not go backwards.
The Fascist doctrine has not chosen Maistre as its prophet. Monarchical
absolutism is a thing of the past’ (Mussolini, 1935, p. 25). Although fascists
rejected the nineteenth-century tradition of liberal democracy, they
conceived of the state as an ‘organised, centralized, authoritarian demo-
cracy’, the purpose of which was to forge the population into a system of
order that was ‘collectivist’ and ‘spiritual’ rather than ‘individualistic’ and
‘materialist’ (ibid., p. 24). Mussolini and Gentile’s rejection of these features
of modern democratic political culture is clear enough, but their positive
statements on the goals of the fascist state are expressed as broad-ranging,
vague generalities that conjure up a vision of radical national revitalization,
a process that would recapture the heroism of the Roman Empire for the
modern Italian state.
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Originally a left-wing journalist, in the years after the First World War
Mussolini led the Italian Fascist Party in their successful attempt to gain
control of the government formally headed by the King of Italy. Mussolini
took the title of ‘Il Duce’ and was dictator of Italy. His role in Italian politics
reflects his contempt for liberal-democracy and constitutional government
and his preference for a form of authoritarian single person rule representing
the will of the nation and giving effect to it.

Key reading: Brooker (1991).

Redefinition of the relationship between the state and its members was
central to this vision. Gentile and Mussolini rejected any idea that the state is
an instrument that merely serves the interests of individuals or groups. To the
contrary, the process of national renewal necessitates the realization of the
primacy of the state itself: it is an ‘absolute before which individuals and groups
are relative’ (ibid., p. 25). Its primary purpose is to impose order through the
efforts of an authoritative leader: ‘Empire calls for discipline, co-ordination
of forces, duty and sacrifice’ (ibid., p. 30). These qualities had ossified under
liberal democracy, and the proponents of Italian fascism made the recreation
of order the prime objective of their political practice and a prominent theme
in their political thinking.

While Italian fascism assumed a national political and cultural focus, the
key theme of German national socialism was ‘race’. National socialist thought
and practice was ambiguous about whether the state or the party was the
embodiment of its world view (weltanschauung), but its ideologists made it
clear that political institutions were to be regarded as the handmaidens of race.
Thus Adolf Hitler claimed that ‘In the state [national socialism] sees on
principle only a means to an end and construes its end as the preservation of
the racial existence of man’ (Hitler, 1969, p. 348). Alfred Rosenberg, the
leading formal ideologist of the national socialist movement, made much the
same point (Rosenberg, 1971, p. 192). However, since the national socialists
insisted that controlled breeding, territorial expansion and the elimination
and/or subjugation of allegedly ‘inferior’ but biologically and morally threat-
ening racial groups was necessary to preserve the interests of the ‘master
race’, they believed that political institutions were of central importance. The
alleged ‘master race’ was superior to all others, but its members varied in
their capacities to such an extent that the vast majority of them had to be
placed under the control of ‘creative minds’ who possessed the insight and
determination needed to protect the interests of their race. These individuals
had a right to control the state and to impose ‘disciplined obedience’ on the
masses. In short, the leaders of the national socialist state were responsible
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for creating an order that would ensure the survival of its ‘superior’ racial
elements. The hierarchy of racial groups could only be maintained if the prin-
ciple of hierarchy structured the political life of the ‘master race’ (see p. 148).

Cooperation and order in modern political theory:
Rousseau, Kant and Green

The ideas discussed in the previous section represent an extreme version of
a largely negative and repressive conception of order. Although this concep-
tion has played a significant role in the history of modern political thought, it
has not gone unchallenged. Important strands in modern political thinking
mirror those of the ancient and medieval periods in presenting strongly
positive accounts of the relationship between politics and order that focus
on their role in promoting cooperation. This point can be illustrated by
referring to the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a key figure in the late
eighteenth century whose ideas had a profound influence on later political
thinking.

In The Social Contract (1762) Rousseau rejected accounts of government
(identified with both Hobbes and Grotius) that explain order and obedience
by reference to fear. Rousseau objected to these theories because they at best
describe the basis of many political regimes rather than providing moral
justification for them. Rousseau argued for forms of political association that
respect the personal interests of their members while providing a way of
furthering a new and distinctly cooperative interest that is formed by the
creation of the association itself. This interest is directed towards matters
of common concern, or those things people share as members of the com-
munity. Rousseau argued that while the particular wills of individuals are
directed towards their interests, the common interest is promoted by the
‘general will’.

The idea of the general will is central to Rousseau’s cooperative concep-
tion of political order. For Rousseau the primary issue in politics is to
identify and maintain a form of order that will allow human beings to reap
the benefits of interdependence while avoiding domination and manipula-
tion. These tendencies are inherent to situations where human interaction
and dependence are not subject to regulations that are directed towards the
pursuit of common interests. Rousseau believed that human interdepend-
ence makes order a necessity; the choice is between an order that serves the
interests of only some sections of the population, and one that is designed
to further those aspects of human life in which the benefits of cooperation
have given rise to common interests. Rousseau argued that an appropriate
order can be created by a process of ‘contract’, or agreement, between free
beings. By renouncing their natural, pre-political freedom, individuals can
create
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a form of association which defends and protects with all common forces
the person and property of every associate, and by means of which each
one while uniting with all, nevertheless obeys only himself and remains as
free as before...[T]his act of association produces a moral and collective
body. (Rousseau, 1987, p. 148)

A native of the Swiss city state of Geneva, Rousseau’s philosophical reputation
developed after he moved to France in 1742. Although closely associated with
leading figures of the French Enlightenment, Rousseau was sceptical of the
assumptions about human progression to which many of these writers
subscribed. Rousseau’s writings are wide-ranging, dealing with issues in the
arts, education, science, literature and philosophy. His most important political
writings are Discourse upon the Origin and Foundation of Equality Among
Mankind (1755) and The Social Contract (1762).

In the first of these works, Rousseau explored the moral and political
implications of the growing interdependence of human beings as they might
emerge from a condition of primitive, pre-social isolation into increasingly
developed and sophisticated social conditions. Rousseau’s analysis of the
advantages and hazards of the growth of ‘civilization’ is multidimensional. It
addresses the impact of economic advancement, the significance of the
recognition of property rights, human beings’ increasing reliance on the
opinions of others, and the political implications of these developments. In this
account Rousseau highlighted the danger that the potential benefits of social
life might be lost through the corruption of human nature and the onset of
oppressive dependence, exploitation and antagonism. In The Social Contract he
considered the political implications of the paradox of progression and
corruption, identifying the requirements of a system of government that will
allow human beings to reap the benefits of sociability while still retaining their
independence. This account identifies the transformative possibilities opened
up by active membership of a properly ordered political community.
Rousseau’s claim that legitimate forms of government express the ‘general will’
of the community appealed to a range of later thinkers (Hegel, Marx,

T. H. Green and Lenin among them) with diverse views on the nature and
purpose of the state.

Key readings: Cullen (1993); Masters (1968); Shklar (1969).

An important feature of Rousseau’s position is that political institutions
may sustain an order that enables a new form of human existence: the pursuit of
shared values means that humans can be both individual and social beings.
The transformative implications of political order are also apparent in the
contrast that Rousseau’s German successors drew between the potentialities
of a regulated environment and the limitations of a situation where people
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seem to be free to follow their own inclinations. For example, the late eighteenth-
century philosopher Immanuel Kant (see p. 70) wrote that, while human
beings are obliged to interact with their fellows in order to satisfy their needs,

their inclinations make it impossible for them to exist side by side for long
in a state of wild freedom. But once enclosed within a precinct like that of
civil union, the same inclinations have the most beneficial effect. .. All the
culture and art which adorn mankind and the finest social order man
creates are fruits of his unsociability. For it is compelled by its own nature
to discipline itself, and thus, by enforced art, to develop completely the
germs which nature implanted. (Kant, 1971, p. 46)

If human beings are naturally social, political order would be unnecessary, but
since they are not, their inclinations oblige them to establish a rational legal
order to satisfy their needs, and to ensure that they perform their moral duty
by satisfying the requirements of justice. Kant distinguished a union ‘of many
individuals for some common end which they all share’ from one in which
they ‘all ought to share’. He identified the latter with a system of ‘public right’
that is the subject matter of politics (ibid., p. 73). It is necessary for human beings
to cooperate in the creation and maintenance of a system of public right in
order to minimize the risk of unjustly infringing the freedom of individuals.

The creation of a political order thus makes it possible for humanity to
pursue what Kant took to be its moral mission. While he gave due weight to
the coercive dimensions of systems of public law, Kant’s perspective on order
is a generally positive one. The same point can be made about some of his
successors. Thus in early nineteenth-century Germany, G. W. F. Hegel (see
p- 88) developed an elaborate account of the modern state that stresses the
extent to which it provides a moral, psychological and political framework for
realizing the conceptions of personal and collective well-being that are
characteristic of the modern world. Hegel argued that the ‘essence of the
modern state is that the universal should be linked with the complete freedom
of particularity and the well-being of individuals” (Hegel, 1991, p. 283). That
is, it forms an order that expresses humans’ conceptions of both the individual
(‘particular’) and social (‘universal’) dimensions of their lives and integrates
these into a harmonious whole (see pp. 89-90).

Aspects of both Kant’s and Hegel’s political philosophy played an important
role in the thought of the late nineteenth-century British writer, T. H. Green.
In stating his position Green focused explicitly on what he regarded as the
inadequacies of the positions formulated by Hobbes and Austin. Green
rejected Hobbes’ account of sovereignty on the grounds that he could only
explain the sovereign’s possession of ‘powers’ not rights, and that he had
misconstrued rights as something that individuals can possess as individuals
(Green, 1986, pp. 44-5). For Green, in contrast, rights rest on social recognition:
they are necessary if individuals are to contribute freely to the common good
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they share with their fellows. Rights are thus of crucial importance in allowing
individuals to realize a conception of well-being that relies upon freely made
contributions to shared aspects of their existence. In a clear reference to
Hobbes’ position, Green insisted on the common nature of the good and the
need for rights to be recognized by all members of the community:

Until the object generally sought as good comes to be a state of mind or
character of which the attainment, or approach to attainment, by each is
itself a contribution to its attainment by every one else, social life must
continue to be one of war. (ibid., p. 279)

Sometimes viewed as the first professional political philosopher in England,
Green made a career as a teacher at Oxford University. He reformulated
liberal values and their political implications to take account of the importance
of the interpersonal conditions of moral autonomy. Green’s most important
political work, Lectures on the Principles of Political Obligation, appeared
posthumously, but he exerted a profound influence over those who came into
contact with him at Oxford.

A critic of ideas that identified liberalism with individualism and with
hostility to government action, Green drew on ideas derived from Rousseau
and Hegel to argue for a positive view of freedom in which the state was seen
as an agency that reflected the moral consciousness of the community and
used its power to remove barriers to free action, that is, to action through
which individuals developed their moral capacity by contributing freely to the
pursuit of objectives that they shared with other members of the community.

Key readings: Francis and Morrow (1994); Nicholson (1990); Vincent and Plant
(1984).

Green thus argued that the idea of order, and the obedience rendered to
the political superiors who create and maintain it, have to be explained by
reference to a widely held perception that the sovereign embodies the general
will of the community and upholds a system of rights that is recognized by its
members (ibid., p. 68). Sovereignty was as important to Green as it had been
to Hobbes and Austin, but he understood it in relation to the role it plays in
creating an order that enables human beings to coordinate their activities
and thus realize aspirations that are necessarily social. Consequently,

It is more true to say that law, as the system of rules by which rights are
maintained, is the expression of a general will than that the general will
is the sovereign. The sovereign, being a person or persons by whom in the
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last resort laws are imposed and enforced in the long run and on the
whole, is an agent of the general will — contributes to realise that will.
(ibid., p. 75)

Rousseau, Kant, Hegel and Green all ascribed a central role to the state in
defining and maintaining an order that will enable human beings to realize
the potentialities for cooperation that they regard as fundamental to human
well-being. Unlike those thinkers who focused on the repressive and regulatory
role of the state, these writers related order to the necessarily social dimension
of human life, and treated politics as reflections of this dimension rather than
being responsible for it. This conception of politics is epitomized in Green’s
claim that ‘will not force is the basis of the state’, and in his related argument
that for those with a developed sense of moral and social responsibility the
coercive character of law is displaced by its role as a guide and coordinator of
human actions (ibid., p. 89ff).

Order without politics: anarchism and Marxism

In concluding our consideration of order as an end of politics it is useful to
highlight the distinctive and pervasive character of this position by glancing
at a rival tradition that has become significant in nineteenth- and twentieth-
century political theory (see pp. 93ff). Anarchists and Marxists were bitter
opponents in the history of modern revolutionary socialism, but despite the
intractable nature of their rivalry they had a similar view of the relationship
between politics and order. Both in terms of its stress upon community as the
central agency through which individuals realize their potentialities, and its
historical connections with both Rousseau’s and Hegel’s thought, this tradition
developed in overt opposition to that sketched in the previous section.

Like Rousseau’s successors, anarchists and Marxists believed individual
well-being to be materially, morally and psychologically dependent upon
cooperation, and they sought to specify an order in which these aspirations
could be satisfied. They argued, however, that cooperative order is an exclusively
social phenomenon, and considered that political institutions, and above all
the state, are incompatible with it. Indeed, opponents of the state justified its
role by reference to tendencies to disorder that are integral to it, and will not
occur in its absence.

Anarchists and Marxists offered a variety of explanations for the existence
of the state, all of which point to its lack of legitimacy and the absence of any
true basis for subjects’ obligations to it. ‘Social’ anarchists and Marxists
believed that the exploitative and antisocial implications of private property
create tensions that can only be constrained by political authority, but they
denied that such authority is a neutral force. To the contrary, the inequalities
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of power produced through the exploitation of property is reflected in the
domination of the state by those who control the material resources of society.
While individualistic anarchists were not generally opposed to private property,
both they and social anarchists launched radical critiques of all ideas of
imposed authority, including those associated with conventional expressions
of religion, with all forms of external political leadership and with conventional
ideas of law.

The various targets of anarchist criticism were neatly summarized by
Emma Goldman:

Religion, the dominion of the human mind; Property, the dominion of
human needs; and Government, the dominion of human conduct, repres-
ent the stronghold of man’s enslavement and all the horrors it entails.
(Goldman, 1911, p. 59)

Goldman characterized anarchism as ‘the philosophy of a new social order’
(ibid., p. 56) and contrasted its natural basis with the artificial and counter-
productive impositions of government. Government created a tenuous order
‘derived through submission and maintained by terror’, while anarchism held
out the prospect of a ‘true social harmony’ that grew ‘naturally out of solidarity
of interests’ (ibid., p. 65).

Born in Lithuania (then part of the Russian Empire) and educated in

Prussia, Goldman lived in St Petersburg until 1885, when she moved to the
United States. Goldman was active in socialist and anarchist politics and

was imprisoned in 1917 for her part in an anticonscription campaign. Upon
her release from prison in 1919, Goldman was deported to Russia. She quickly
became disillusioned with the course of the revolution, and in 1921 she

left Russia to spend the rest of her life in exile in various European states.

A number of Goldman’s anarchist writings were published in 1910 under the
title Anarchism and Other Essays.

Key reading: Shulman (1971).

Features of anarchism and Marxism will be examined more closely in
subsequent chapters. At this stage, however, it is important to note aspects of
the relationship between these rejections of political order and some of the
views discussed above. First, there is a sense in which anarchists and Marxists
saw the state in terms that echo aspects of Hobbes’ theory. Given the implications
of private property and other sources of coercion, there is a need for a
coercive state to keep in check those tendencies that Hobbes associated with
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the state of nature, and that both anarchists and Marxists thought lay just
below the surface of the order maintained by the state. Second, given the
inequalities and exploitation that make the state necessary, the idea that
individuals can create a political structure that reflects their shared interests
is illusory. These inequalities are merely embedded in the political order. In
any case, the whole idea of the social contract is flawed because it assumes
that individuals can be something other than social beings. Far from creating
the basis of a viable social order, the creation of the state negates it. As the
Russian anarchist Michael Bakunin put it, ‘there is no room in this theory
for society, only for the State...society is totally absorbed by the State’
(Bakunin, 1973, p. 137). Finally, Marxists and many anarchists offered a
backhanded endorsement of Hegel’s conception of the state, but they insisted
that it merely sustained an uneasy balance between intractably conflicting
interests rather than resolving them. Paradoxically, the elevated idea of the
political order advanced by Hegel was necessary only because of the irresolv-
able tensions created within its underlying social structure. As Marx argued,
the illusory qualities of Hegel’s state are necessary if it is to fulfil its role in
a corrupt environment. In place of the order created by the state, both anarch-
ists and Marxists sought to identify a social order based on true sociability
and in no need of the state.

Conclusion

The writers discussed in this chapter believed that identification and mainten-
ance of an appropriate order was a precondition for worthwhile forms of
human existence. Except in the case of anarchist and Marxist views of a
post-revolutionary condition, the coercive and persuasive capacities of the
state were thought to be essential for the creation of order. Order was usually
related to human benefit, but in some cases the need for it was seen as
a requirement imposed upon humanity in fulfilment of its obligations to
God, or as being necessary for the realization of goals that are fundamental
to human beings. The latter position played an important role in ancient
political thought, while the former has been central to a long tradition of
Western thinking within a Christian framework.

The claim that the state is necessary to produce order gave rise to related
ideas about the form the state should take. That is, it is argued that only
certain types of political organization are conducive to the maintenance of an
appropriate order. In many cases, a focus upon order resulted in the rejection
of popular government and the promotion of hierarchical political and social
structures. As a modern scholar has remarked of seventeenth-century political
thought, ‘order theory was a statement of the immutably hierarchical nature
of the political world’ (Burgess, 1992, p. 134). The need for the state was
justified by the wilfulness of ordinary human beings and their inability to
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subject themselves voluntarily to effective forms of regulation. It should be
noted, however, that order was not necessarily seen as incompatible with
popular government. Both Bodin and Hobbes thought that democratic
institutions were capable of producing order provided they conformed to the
requirements of an absolutist conception of sovereignty, while Rousseau and
his successors sought to identify the main characteristics of forms of government
based on egalitarian rather than hierarchical principles.

Finally, it is useful to distinguish ‘negative’ conceptions of order from those
with a ‘positive’ orientation. As we have seen, theorists such as Augustine,
Luther, Hobbes and modern proponents of authoritarian government treated
political order as a means of repressing wrong-doing and/or compensating
for the moral and intellectual shortcomings of large sections of the population.
In contrast, thinkers such as Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas, Rousseau, Hegel and
Green took a more positive approach that related particular forms of order
to the desirability of establishing cooperative conditions in which human
beings could pursue other fundamental values.

Within Western political thinking, the state has usually been seen as the
focal point of well-ordered and mutually productive social relationships. As
noted above, anarchism, and in a more limited sense Marxism, are significant
exceptions to this pattern. Writers in these traditions look beyond the state to
situations where people will form voluntary orders that do not need the
support of political institutions and the systems of coercive regulation that
they produce and sustain. It is true, of course, that for much of the history of
Western political thought, authority has been centred in transnational
institutions such as empires but insofar as the issue of order is concerned,
imperial governments operate in ways that do not differ fundamentally from
those employed by the nation states that were, and for the most part still are,
the norm. It is worth noting, however, that current claims concerning the
emergence of ‘global’ society raise important questions about order as a goal
of political institutions and actors. The tendency towards ‘globalization’ is
seen to involve the emergence of forms of interaction, interdependency and
direction which do not merely go beyond the state but threaten to bypass it.
Global society is a complex system which is beyond the control of any state
and which lacks any institution that is comparable with the sovereign who
features so prominently in early modern and modern political theory. To the
contrary, the context in which any particular state seeks to create and maintain
a viable and beneficial order is determined by the uncertain outcome of
global forces, forces to which actors in particular states have to try to
respond.



Chapter 2

Politics and Virtue

Politics and virtue in ancient political theory
Virtue, politics and Christianity

Virtue, perfection and freedom

Conclusion

This chapter will focus on the ideas of a number of important thinkers who
identified politics and the most central of political institutions — the state —
with the pursuit of ultimate moral values. For these thinkers, politics itself, and
the organization of political institutions, played a crucial role in the practice
of the virtue, and contributed thereby to the pursuit of human perfection. In
other words, politics was seen as an activity that was centrally concerned with
the promotion of human goodness. Some of the writers discussed in this
chapter argued that a properly ordered state would directly promote the moral
goodness of its members, while others saw political authority as a means of
facilitating the pursuit of moral goodness by members of the state. In both
cases, however, the focus on virtue did not mean that other ends — for example,
happiness and freedom — were ignored. As we shall see, a number of important
political philosophers argued that virtue and freedom are closely related,
and it was generally held that true happiness is dependent upon a proper
appreciation of moral goodness. In the conceptions of politics discussed in
this chapter, however, values such as freedom or happiness were treated in
relation to the pursuit of virtue: that is, they were valued because of their
connection with moral goodness.

The chapter will open with a discussion of Plato’s and Aristotle’s political
thought. Both these thinkers examined the relationship between virtue and
the distinctive form of political existence that was made possible by member-
ship of the city state or polis. Aspects of ancient political thinking played an
important role in medieval and early modern Europe, the focus of the second
section of this chapter. In these periods the idea of virtue was applied to
nation states as well as city states and was set within a Christian framework.
This last consideration meant that discussions of the relationship between
politics and virtue were coloured by developments such as the Protestant
Reformation. One consequence of the turbulence produced by the interaction
of religious and political aspirations was the rejection of ‘virtue politics’ by a
number of important seventeenth- and eighteenth-century political thinkers.

50
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However, as will be shown in the last section of this chapter, the late
eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant and a group of
late nineteenth-century English writers revived this way of thinking about the
ends of politics, considering the role that political institutions might play in
facilitating the development of the moral character of members of the
community. In these theories the promotion of moral goodness provides
the ultimate justification for political life, but external agencies such as the
state can only play an indirect role in its promotion.

Politics and virtue in ancient political theory:
Plato and Aristotle

Identification of a direct relationship between politics and virtue is one of the
central themes of the Western tradition of political thought. This tradition
originated in the writings of Plato and Aristotle, the foremost political philoso-
phers of the ancient world. These writers are identified closely with the
flowering of philosophical activity that marked the high point of the intellectual
and political predominance of Athens among the city states of the Greek world
in the late fifth and early fourth century BC. It is significant, however, that
their lives spanned a period when the political and military status of Athens
underwent a great and painful change. Plato (see p. 23) was born in 428-27 BC,
shortly after the start of the great Peloponnesian War, and by the time of
his death in 348/47 BC he had witnessed Athens’ defeat by its rival Sparta in
404 BC, and the temporary overthrow of its democratic form of government
in the same year. Nine years after his death the city states of Greece were
absorbed into the Macedonian Empire of Alexander the Great, a figure with
whom Plato’s pupil Aristotle was closely associated.

The political structure of Sparta was based on a numerically restricted,
hereditary class that dedicated itself to military duties and to controlling a
large slave population. In contrast, although slaves, resident aliens and women
did not possess political rights in Athens, the political culture of this state was
relatively liberal and open. Free adult males exercised a range of political
rights and were entitled to play a role in the public life of the city. Athenians’
pride in their political institutions and way of life was exemplified in the
funeral oration given in 431 BC by the political and military leader Pericles
at a ceremony in honour of those who had fallen in the first year of the
Peloponnesian War:

Our constitution does not copy the laws of neighbouring states; we are
rather a pattern to others than imitators ourselves...If we look to the
laws, they afford equal justice to all in their private differences... We cele-
brate games and sacrifices all the year round, and the elegance of our
private establishments forms a daily source of pleasure... We throw open
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our city to the world, and never by alien acts exclude foreigners from any
opportunity of learning or observing...while in education, where our
rivals from their very cradles by a painful discipline seek after manliness,
at Athens we live exactly as we please, and yet are as ready to encounter
every legitimate danger ... In short, I say that as a city we are the school of
Hellas; while I doubt if the world can produce a man, who where he has
only himself to depend upon, is equal to so many emergencies, and graced
by so happy a versatility, as the Athenian. (Thucydides, 1968, pp. 93-5)

The polis of Periclean rhetoric reflected its distinctive qualities at the high
point of its development. Even allowing for the nervous exaggeration that
often marks contemporary reactions, it is generally acknowledged that Plato
and his contemporaries confronted a rapidly changing world. The rise of Athens
as aregional power transformed the character, direction and scale of political
activity in the city, and during Plato’s life the impact of this transformation
was aggravated by the experience of war, defeat and revolution. The instincts
that Plato brought to bear on these developments were generally conservative.
One indication of this orientation was his initial enthusiasm when rule by ‘the
many’ (the demos) was replaced by a dictatorship of thirty men identified with
the long-established, well-to-do Athenian families from which Plato came.
This coup, which took place in 404 BC, was shortlived, and so too was Plato’s
endorsement of it. But although ‘the thirty’s’ cruelty, illegality and self-interest
led Plato to withdraw his support for them, his initial approval of the overthrow
of popular government in Athens reflected a deep-seated disenchantment with
contemporary democratic politics and the moral attitudes that underwrote it.

Plato’s views on the moral basis of political corruption are apparent in his
critical treatment of two sets of relative newcomers in Athenian politics: the
‘sophists’, specialized, professional teachers, epitomized in the figure of
Gorgias, after whom one of Plato’s dialogues is named; and the ‘demagogues’,
ambitious politicians, often from the nouveau riche. The sophists, who first
made their appearance in Athens in the fifth century BC, prided themselves
on imparting skills of a general, non-specialized nature to those who wished
to make their mark upon the public life of their city. In Plato’s works (and one
should note that these do not necessarily provide a reliable guide to anything
other than Plato’s perceptions) Gorgias and his colleagues are closely identified
with the art of rhetoric, and with a moral viewpoint that may be described as
‘relativistic’. Moral relativists argue that conceptions of justice reflect the
requirements of particular groups of people, not immutable, universally applic-
able ideas. Since there are a variety of such groups, one must accept that
basic behavioural norms will vary from place to place and from time to time.
As we shall see, this view was anathema to Plato. In any case, he tended to
impute to the sophists the idea that moral standards are merely a matter of
expediency and may quite accurately (and perhaps more honestly) be specified
in the language of self-interest or power.
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Plato associated moral relativism and rhetoric with the theory and practice
of contemporary Athenian democracy. He thought that demagogues were
ingratiating themselves with the least enlightened and most numerous mem-
bers of the citizen body by pandering to their partial and narrow conception
of their own self-interest. In The Gorgias, Plato likened oratory to the ‘“false
art’ of cookery:

[it] pays no regard to the welfare of its object, but catches fools with the
bait of ephemeral pleasure and tricks them into holding it in the highest
esteem...Now I call this sort of thing pandering and I declare that it is
dishonourable ... because it makes pleasure its aim instead of good, and
I maintain that it is merely a knack and not an art because it has no
rational account to give of the nature of the various things that it offers.
(Plato, 1960, p. 46)

Orators debase the populace (in much the way that an unscrupulous medical
attendant debases a self-indulgent patient) and hasten the ruin of the state.
This process of corruption is made possible by the politically effective but
morally dehabilitating potentialities of rhetoric. Demagogues trained in this
false art displace true statesmen, that is, those who are distinguished by their
virtue and their determination to use political power to promote virtue in the
state. Rhetoric persuades; it induces belief rather than conviction founded on
reason, and is thus ideally suited to encourage human beings to do that for
which no ultimately binding reason can be given. Of course persuasion may
appeal to people’s perception of their self-interest, but it does so by distracting
their attention from ultimate standards of moral goodness.

Plato’s critical reaction to sophists and demagogues reflected his assess-
ment of their role in corrupting the Athenian state; it also provided the basis
for general statements on appropriate political structures and behaviours. In
particular, Plato’s criticism of sophism and demagoguery was part of an
attempt to reestablish the connection between politics and virtue. The conse-
quences of divorcing politics from virtue could be seen in the instability, moral
dissolution and political unscrupulousness that Plato thought disfigured con-
temporary politics. In many of his political works, most notably in the Republic,
Plato painted a vivid picture of a corrupt state. Drawing an analogy between
a grossly self-indulgent individual and a polis that has become obsessed with
material luxuries, he portrayed this state as bloated and unhealthy (Plato,
1970, p. 107). It cannot rest content with a particular level of overindulgence,
but is driven by forces that parallel the psychological restlessness of the
greedy individual to seek ever new and often contradictory means of gratifi-
cation. In the luxurious state these tensions manifest themselves in ruthless
competition between self-interested individuals. Attempts to resolve these
tensions by expanding the search for means of gratification beyond the bound-
aries of the state merely generate conflict with other states. It is important to
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note, however, that although Plato believed that the weaknesses of the lux-
urious state have a moral source (they reflect a lack of internal regulation or
self-constraint), he stipulated that they can only be cured by a radical course
of political treatment.

That virtue is the end of politics is an axiom, a fundamental principle of
Plato’s political thought: the polis was a cooperative order directed towards
the realization of goodness and the attainment of human perfection. Moral
rules subjected the appetitive and irrational aspects of human nature to its
rational elements in such a way that the virtuous individual could be said to
possess a well-balanced soul. To some degree this conception reflected Plato’s
attachment to a traditional ideal of the polis, but the implications of Plato’s
views were far from conventional. To the contrary, they necessitated a radical
restructuring of political institutions and rejection of the democratic values
of Athenian political culture.

The Republic opens with a discussion of the nature of justice (or right), a
value that both Plato and the other participants in the dialogue took to be
central to political life and the defining characteristic of the state. Having
refuted definitions of justice as ‘telling the truth and paying one’s debts’ (on
the ground that these practices may actually be harmful), and ‘giving every
person their due’ (because this would imply that it is just to harm evil-doers and
thus lower them further in the scale of human excellence), Plato addressed
variations on the theme that justice is merely a cover for the pursuit of self-
interest. The first book of The Republic closes with refined versions of the
self-interest argument. It is claimed that justice is merely a way of dealing
with problems produced by the unrestrained pursuit of a natural inclination
to self-interest. According to this view, justice is a general term describing
systems of regulation that are enforced by coercion, and are necessary to
counteract individuals’ natural tendency to pursue the benefits that accrue
from unpunished wrong-doing.

Neither these arguments nor the question of how justice should be defined
are confronted in the first book of The Republic. Instead Plato concluded this
part of the work with a challenge:

Prove to us...not only that justice is superior to injustice, but that, irre-
spective of whether gods or men know it or not, one is good and the other
evil because of what it inevitably does to its possessor. (ibid., p. 99)

In order to respond to this challenge Plato had first to arrive at a clear and
adequate definition of ‘justice’; he then had to show its superiority to injustice;
and finally he had to explain why its practice is intrinsically beneficial to
humanity. In the course of developing these arguments, he made it clear that
justice is the key value in politics. To be a just member of a just state is the
highest form of virtue to which human beings can aspire; it is so high in fact
that politics becomes identified with the pursuit of perfection.
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The close link between politics and human virtue is signalled in the opening
passages of the second book of The Republic. Plato argued that since justice in
the individual is so difficult to determine, he will begin by trying to identify it
on a large scale, that is, in the state. This approach is presented as a way of
compensating for cognitive myopia — we shall be able to see justice more
clearly in the state because it appears there writ large — but it also foreshadows
the outcome of Plato’s analysis where justice in the state and justice in the soul
are treated as analogues. Before arriving at this conclusion, Plato traversed
an extensive terrain. He developed an account of the growth and corruption
of a political community; he then identified the structural and behavioural
requirements of an ideal city, and specified the personal attributes required
by those who can satisfactorily perform the range of functions necessary to
sustain a well-ordered and hence just state. It is important to note that the
political and social structure of the ideal state is premised on the idea that
functions must be matched with, and restricted to, distinct capacities. While
intellectual and moral potentialities can be fostered through education and
training, Plato assumed that different human beings possess differing innate
capacities; these may be developed, but they cannot be transformed.

Plato subscribed to the conventional idea that individuals achieve fulfilment
as members of a polis. He argued, however, that human beings have markedly
different capacities and he insisted that the structure of the ideal state must
reflect this fact. A key requirement is that political power must be placed in
the hands of a ‘guardian’ class that consists of people with highly developed
moral and intellectual qualities. This group occupies the supreme place in
a fixed and exclusive hierarchy and monopolizes political power. The guard-
ians’ total control of the state is justified by their superiority over the rest of
the population in terms of the key attribute of governors: the knowledge of
what is good for the state. This knowledge is a consequence of the guardians’
acquaintance with the form’ of goodness, that is, with goodness itself as an
unqualified quality. In Plato’s theory, the form of goodness and other objective
qualities is the source of values that are realized to a greater or lesser extent
in the world of ordinary thought and experiences (ibid., pp. 236—43). Individ-
uals’ capacity to grasp the forms is a consequence of distinct natural capacities
that are possessed by only some members of the population. These potential-
ities have to be nurtured and refined by a rigorous process of education, and
verified through selection procedures that are blind to class, parentage or
gender.

An unusual feature of Plato’s position is that he argued that biological
differences between men and women are irrelevant to fitness to rule. The main
‘natural’ difference between the sexes centres on their role in the reproductive
process, and Plato argued that it is not possible to infer from this that women
are necessarily unfit for membership of the guardian class: some women may
thus become full members of this class. Plato reiterated this argument in his
later account of a second-best state in The Laws (ibid., pp. 201-10). In light of
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the deep-seated misogyny embedded in Athenian life, and the practice and
political theory of subsequent societies, Plato’s focus on relevant differences
in settling questions of membership of the state has rightly been described as
‘extraordinary’ (Okin, 1992, pp. 36-8).

Since Plato considered the inferior capacities of women to be a consequence
of education and social conditioning, it is understandable that his account of
their role in the ideal state is introduced by referring to women’s education.
Because women are eligible for membership of the guardian class it is
imperative for them to be exposed to the same system of education and
testing as men. This regime is both intellectual and moral: it is designed to
endow the guardians with a knowledge of ultimate goodness, and with the
fortitude and strength of character necessary to draw the human world into
closer correspondence with it. The effectiveness of the educational and select-
ive processes are reinforced by strict specifications concerning the guardians’
way of life. They should not possess private property, and neither should they
enter into familial or marital relationships that will distract them from the single-
minded pursuit of virtue (Plato, 1970, pp. 161-5; 211-23). This last stipulation
means that women are freed from their traditional roles within the family
and are thus able to take their full place within the state (Okin, 1992).

Plato’s ideal state is based upon fundamental human needs and its organ-
ization takes account of natural attributes. It is harmonious, orderly and stable
and, since it is a perfect state, it must embody justice in its highest and most
complete form. Plato argues that the perfect justice of the ideal state is a con-
sequence of its distinguishing features: courage (the distinctive virtue of the
auxiliaries); wisdom (embodied in the guardians); and discipline (which is
infused throughout the whole). A society that manages to uphold these virtues
and assign corresponding duties to the appropriately qualified people can be
said to possess justice. A just state is one in which each element or class
performs only the function for which it is fitted by nature; the principle of
justice consists in individuals ‘keeping to what belongs’ to them ‘and doing
[their] own job’ (Plato, 1970, p. 182). The same principle applies to the just
individual. The just individual’s soul will be well-ordered; its elements will
perform their proper function, and they will also exhibit a sense of due pro-
portion. The elements in question are ‘spirit’, which produces bravery, and
‘reason’, which produces both wisdom and discipline when it subordinates
appetite and spirit to it. The soul is just when these three elements work in
harmony to produce a condition of overall balance that parallels that which
characterizes the just state. In contrast, injustice in the soul is analogous to
injustice in the state. In both cases the constituent elements encroach on
each other’s functions, producing confusion, disorder and disharmony
(ibid., p. 197).

The order that Plato thought necessary for an ideal state is justified on the
grounds that it is perfect in itself and makes it possible for its members to be
morally good. Because Plato thought that individuals have differing levels of
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natural capacities, the practice of virtue will take on a number of forms: some
will rule, others will fulfil necessary but subordinate roles within the state.
Despite these differences, however, the relationship between politics and
virtue depends on satisfaction of a single general condition: namely that
appetite — the cause of disorder in the luxurious state — must be subject to the
governance of reason.

The analogy that Plato drew between the unjust soul, the unjust state and
an unhealthy organism signals his response to the question of why justice
should be preferred to injustice. The unjust person is racked by contradictory
tensions. The just person, by contrast, enjoys a psychic harmony that is a con-
sequence of the healthy, natural balance of his or her soul. This outcome
exemplifies Plato’s belief that moral goodness is closely related to beauty.
Beauty conveys images of harmony, due proportion and satisfying order.
These values played an important role in Plato’s political thought and by
identifying them with beauty he drew attention to his belief that moral rules
reflect absolute values. Like beauty, moral goodness (or the practice of
virtue) is infinitely satisfying because it reflects a disposition that is marked
by a harmonious interrelationship of parts. It thus stands in stark contrast
to the driven and discordant condition of those who seek satisfaction in
bodily pleasures or immoral aspirations. As Plato put it, ‘Virtue is a kind of
mental health or beauty or fitness, and vice a kind of illness or deformity or
weakness’ (ibid., p. 198). To Plato and the other participants in the dialogue,
the attractions of virtue make the preference for justice over injustice self-
evident.

Since virtue (or the attainment of justice) is the goal of human life, one
that brings satisfaction to individuals because it reflects a natural ordering of
the soul, it must necessarily play a central role in politics. One reason for this
is that for Plato, as for other Greeks, the state is the all-embracing focus of
human life. However, Plato’s belief that there is a direct parallel between
justice in the state and justice in the individual adds a distinctive element to
this conventional view, one that makes a particular form of politics integral to
the pursuit of virtue. Platonic politics are a precondition for the perfection of
human nature through the exercise of the highest virtue and their practice
must reflect this requirement. Justice in the state and justice in the individual
are mutually reinforcing.

Central aspects of Plato’s account of the relationship between politics and
virtue were challenged by Aristotle. Aristotle considered a life of contempla-
tion to be the pathway to the highest virtue, but he qualified the rigour of this
observation with the comment that such a way of life is unattainable for most
human beings. Consequently, he offered an account of the ends of politics
that relate it to the pursuit of a significant, if less than complete, ideal of
human well-being. The polis is a focus of human virtue, but in Aristotle’s theory
this entails a view of the individual and the state that differs markedly from
that prescribed for the members of Plato’s ideal state.
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A native of Stagira in northern Greece, Aristotle attended Plato’s Academy
from 367 to 347. Between 342 and 336 he was tutor to the son of Philip II,
King of Macedonia, later known as Alexander the Great. In 336 Aristotle
returned to Athens, remaining there until 323 as head of his own school, the
Lyceum. Aristotle’s intellectual interests were extensive, embracing biology,
physics, logic and poetics, as well as moral and political philosophy. His major
political work, The Politics, was published after his death from lecture notes.
It bears the stamp of extensive research undertaken by Aristotle and his pupils
at the Lyceum into different systems of government and political practice in
the Greek world and beyond. It also reflects his belief that questions about
ultimate values can be addressed by reference to the world of human
experience and not, as in Plato’s theory, to a world of perfection to which
human affairs should be brought into correspondence.

In The Politics Aristotle treats the city state (or polis) as the supreme form
of human association, one that incorporates more restricted associations such
as the family and village and makes it possible for human beings to pursue the
‘good life’. This condition is one that allows humans to realize their potential,
and, while there are certain material preconditions of the good life, its
distinctive and valuable features relate to the development and exercise of
a range of moral and intellectual virtues by members of the community. In
its more complete manifestations the good life requires that humans share in
the public life of the community as citizens and officeholders. Since Aristotle
thought that sharing was only possible between equals, he argued that the
intellectual, material and moral characteristics of the population of a given
community should determine who is qualified to be a citizen and to hold office.

Aristotle’s sympathies tended towards the claims of the ‘few who are best’
and thus points to forms of government that are essentially aristocratic. In some
circumstances, however, democracy would be justified and, in any case, he
recognized that there was something to be said for giving ‘the many’ a limited
role in the political life of the community. For Aristotle, as for the Greeks in
general, ‘the many’ embraced free males but excluded women and slaves.

Aristotle’s moral and political ideas were very influential in the late medieval
period when Aquinas incorporated aspects of them into an account of the
state that reflected Christian values. His broad-ranging conception of the
moral purpose of the state has continued to be an object of interest to political
thinkers in the early modern and modern periods.

Key readings: Johnson (1980); Keyt (1991); Mulgan (1977).

In Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle identified political science — the science
of the polis — with the realization of ‘human good’ (Aristotle, 1975, p. 1,094a).
Since the polis is the most all-embracing of human communities, one that is
directed to the good of all the members of the community, Aristotle claimed
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that it exists for the sake of the ‘good life’ of its members. He regarded this
condition as the main end of human life and he adopted a ‘teleological’
approach to politics that considers it in relation to the ends to which it is
directed. In the case of human beings, the pursuit of their end necessitates
the cultivation and exercise of two types of virtue, the ‘intellectual’ and the
‘ethical’. The first of these embraces both ‘practical wisdom’ (which directs
humans to ethical ends and the means appropriate to achieve them), and
‘wisdom’ as such, which involves the contemplation of unchanging objects.
While a life of pure contemplation is ‘too high’ for human beings, Aristotle
believed that ‘wisdom’ plays an important but not complete role in the good
life. Such a life is, however, closely related to the pursuit of ethical virtues,
and politics is central to their cultivation.

The virtues in question are courage, justice (honesty in business matters),
magnificence (generosity to one’s friends and one’s city), magnanimity (ambition
based on an accurate estimation of one’s value to the community), good
temper, friendliness and temperance (self-control of physical desires). Aristotle’s
list of ethical virtues has a clubbish air that contrasts sharply with the austerity
of Plato’s conception of virtue, and reflects the values of the well-educated,
well-established members of the Athenian upper middle class with which
Aristotle identified (Wood and Wood, 1978, pp. 214-23). One should bear in
mind, however, that these virtues are related to the type of political community
familiar to Greeks. Seen from this point of view, the practice of ethical virtue
is inseparable from membership of the polis.

The close relationship between politics and the good life is underlined by
Aristotle’s account of the polis as a ‘community’, that is, a way of life in which
the members of the polis have important things in common. In the first book
of his Politics Aristotle distinguished between three forms of association: the
family, the neighbourhood or village and the polis. The first two of these
associations differ from the polis: life in them is limited or incomplete, and
these and all other human groupings are embraced by the polis. Although these
other associations make important contributions to the ‘good life’, this end
can only be realized in a complete, self-sufficient community. The polis is

an association which may be said to have reached the height of full self-
sufficiency; or rather...we may say that while it grows for the sake of mere
life...it exists ... for the sake of a good life. (Aristotle, 1958, pp. 4-5)

The polis is the supreme form of association; it regulates the others and its
end is the supreme end for its members. It is a cooperative order through
which they practise virtue and thus enjoy the ‘good life’. The polis is so funda-
mental to human well-being that it could be described as ‘natural’. Aristotle
believed that ‘natural’ things are endowed with supreme value because they
have realized their innate potentialities and have thereby attained their end.
For human beings, the end is the perfection of their capacity for virtue and
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since the state is central to this process it is not merely a matter of convention, as
the sophists claimed. It follows that the polis is natural and man is, as Aristotle
said, by nature a political animal (ibid., p. 6).

In Aristotle’s theory, friendship and ‘justice’ are central features of the
state. The first of these qualities relates to a broad conception of what it
means to be a member of a community and encapsulates the idea of a shared
existence. In addition to referring to financial honesty, the term ‘justice’
summarizes all the moral values contained within the state. Aristotle, however,
combined ideas of ‘what is due to one’ with those concerning desserts (or
what one deserves), a judgement that is determined by his idea of ‘distributive
justice’. This principle relates one’s shares in and one’s contribution to a
community to one’s attributes and capacity; it specifies that ‘equals should be
treated equally’, and this, of course, requires the determination of relevant
capacities. When this principle is applied to the polis it raises questions about
the relationship between the range of capacities possessed by its different
members and the pursuit of the ethical goals that constitute the end of the
community. Because the polis is a form of common existence there are limits
to the differences that can exist between its members. A crucial consideration
is that they must have enough in common to be able to share in the life of the
community.

One important consequence of this stipulation is that the proportion of
a given population that can be full members of a polis (or ‘citizens’ as Aristotle
calls them) will depend on a variety of factors that bear on its composition.
Where all are literally equal, then all may be citizens, but where there are
significant differences in wealth, education, function or outlook, distributive
justice requires that citizenship is limited to duly qualified sections of the
population. Aristotle’s analysis of ‘constitutions’, a term that he used to
identify the citizen body, will be discussed more fully in later chapters. At this
stage it may be noted that he believed that the principle of distributive justice
invariably prevents both women and slaves from being citizens. Aristotle’s
views on the status of women were far more conventional than those of Plato
since he endorsed the Athenian practice of treating them as inferior members
of the household, not citizens of the state. Aristotle justified the low status
ascribed to women and slaves by pointing to their ‘natural inferiority’. He
argued that neither of these groups can stand in a position of equality
with free males, and consequently they cannot be members of the state. As
functionally important members of the family, slaves and women contribute
to the good life, but they do so under the direction of their putative superiors.
They are ‘instruments’, as Aristotle put it, and do not, strictly speaking, share
in the good life. Nor can they aspire to the high levels of virtue that member-
ship of the polis makes possible. By contributing to the good life members of
the family may, perhaps, attain that degree of virtue that their natural
inferiority makes possible. Incorporation within the state allows women and
slaves to perfect their natures, although their natures were regarded by Aristotle
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as ‘lower’ than those whose attributes entitle them to full membership of the
polis (ibid., pp. 36-8). For the most part, however, Aristotle focused on the
functions that women perform within a political and social culture that is
directed towards the realization of a citizen body that is never seen as extending
beyond the free-born male members of the community (Okin, 1992, pp. 78-9).

If one accepts Aristotle’s conception of distributive justice and also his
claims about the capacities of different sections of the population, then his
assumption that citizenship should be limited conforms to the requirements of
justice. Where this is the case, however, it is important to recognize that the
positive relationship between politics and virtue applies only to those who are
full members of the state: the rest of the population contribute to the life of the
state without partaking of it. A corollary of this stipulation is that virtue only
characterizes states where citizenship is restricted to those who really are
equals. Aristotle made this point when he contrasted a ‘true’ state with a polit-
ical association that is really no more than a ‘mere alliance’ to provide mutual
defence and promote economic activity (Aristotle, 1958, pp. 118-19).

It should be noted, however, that elsewhere in The Politics Aristotle
appears to have taken a less restrictive position. By recognizing that most
societies have a mixed socioeconomic, intellectual and moral composition,
and in allowing varying types and levels of political participation to those who
are not equals in the strict sense, it seems that he was recognizing the limited
but significant capacity for virtue possessed, if not by all the adult population,
at least by free-born males. Without attaining the status of a true state, some
political associations may transcend a ‘mere alliance’ and assume some of the
characteristics of a polis; that is, they become associations devoted ‘to the end
of encouraging goodness’ (ibid., p. 118).

Of course, if one can identify the basis for a fundamental form of equality
that encompasses all human beings, then it becomes possible to see a properly
ordered political community as a means of promoting the moral goodness of
all its members. It was a long time before this consideration was applied to
women’s political status, but in some medieval political theory ideas derived
from Christianity played a significant role in undermining the moral, if not
the political, implications of the distinctions upon which Aristotle depended.

Virtue, politics and Christianity: Aquinas, Machiavelli,
Luther, Calvin and radical Protestantism

Although there are significant differences between Plato’s and Aristotle’s
understanding of the nature and implications of virtue, they both believed
it to be intimately related to politics. This general belief was central to the
Greco—Roman conception of politics that was restated in the first century BC
by the Roman lawyer and statesman, Cicero. In Of the Republic Cicero defined
a commonwealth or state as ‘a multitude joined together by one consent of
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law and their common good’ (see p. 206). He identified the common good
with the practice of justice; without justice states are, to a greater or lesser
extent, no more than large robber bands. This view may be contrasted with
Judeo—Christian suspicions of humanly created institutions, with its reliance

Aquinas, a native of Sicily and a member of the Dominican Order, was
educated in Naples, Paris and Cologne. He taught in the latter before returning
to Italy, where from 1259 to 1268 he wrote the first part of his major work,
Summa Theologiae; the second part, which was never completed, was written in
Paris between 1269 and 1274. Aquinas’ political thought was part of a
large-scale system of Christian ethics that was informed by his appreciation

of Aristotle’s writings. In addition to the Summa, Aquinas also wrote a
treatise, On Princely Government, and commentaries on Aristotle’s ethics and
politics.

Although Aquinas was committed to the Christian idea that human
perfection was not possible on earth, he nevertheless regarded social life
and the political institutions that were necessary to sustain it as being of
great moral significance. A well-ordered state provided a framework in
which its members might enjoy peace and security, provide mutual
support and act justly towards one another. Human beings were under an
obligation to live in conformity with ‘laws of nature’ which reflected God’s
intentions for them. Human law was a system of regulation that applied
the requirements of natural law to specific situations and utilized the
power of the state to uphold these requirements. Natural law thus
provided the basis for human law and the standard against which its
form and administration was to be measured. While this view of law
emphasized the moral significance of the state it also imposed
significant moral constraints on the conduct of rulers towards
their own subjects and to members of other political communities.

The tradition of natural law thinking in which Aquinas has played
a leading role has been important in medieval, early modern and
modern political thought and continues to have an impact on
contemporary discussions of human rights.

Aquinas stressed the advantages that might flow from monarchy,
but in common with Aristotle he also thought that in some
circumstances monarchical states might be strengthened by
arrangements that gave complementary political roles to both elites
and to the broader population. These ideas are associated with
theories of ‘mixed government’.

Key readings: Copleston (1975); Finnis (1998).
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upon God to produce a truly just society, and its tendency to regard life in the state
as at best a form of exile from the promised land. Augustine’s rejection of Greco—
Roman conceptions of the naturalness of the state, and the divorce between
politics and the pursuit of ultimate values that was implied by it, represented an
attitude towards politics that was common in early medieval European thought
(see p. 25). This view probably related to a general problem (faced both by the
Jewish people and by Christians in the Roman Empire) of how the faithful should
respond to demands placed upon them by theologically questionable, or at least
diverse, political units. It was thus no accident that when the Augustinian
position was challenged in the late medieval period, the Christian state had
become the predominant form of political organization in Western Europe
(Copleston, 1975, p. 238). This challenge was made by Christian thinkers who
attempted to redefine the relationship between their faith and the recently redis-
covered original formulations of the political ideas of a number of ‘pagan’ Greek
thinkers. Important statements of the political implications of this process were
produced in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries by St Thomas Aquinas.

Although he thought that Greek philosophy could not be regarded as an
adequate statement of the human condition because it was not informed by
the fruits of Christian revelation, Aquinas insisted that the relationship
between Greek and Christian thought was not antagonistic or mutually exclusive.
To the contrary, he held that Christianity was in harmony with the high point
of philosophy found in Greek writings, and that it completed the understanding
of the human condition for which the Greeks had strived. An important
consequence of this view was that Aquinas was able to restore the close con-
nection between virtue and politics that had been a feature of Greco-Roman
thought. Indeed, Aquinas was able to extend the idea of membership of a
political community to include virtually the whole of the population.

Unlike Aristotle, Aquinas did not think that a genuine political community
needs to be made up of equal beings. In his view inequality is natural to
humanity, as is the need for regulation by the ‘more wise’. But neither
inequality nor subordination detract from the dignity of human beings: all
are God’s creatures and even the wisest of men are subject to God’s direction
and control (Aquinas, 1959, p. 103). Aquinas distinguished between political
subordination and servile subjection, a penal condition resulting from sin. He
argued that only the latter excludes individuals from membership of the state,
or from participation in the ‘good life’. Political subordination is essential to
the pursuit of this good: it entails full membership of the community and
involves ideas of sharing and responsibility that elevate ordinary male members
of society, and women, above the instrumental status to which Aristotle
assigned them (Coole, 1988, pp. 65-9; Gilby, 1958, pp. 154, 193).

In Summa Theologica and other writings that bear on politics, Aquinas
identified the state with the pursuit of the ‘good life’ and accorded this goal
an important place in the realization of virtue. Of course, as a Christian
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thinker Aquinas did not regard the good life as an ultimate end for humanity;
this consists in the reconciliation of God and man through the latter’s
attainment of the ‘beatific vision of God in heaven’ (Copleston, 1975, p. 200).
However, he argued that political life is natural, and consequently that
politics can make a significant and positive contribution to the realization
of ultimate values. By linking the ‘good life’ to humanity’s infinite end,
Aquinas elevated the status of politics and closely related it to the practice
of virtue and the pursuit of perfection. This point was made quite clear in
his discussion of the duties of a king: ‘because the aim of a good life on this
earth is blessedness in heaven, it is the king’s duty to promote the welfare of
the community in such a way that it leads fittingly to the happiness of
heaven’ (Aquinas, 1959, p. 79).

Aquinas insisted that the state is not merely a damage-limitation mechanism
made necessary by man’s fall from grace. Even if human beings were free
from sin, sociability would be necessary to direct and guide them in their
pursuit of the common good, which it alone makes possible (ibid., p. 105).
Political institutions maintain peace, ensure an adequate supply and distribution
of the material necessities of the good life, and promote ‘good action’ (ibid.,
pp- 3-9). Good actions are those that conform to the particular requirements
of natural law that bear on the life of a political community. Individuals who
promote good action are virtuous because they are taking positive steps to
perfect their natures. Aquinas maintained that social and political life is a
significant stage in a continuum of human perfectibility: the ‘beatific vision’
forms the end, but it incorporates the goals attainable though political means
rather than displacing them.

Thus for Aquinas political authority was an important aspect of a system of
cosmic order and guidance that was understood in relation to Christian values.
This approach was typical of late medieval and early modern political
thought, but it did not go completely unquestioned. The most historically
significant challenge to the identification of politics with Christian virtue was
produced by Niccolé Machiavelli, a citizen and servant of the republic of
Florence. A brief reference to Machiavelli’s work will highlight the distinctive
presuppositions of the medieval views he rejected.

Machiavelli’s understanding of politics was underwritten by a distinc-
tion between virfii, a morally neutral concept embracing the qualities
necessary to preserve states, and the conventional or ‘classical’ ‘virtues’.
On the basis of this distinction he developed a conception of political morality
that did not incorporate classical virtues, and was in many respects overtly
antagonistic to the influence of Christianity in politics. The first of these
intentions was signalled in The Prince, where Machiavelli argued that rulers who
are guided by the classical virtues will jeopardize their chances of retaining
power. The second is apparent in his unfavourable treatment of Christianity
in his Discourses, and in his attachment to a civic (and pagan) view of religion,
which he identified with the glories of the Roman Republic.
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A citizen of the city state of Florence, Machiavelli studied law and then
embarked on a career in the city government. Machiavelli held a number of
administrative and diplomatic roles in the Florentine government and was
responsible at one time for aspects of military policy. His political career came
to an end in 1512 when the republican government of the city was overthrown
by the Medici. His most famous political writings, The Prince (1513) and The
Discourses (1513-19), were not published until after his death.

The Discourses considered the nature and benefits of republic systems
of government, the characteristics required of citizens of such regimes,
and the means of ensuring their survival. The Prince, which was dedicated to
Lozenzo de Medici, focused on principalities, or states ruled by a single person.
Machiavelli’s stated purpose was to show princes what approach to politics they
needed to adopt if they were to remain in control of their state and prevent it
falling victim to conquerers, usurpers, or to proponents of popular government.
His work was directed particularly to ‘new’ princes, rulers who had recently
acquired control of their principality by force of arms and who did not therefore
have the aura of long-established tradition or the habitual obedience of the
people to aid them. Machiavelli’s analysis of examples drawn from practical
politics provided the basis for an exploration of the nature of princely
government, the relationships between princes and other rulers and between
princes and their subjects. In both of these works, Machiavelli dwelt at length
on the implications of the military requirements of effective government and he
also advanced a conception of political morality that distinguished this field of
human activity from others. The latter theme signalled Machiavelli’s rejection
of many of the assumptions underlying medieval political thinking.

His bold and at times paradoxical statement of these ideas made
‘Machiavellianism’ a by-word for cynical opportunism among contemporary
and later readers. At the same time, however, his account of the distinctive
nature of politics and his sympathetic appreciation of the spirit and practice of
republican government made him an influential figure in early modern political
thought in Italy, America and Britain, and an object of great interest to
historians of the political thought of this period.

Key readings: Donaldson (1988); Skinner (1981).

The focus of these two works differs in significant respects: The Prince deals
with the security of a single ruler, while the Discourses are concerned with the
practice and maintenance of popular republican regimes that take liberty as
their primary aim. However, both works are premised on the general belief
that politics is a sphere of human endeavour with distinctive standards of its
own. ‘Good’ princes must adopt values that are appropriate to public persons
whose opportunity to practise princely virtit depends in the first place upon
remaining in office. The inappropriateness of applying conventional notions
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of virtue is nicely illustrated by Machiavelli’s suggestion that it is impossible
for a prince to practise the virtue of generosity. Giving to others is only a virtue
when it is done for its own sake, and since what the prince does must relate to the
security of his kingdom, he cannot be truly generous. If he indulges in osten-
tatious liberality he will offend his subjects rather than win their gratitude:

if generosity is practised in such a way that you will be considered generous, it
will harm you. If it is practised virtuously, and as it should be, it will not be
known about, and you will not avoid acquiring a bad reputation for the
opposite vice. Therefore, if one wants to keep up a reputation for being
generous, one must spend lavishly and ostentatiously. The inevitable outcome
of acting in such ways is that the ruler will consume all his resources...and if
he wants to continue to be thought generous, he will eventually be compelled
to become rapacious, to tax the people very heavily, and raise money by all
possible means. Thus, he will begin to be hated by his subjects and, because
he is impoverished, he will be held in little regard. (Machiavelli, 1988, p. 56)

Important aspects of Machiavelli’s political thought will be dealt with more
fully in a later chapter. At this point it should be noted that his reaction against
attempts to use politics to realize Christian conceptions of virtue added a new
element to political thinking in early modern Europe rather than displacing
the older view. Indeed, in some respects the link between politics and virtue
received a new lease of life at the hands of various thinkers who were important
in the Reformation.

Martin Luther, the ‘father of the Reformation’, identified politics with
magistracy, and restricted its scope to maintaining public order and supporting
a church based on scriptural principles (see pp. 28 and 306). Like Augustine,
Luther justified coercive authority by referring to the depravity of most
human beings, and he ascribed a negative rather than a positive status to the
political framework in which this was set. In On Governmental Authority (1523)
Luther distinguished between those who belong to the ‘kingdom of God’ and
those who belong to the ‘kingdom of the world’. He argued that since all
human beings are naturally ‘sinful and wicked, God through the law puts
them all under restraint so that they dare not wilfully implement their
wickedness in actual deeds’. Among the few who are true Christians, the
government of Christ produces righteousness, but the rest of humanity must
be subjected to earthly government in order to bring about ‘external peace
and [to] prevent evil deeds’ (Hillerbrand, 1968, pp. 47, 48). A broadening of
this view can be seen in the ideas of Luther’s German contemporary, Philip
Melanchthon. In Melanchthon’s Philosophical and Moral Epistle (1530) the
state is identified not merely with the good life, but with the ‘eternal good’. This
end is fostered positively through the efforts of government to ‘maintain,
cherish and organize the religious life of the community’ (Allen, 1951, p. 33).
Although Melanchthon’s statement of this position was undeveloped, it
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foreshadowed the fuller account of the relationship between politics and
virtue produced by the great French Protestant reformer, Jean (John) Calvin.

The chapter in Calvin’s Institutes that deals explicitly with the nature of politics
makes it clear that he was advancing an alternative to what he regarded as two
erroneous positions. One of these critiques may reflect Calvin’s reading of
Machiavelli’s account of the separation between the virfit of a prince and the
virtues of a Christian. The second position refers to anarchic tendencies within
contemporary radical Protestantism and particularly to claims that those in
receipt of the divine spirit have no need to subject themselves to political
authorities (Calvin, 1950, vol. 2, pp. 1,485-6). Although Calvin was as much
concerned with maintaining order as Luther, he offered a more positive
account of the role of political institutions. In response to claims that princes
are morally autonomous or that government is unnecessary for true Christians,
Calvin argued that although human beings are subject to two forms of
government — the ‘spiritual’ and the political or ‘civil’ — these are not at
variance with one another. God’s kingdom ‘yet to come’ does not deprive
political authorities of their moral significance. To the contrary, since it is God’s
will that humans live as ‘pilgrims’ on earth, and since political institutions
play an essential role in their journey, they are of great moral importance
(ibid., p. 1487). For Calvin, no less than for Augustine, these institutions
perform important controlling functions, particularly in the case of the
ungodly mass of humanity. However, he argued that even the ‘children of
God’ required the preparatory discipline of human law in order to ensure that
they will be ‘partially broken in by bearing the yoke of righteousness’ (ibid.,
vol. 1, p. 359). The fact that Calvin described law by reference to ‘righteousness’
points to a positive connection between politics and Christian virtue. Thus while
government prevents ‘tumults’, it also establishes and maintains conditions in
which humans may live ‘holily, honourably, and temperately’ (ibid., p. 847).
For Calvin, therefore, politics is directly connected to the pursuit of virtue. All
political authority comes from God because it is necessary to train humanity in
those parts of an all-embracing system of virtue that relate to life on earth.
Government exists for the sake of Christian virtue and would be necessary
even in a community made up of the ‘godly’.

A native of France, Calvin was a leader of the Protestant Reformation in
Geneva, which city he sought to turn into a model reformed community, a
‘Protestant Rome’. His political ideas were presented in Institutes of the
Christian Religion (1536). His influence was particularly marked among his
Protestant compatriots, known as the ‘Huguenots’.

Key readings: Hopfl (1982, 1991); Skinner (1978).
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Because Calvin’s ideas were formulated with the backsliding and ‘ungodly’
population of contemporary Geneva in mind, he laid great stress upon the
corrective and disciplinary role of political institutions. These concerns played
an important role in subsequent accounts of politics formulated by writers in
the Protestant tradition. Some Protestant thinkers looked to conventional
political institutions to provide Christian leadership, but others wished political
authority to be replaced by forms of religious leadership. For example, the
early sixteenth-century German writer Michael Sattler urged contemporaries
to form communities under the guidance of ‘shepherds’ charged with ensuring
that ‘the name of God is praised and honoured among us, and the mouths of
blasphemers are stopped’. Regulation of this kind differs from conventional
politics in both its aim and its method of enforcement: it aims at the direct
pursuit of Christian virtue, and it operates by maintaining the spiritual integrity
of the community. Sattler argued that the most appropriate form of discipline
to be employed within a Christian community is the threat of expulsion from
it, and he distinguished this form of enforcement from those employed by the
existing government: ‘Worldly people are armed with spikes and iron, but
Christians are armed with the armour of God — with truth, with justice, with
peace, faith, and salvation, and with the word of God’ (Sattler, 1991, p. 178).

In the post-Reformation period Christian conceptions of virtue were some-
times given a radical political bearing. Thus the English republican writer
Algernon Sidney defined virtue as ‘the dictate of reason, or the remains of
divine light, by which men are made benevolent and beneficial to each other’,
and he argued that those who possess reason should not be subject to laws to
which they have not given their consent. Those who lack virtue, however,
have no claim to political liberty and should be subject to regulation by those
who are rational and virtuous (Scott, 1988, p. 39). On occasion, heightened
expectation of a millenarian transformation of the human condition led
radical Protestant writers to hold out the hope that regenerated human
beings could form political communities that both embodied and were legitim-
ated by the pursuit of Christian virtue. This view of the relationship between
politics and virtue prevailed in mid-seventeenth-century England. The over-
throw of a religiously unacceptable monarchy and the military successes of
the godly were taken as signs that God had ordained that his ‘saints’ would
have a special and privileged role to play in the process of salvation. At
that time a number of writers formulated a conception of the potentialities of
a ‘godly commonwealth’ in which the ‘chosen’ would create systems of political
authority to ensure that the aspirations and duties of members of the state
would correspond to radicalized Christian perceptions of perfection. In
short, the godly commonwealth would fuse virtue and the requirements of
political life to such an extent that it would realize the ultimate expectation of the
reign of God upon earth (Wootton, 1994, p. 436). Ideas of a godly common-
wealth must be distinguished from various seventeenth-century manifestations
of utopian thinking that argued for the need for strict forms of regulation
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designed to impose godly standards on recalcitrant and weak human beings.
The purpose of these arrangements was not so much the promotion of
virtue as the elimination of wickedness through institutional constraints and
mechanisms such as communism that would eliminate sources of temptation
(Davis, 1994, p. 343).

The belief that politics could, and indeed should, be made to correspond
to the complete realization of Christian notions of human perfectibility was
a product of the distinctive combination of radicalized theological doctrines
and the breakdown of established patterns of political and social authority in
parts of early modern Europe. The experience of the dangerously disruptive
implications of ‘virtue politics’ in the mid-seventeenth century was to have a
significant impact on other, contrary, ideas about the ends of politics in Western
political thought (see pp. 281-2). But while the seventeenth century saw the
end of significant attempts to implement godly commonwealths, it did not
mark the termination of the tradition of virtue politics. This perspective
continued to be espoused by radical Protestants who were the ideological
and theological descendants of early modern sectarians, and its specifically
Christian elements were restated in a morally if not politically radical form
by Christian socialists in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The most
theoretically sophisticated modern formulations of virtue politics appeared
in the late eighteenth-century writings of Immanuel Kant, as well as in those
of some important political thinkers in late nineteenth-century Britain.

Virtue, perfection and freedom: Kant and the British idealists

While the thinkers discussed in this section did not divorce themselves from
Christianity, they developed a conception of virtue that stresses the human
dimensions of virtue and perfection. These theories uphold the importance
of order — as Kant put it, law is necessary to curtail ‘wild freedom’ — but they
adhered to a conception of virtue and perfection that emphasizes the role
that rational freedom plays in the pursuit of moral goodness. However, while
freedom plays an important role in these theories, the writers discussed here
did not treat it as a primary value. Rather they regarded freedom as important
because it is instrumental to the pursuit of virtue.

An influential account of the relationship between virtue, perfection and
freedom appears in Kant’s work. Kant’s understanding of the value of politics
relates closely to his belief that the only thing that is unconditionally good is a
‘good will’, a ‘will which is good, not as a means to some further end, but in
itself” (Kant, 1972, p. 62). The implications that Kant derived from this view of
goodness are that motivation is central to morality, and that the distinguish-
ing characteristic of moral actions is that they spring from a ‘reverence’ for
moral law (ibid., p. 65). Moral action conforms to what Kant called a ‘single
categorical imperative’: ‘Act only on the maxim through which you can at the
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same time will that it should become a universal law’ (ibid., p. 84). Action of
this kind is characteristically human because it is under the direction of reason
rather than instinct. Humans thus comprise a ‘kingdom of ends’, a ‘systematic
union of different rational beings under common law’. This entails that
‘rational beings all stand under the law that each of them should treat himself
and all others, never merely as a means, but always at the same time as an end
in himself’ (ibid., p. 95). The idea that humans should be treated as ends not
means entails a respect for their humanity, which precludes them from being
regarded as mere instruments for the attainment of other ends. This view of
morality makes freedom a condition for the pursuit of virtue: if people are to
act morally, they must will the good for its own sake, not because of any benefit
it will bring them, or in reaction to the coercive influence of other human
beings or institutions.

Born in Konigsberg in East Prussia, where he remained all his life, Kant was
an academic philosopher whose work spanned a wide variety of fields. The
most renowned philosopher of his day, Kant’s emphasis on individual moral
autonomy laid the basis for a conception of politics that, because it required a
break with the past, was in general accord with the revolutionary events that
occurred in North America and Europe in the latter part of his life. At the
same time, however, he regarded free action as being valuable in relation to
the moral perfection of humanity and as necessary to ensure that individuals
respected the moral integrity of their fellows. These ideas have been
influential in nineteenth- and twentieth-century liberal thought, especially in
the writings of T. H. Green and John Rawls. Kant’s political works include
The Metaphysical Elements of Justice (1797) and Perpetual Peace: A
Philosophical Sketch (1796).

Key readings: Murphy (1970); Reiss (1971); Williams (1992).

But while freedom is central to Kant’s conception of right action, he
did not regard it as a sufficient condition for morality or for the pursuit of
perfection. The goal of human action, the ‘essential end’, is the development
of humanity’s distinctive moral and physical capacities. This end provides
a means of distinguishing between particular exercises of freedom, and
thus forms the basis of the universal law stipulated in the categorical impera-
tive (Murphy, 1970, pp. 98-101). For Kant, the development of humanity is
marked by a progression from ‘bondage to instinct to rational control — in a
word, from the tutelage of nature to the state of freedom... This consists in
nothing less than progress towards perfection’ (Kant, 1975, p. 60). Virtue is
thus to be understood in relation to perfection; freedom is valuable because
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of the role it plays in the practice and development of people’s capacity for
virtue. Kant’s state facilitates good action rather than trying to force people
to act morally (A. D. Rosen, 1993, pp. 188-9).

This conditional understanding of the value of freedom provided the basis
of Kant’s conception of the relationship between politics and virtue. At first
sight, the fact that political authority imposes rules upon individuals seems to
make it antagonistic to the growth of virtue. Although Kant acknowledged
the force of this objection, he resisted the conclusion that virtue and politics
are antithetical. Thus while he distinguished ‘juridical’ from ‘ethical’ legislation,
and argued that only the latter is strictly moral because it operates ‘internally’
upon conscience rather than externally upon behaviour, Kant argued that
government may make important contributions to human perfection.
Provided that juridical legislation is a product of a political system based
upon the consent of subjects and directed towards their common interests, it
can create conditions that foster moral action. Government constrains
instinctive behaviour and makes it easier for reason and morality to become
the basis of human conduct.

Thus while politics is a matter of practical necessity, it is also conducive to
the pursuit of perfection. Kant stressed that its benefits are not merely
derived from the constraint imposed upon ‘wild freedom’. To the contrary,
he argued that the ‘veneer of morality’ produced by juridical legislation fosters
the growth of true morality:

each individual believes of himself that he would by all means maintain the
sanctity of the concept of right and obey it faithfully, if only he could be
certain that all the others would do likewise, and the government in part
guarantees this for him; thus a great step is taken fowards morality
(although this is still not the same as a moral step), towards a state where
the concept of duty is recognised for its own sake, irrespective of any pos-
sible gain in return. (Kant, 1971, p. 121, note)

From this perspective, the coercive capacities of the state inhibit obstructions
to rational freedom and hence also to the practice of virtue and the pursuit of
perfection (Murphy, 1970, p. 94).

Kant’s political thought is connected directly to that of the final group of
exponents of virtue politics to be discussed in this chapter. The writers in
question are conventionally referred to as the ‘British idealists’, a label that
signals their attachment to ideas that were current in late eighteenth- and
early nineteenth-century German idealism. The most important thinker in
this group was T. H. Green, a highly influential figure at Oxford University in
the 1870s and early 1880s (see p. 45). The political affiliations of the British
idealists were largely liberal, but they sought to reformulate liberalism into a
‘positive’ rather than a ‘negative’ doctrine. In the past, liberals had successfully
attacked institutions and practices that protected the exclusive interests of
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privileged sections of the community, but the idealists thought that the time
had come to give liberal ideas a more positive aspect. Traditional liberal
notions of freedom must be refined to take account of the social context of
human action, and to recognize that liberty requires a capacity to act, and not
merely the absence of constraints. These modifications would allow liberals
to promote an active state that would use its power to enforce acceptable
standards of industrial and municipal safety and hygiene, to eliminate misuses
of property and promote the education of the population. These measures
are justified on the ground that a deprived, unhealthy and ignorant population
is not free in any meaningful sense, not free, that is, to act as moral, autonomous
beings (Green, 1986, pp. 196-212).

Although autonomy was important for the British idealists, they stressed
that liberty itself is not an absolute value. Particular liberties have to be related
to the ‘common good’, that is, a non-exclusive, moral good that individuals
share with all other members of the community (Bosanquet, 1899, pp. 118-54;
Green, 1986, pp. 25-6). A community that recognizes the common good and
seeks to attain it through the action of individuals, social groups and the state
is pursuing the ‘good life’. The idealists derived this notion from Aristotle’s
writings, but they imbued it with Platonic overtones of perfection. Green
stressed, for example, that the state and other social and political institutions
exist for the sake of goodness and he related this directly to the perfection of
the individuals who comprise it: ‘To speak of any progress or improve-
ment or development of a nation or society or mankind, except as relative to
some greater worth of persons, is to use words without meaning’ (Green,
1986, p. 256).

This stipulation drew attention to the idealists’ belief that virtue is a
personal quality. They insisted, however, that political institutions can play
an important role in promoting human perfection. Of course, since this end
involves the self-willed pursuit of goodness, the state’s role is indirect rather
than direct. In idealist political thought the relationship between the state
and virtue has a number of dimensions. First, as the experience of ‘classical’
liberalism shows, political authority can be exercised in an essentially ‘negative’
way; that is, it can be used to destroy class privilege where this is buttressed by
the misapplication of political power. In short, a state that reflects the aspir-
ations of the community as a whole can use its power and influence to ensure
that institutionalized impediments to the realization of the common good
are eliminated. Second, as indicated above, the state can act in a more positive
fashion, extending opportunities for the development and practice of
virtue to all its members. In addition, however, there is an important further
sense in which the idealist perception of politics is intimately and necessarily
linked to virtue. For these writers, the perfection of individuals is brought
about by their active and conscious realization of the ‘common good’, one
that is shared by all members of the community, and provides the ultimate
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rationale for the regulatory ideas and institutions that make up the state. In
other words, provided the state embodies the common consciousness of its
members — something the idealists thought became far more probable and
less haphazard when it took on a democratic character — then politics is central
to the practice of virtue.

Kant’s theory applies to ‘all rational beings’, but in keeping with a tradition
that can be traced back to Aristotle he excluded women from this category
(Okin, 1992, p. 6). Green implicitly rejected this assumption, arguing that
while there are significant differences between men and women these relate
to their functions and not to rationality or moral worth. In the course of a
discussion that made direct reference to the shortcomings of the moral ideas of
the ancient Greeks, Green argued that all human beings must be recognized
as having an equal right to develop their moral personalities. He insisted that
modern society must recognize ‘the proper and equal sacredness of all women
as self-determining and self-respecting persons’ (Green, 1986, p. 281), a
sentiment that was carried through to his practical involvement in educational
initiatives directed at the needs of women (Anderson, 1991).

Conclusion

Many historically significant writers regarded membership of a political com-
munity as essential to the pursuit of moral objectives that are fundamental to
human well-being. This idea lay behind Plato’s and Aristotle’s conception of
the importance of the polis, and played a central role in Christian political
thinking. The most developed statement of the last of these views, one that
was directly connected to aspects of ancient political thought, was presented
by Aquinas, but it also played an important role in the political thinking of
Calvin and other Protestant thinkers in the early modern period.

Claims about the positive relationship between politics and virtue gave rise
to specifications of institutional forms that foster virtue. These specifications
concern the structure of government, the allocation of political power and
the conduct of officeholders. Many of the theorists discussed in this chapter
assumed the need for systems of regulation that place the more rational and
virtuous members of the population in positions of authority. This requirement
is reflected in a long tradition of political thinking that promoted various
forms of hierarchy, but it is important to note that the thinkers who made
these claims justified political hierarchy on the ground that it is necessary to
promote virtuous conduct on the part of all, or in some cases most, members
of the community. Government exists for the good of the governed, and the
major task for political thinkers is to identify forms of rule that will facilitate
the attainment of this goal. Since the realization of this objective will be
threatened by rulers who use power for corrupt purposes, it is important to
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establish barriers to misrule. As we shall see, this issue has given rise to a
range of ideas about the institutional and normative regulation of political
authority (see pp. 295ff).

While theories that relate virtue to politics rest on a unified conception of
goodness, they do not always give rise to hierarchical conceptions of politics.
Indeed, as the cases of both Kant and Green show, there is an important
tradition in the history of political thought that makes freedom a necessary
condition for moral action. Since these theories relate freedom to moral
goodness they must be distinguished from those discussed in the following
chapter. In these theories, freedom is a primary value that determines issues
such as who should rule and how political power should be exercised.



Chapter 3

Politics and Freedom

Freedom and politics in the classical republican tradition
Politics and ‘natural’ liberty

Freedom, sociability and the state

Social freedom and the critique of state theory

Freedom and anarchy

Conclusion

Although a number of historically significant political thinkers regard
freedom as a primary political value, treatments of this topic vary. One set of
differences hinges on the status of freedom: in some cases it is seen as being
a good in itself, while in others it appears as a necessary condition for the
realization of other values relating to human well-being. Discussions of the
political implications of freedom are also affected by different understandings
of its context. Thus while some thinkers regard freedom as a social attribute,
others see it in individualistic terms. These differences are apparent in the
theories dealt with in this chapter, but they all share the assumption that
the nature, scope and purpose of political authority must be understood in
relation to the priority to be accorded to particular conceptions of human
freedom.

The theories discussed here are drawn from the early modern and modern
world because it was only in these periods that arguments about freedom
assumed a central place in the history of political thought. For ancient and
medieval thinkers freedom was a secondary value relating to conceptions of
the good life, or to the requirements of religious notions of virtue. This
chapter begins with a consideration of the strongly political notion of
freedom that was central to the classical republican tradition of renaissance
Italy. Classical republicans, the most important of whom was Machiavelli,
considered freedom in relation to needs of the state, rather than seeing it
as an attribute that belonged to individuals and determined the basis of a
legitimate political order. Machiavelli’s understanding of freedom differed
from that of both John Locke and Thomas Paine because both of these
writers regarded individual freedom as ‘natural’: it is a right possessed by
individuals that sets limits to the exercise of political authority. A similar idea
was advanced in John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty, but he also insisted that both
individuals and society possess interests that may need to be protected. These
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two approaches to liberty have been challenged by a rival tradition that treats
freedom as a product of sociability. The origins of this tradition can be seen
in the writings of J.-J. Rousseau and developed versions of it were presented
by G. W. F. Hegel and T. H. Green. These writers argued that the modern
constitutional state provided new and significant opportunities for human
freedom. This line of argument was rejected by anarchists and revolutionary
socialists working within the Marxist tradition. Although their positions
differed in many other respects, Marx’s argument that the relationship
between freedom and sociability was fatally compromised by conventional
political institutions was similar in its general form to the line taken by
anarchist theorists. These writers regarded all forms of political authority as
imposing illegitimate and unnecessary restrictions on human freedom, and
they sought to develop alternative modes of social organization.

Freedom and politics in the classical republican tradition:
Marsilius, Bartolus and Machiavelli

Although classical republicanism grew out of the political experiences of the
late medieval and early modern city states of Italy, its influence was also felt
in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Anglo—American political thought.
While it reached forward into the new world, this tradition had close links
with antiquity and especially with republican Rome. The reasons for this
affinity with the past were geographical, cultural and political: the Italian city
states occupied the seat of ancient Rome; they adopted republican forms of
government and thus endowed the history of Rome with contemporary
relevance. Moreover, their intellectual cultures were the locus of the renais-
sance of classical learning in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Since the
early sixteenth century classical republicanism has been identified most
closely with Niccolé Machiavelli, but his treatment of the political significance
of liberty must be seen in relation to statements advanced by Marsilius of
Padua and Bartolus of Sassaferrato in the first half of the fourteenth century.

The classical republican understanding of the idea of political freedom is
similar in its general bearing to that of the Romans. Unlike theorists who
focus on the liberty of the individual, classical republicans treated individual
freedom in relation to the freedom of the state. A state can be said to be free
when two conditions are satisfied: it must be independent of external control
by other states or rulers, and it must be ruled by its citizens, not by a single
person or ‘prince’ (Skinner, 1978, vol. 1, pp. 157-8). Liberty, in other words,
is the distinguishing characteristic of an independent republic. This connection,
and its application to the city states of Italy, is clear in the writings of both
Marsilius and Bartolus. These writers rejected Aquinas’ claim that monarchy
is a generally applicable ideal (see p. 134) and argued that small, self-
contained entities are best served by republican forms of government founded,
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as Bartolus put it, ‘on the body of the people’ (ibid., p. 53). The rationale for
making freedom the basis of the state is that it produces a form of govern-
ment that rests on the people as a whole and cannot therefore be captured by
mutually hostile groups. A free state will thus avoid factionalism and the
threat that this poses to peace and tranquillity. Marsilius followed Aristotle
in describing the state as a community of freemen: ‘every citizen must be free
and not undergo another’s despotism, that is, slavish dominion’ (Marsilius,
1956, vol. 2, p. 47). However, while these writers gave freedom a prominent
place in their accounts of politics, their ultimate justification of popular
government reflected the belief that peace and tranquillity are preconditions
for the realization of a Christian conception of virtue.

The connection between political freedom and Christian aspirations was
rejected by Machiavelli. Moreover, while this writer endorsed some of the
central features of the classical republican tradition, his work marked a
departure from important aspects of it. Like his predecessors, Machiavelli
identified liberty with independence and self-government, and he stressed
the role that free citizens play in maintaining the external and internal
integrity of the state. However, he denied that peace and tranquillity are
hallmarks of a good state, and rejected the idea that a unified citizen body
is desirable.

The key to Machiavelli’s conception of political freedom lies in his use of
the idea of virtii. This term has a range of meanings, but it refers in general to
those qualities that are necessary for the maintenance of a state. In free
states, or republics, citizens must possess the capacity to defend the state, and
they must also be willing and able to play an active and wary role in its
internal affairs. In other words, the kind of virfii that is appropriate to
republican government preserves both its external freedom and its internal
system of self-government. Virtti and liberty have a symbiotic relationship:
freedom engenders virti, and virtis ensures that the liberty of the state will be
preserved.

An important consequence of Machiavelli’s understanding of the implica-
tions of republican virfit was that he thought it made a degree of disorder (or
‘tumult’) both unavoidable and beneficial. Virti requires active dedication to
the good of the state, and since different sections of the community will take
differing views of this, republics must necessarily be in a condition of tense
equilibrium, one that is produced by the clash of different conceptions of how
the public good might best be served. The tumultuous condition of popular
republics is a sign of health. It indicates that citizens are practising the virfiz
upon which the liberty of the state depends (Machiavelli, 1975, vol. 1, p. 218).

This argument, which Machiavelli illustrated with glowing references to
the productive tensions that marked the heyday of the Roman Republic
(ibid., pp. 218-73), signalled a break with the view that liberty is conducive to
internal peace. It also meant that Machiavelli had abandoned the instrumental
view of liberty that appeared in the writings of Bartolus and Marsilius:
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liberty, republicanism and virtit are so inseparably entwined that one can
hardly say that one value is subsidiary to the others. This feature of Machiavelli’s
theory is related to his explicit rejection of the conventional idea that virfiz
and virtue are synonymous, and to his reservations about the political value
of Christian, as opposed to pagan, religion (ibid., pp. 240-50).

Lying behind these detailed arguments and illustrations is a search for a
distinctive standard of political morality, for rules of conduct that relate to
the requirements of different kinds of state. In his book on principalities,
Machiavelli urged princes to ignore the dictates of conventional morality
and to do whatever was necessary to keep the populace under control
(Machiavelli, 1988, pp. 55-71). In republics, however, political morality
requires the cultivation of virfiis that are closely related to liberty; only a free
and active population can maintain a free state. Since republican regimes
require human beings actively to maintain both their common political life
and the distinctive morality that is integral to it, Machiavelli thought that they
were glorious human achievements.

Politics and ‘natural’ liberty: Locke, Paine, J. S. Mill

For the classical republicans, liberty was an inherently political concept; it
related to the needs of the state and its implications for individuals were
discussed in these terms. This perspective on freedom is quite distinct from
that which attributes liberty to pre-political or ‘natural’ human beings, and
then seeks to understand what happens when they come together to form
political societies or states. One approach to this problem has been considered
in an earlier discussion of aspects of Hobbes’ political thought. For Hobbes
the creation of political society requires the renunciation of natural liberty and
the establishment of a sovereign whom all should obey (see pp. 258ff).

Hobbes’ claim that nothing was worse than the state of nature was ques-
tioned by many of his contemporaries and successors. Samuel Pufendorf, for
example, thought that human beings could create forms of government that
would save them from the hazards of the state of nature without requiring
submission to an absolute sovereign (see pp. 262ff). The same general point
may be made about the position advanced by the late seventeenth-century
English writer, John Locke. While many of the central features of his political
thought — particularly his understanding of the state of nature and of the
factors that would both motivate people to leave this condition and justify
their doing so — had been current in European political thought for more
than a century before Locke wrote, his position was novel in the sense that he
made freedom a necessary feature of political relationships. Before Locke,
natural liberty was discussed in terms of the creation of political authority,
but he insisted that individuals retain some rights even in a political or ‘civil’
condition (Tuck, 1979).
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Although Locke’s position may be usefully contrasted with that of Hobbes,
the target of his major political work, The Two Treatise of Government (1689),
was Sir Robert Filmer, the author of Patriarcha. Central to Filmer’s argu-
ment is an emphatic denial of natural liberty. He argued that political power
is derived directly from the patriarchal (or fatherly) supremacy conferred by
God upon Adam, the first father. From the time of God’s grant to Adam
there has been no ‘state of nature’ because all who come into the world are
subject to their natural fathers and to the derivative but supreme power of
patriarchal monarchs (see pp. 265ff).

Locke’s First Treatise presents a detailed refutation of Filmer’s universal
patriarchalism and a defence of the natural liberty of humankind; the Second
Treatise explores the political implications of this. Like many of his contem-
poraries, Locke used the idea of a state of nature to identify fundamental
human attributes, to establish a rationale for the state, and to specify the
features of legitimate political authority. He argued that human beings in the
state of nature are endowed by God with natural liberty so that they can take
responsibility for themselves and thus act in conformity with God’s wishes.
These wishes are embodied in the ‘laws of nature’, and this means that while
natural individuals are free from subjection to other human beings they are
in a condition of ‘liberty not licence’: ‘The natural liberty of man is to be free
from any superior power on earth, and not to be under the will or legislative
authority of man, but to have only the Law of Nature for his rule’ (Locke,
1967, p. 301). The laws of nature specify human obligations to God: they
must preserve themselves; assist in the preservation of others and must
uphold the laws of nature by exercising powers of judgement and punishment
over those who breach them (ibid., p. 289). However, while Locke denied
there is such a thing as patriarchal authority even within the family — children
are subject to ‘parental’ power, exercised equally by both parents — he subse-
quently restored the dominion of men over women by claiming the superior
strength and ability of the former and restricted the possession of political
rights to them (Okin, 1992, pp. 200-1).

Locke’s understanding of the conditions under which natural liberty is
exercised means that his conception of the state of nature is far less grim than
that of Hobbes. He argued that any violence suffered by individuals is likely
to be less damaging to them (and far less inhibiting in relation to their
fulfilment of their obligations to God) than the dangers posed by a Leviathan
or by an all-powerful Filmerian patriarch. However, while a state of natural
liberty is far from being a dire one, Locke acknowledged that this condition
entails certain ‘inconveniences’, due more to ignorance and partiality than to
ill-will. These failings are particularly significant in an environment where
each individual is responsible for interpreting, applying and enforcing natural
law. Consequently Locke argued that the state of nature will be marred by
accidental injustice. He implied, moreover, that since human beings are
under a general injunction to understand the law of nature and to uphold it to
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the greatest possible extent, they must improve upon the state of nature if
they can find a way of doing so. Membership of the state fulfils this requirement
because it opens up the possibility of establishing certain and impartial
systems of judgement and enforcement in place of the precarious arrangements
that exist in the state of nature.

Since human beings are naturally free, any curtailment of their liberty must
involve consent; in other words they must agree to forgo their natural liberty
and place themselves under the control of a politically superior human: ‘Men
being...by nature, all free, equal and independent, no one can be put out of
this estate, and subjected to the political power of another, without his own
consent’ (ibid., p. 348). This process is relatively straightforward in a situation
where people actually come together to form a political society, but it
becomes problematic if applied to a pre-existing state. Locke addressed this
problem formally by means of the idea of ‘tacit consent’, which involves
identification of conditions that, if satisfied, signify consent.

Consent is important to Locke both because it is necessary to explain how
free individuals can legitimately come to be under the control of other
human beings, and because it means that subjection to political authority
must be seen as a voluntary act. For Hobbes, there is a sharp qualitative
difference between the state of nature and political society, but in Locke’s
theory natural liberty casts a permanent shadow over political society.
Individuals in the state of nature are under an obligation to adhere to the
laws of nature; their natural liberty is designed to make them responsible
for fulfilling this obligation. In political society this obligation persists; by
consenting to obey legitimate political authorities individuals are, in effect,
voluntarily assuming responsibility to uphold the laws of nature and live by
them. In so doing, they are making a conscientious attempt to fulfil the ends for
which God created them. Moreover, since humans’ fundamental obligation
under the law of nature persists within the state, they have a responsibility not
to tolerate forms of government or exercises of political power that seriously
compromise this obligation. This feature of Locke’s theory provides the
basis for stipulations concerning the institutional requirements of legitimate
government, and for a theory of justified resistance to flagrantly unjust
sovereigns (see pp. 316ff). It also means, however, that renunciation of natural
liberty cannot be unconditional. Membership of political society suspends
natural liberty rather than abolishing it; it always remains in the background.
If the purposes for which it exists and the purposes for which it is sus-
pended are not satisfied, human beings must take up their natural liberty
and resume responsibility for identifying and maintaining the laws of nature.

For Locke, therefore, the legitimacy of government depends on its willing-
ness to give effective legal form to the implications of the law of nature and to
avoid acting in ways that threaten the ‘life, liberty and estates’ of those who
are subject to it. Locke believed that while these requirements are incompatible
with the type of arbitrary rule that he associated with Hobbes’ Leviathan or
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with a Filmerian patriarch, they can be satisfied by monarchical, aristocratic
or democratic systems of government. Towards the close of the eighteenth
century, however, arguments concerning natural liberty were used to
promote republican government and to delegitimate monarchy and
aristocracy on the ground that they were incompatible with individuals’
natural right to liberty. The most notorious and long-remembered
statement of this position was advanced by the Anglo—American writer,
Thomas Paine.

Paine’s conception of republican government is based on a particular
understanding of the relationship between natural liberty and political society.
In the first part of his Rights of Man, Paine distinguished ‘natural’ from ‘civil’
rights. The former ‘appertain to man in right of his existence’ while the latter
‘appertain to man in right of his being a member of society’ (Paine, 1976, p. 90).
Paine’s natural individuals possess a range of rights whose free exercise is
subject only to the condition that it does not injure the natural rights of others;
these rights include an individual’s right to prevent interference in the exercise
of their other rights. For Paine the state is a means by which individuals can
more effectively protect their rights. He therefore insisted that all individuals
retain the right to exercise and protect those rights that are not lodged in the
state. In this view, the creation of government involves a pooling of a limited
range of rights of judgement and enforcement in order to ensure that these
functions are better performed; they thus become matters of ‘civil right’, subject
to public control.

These arguments were designed both to show that civil rights are founded
on pre-existing natural rights, and to uphold claims for the free exercise of
those natural rights that have not been, and need not be, exchanged for civil
rights. It should be noted that Paine’s account of these matters points to a
fundamental continuity between the natural liberty enjoyed by individuals
and their condition within a legitimate political society. For Paine, as for
Locke, freedom is a central issue in politics because it is the business of gov-
ernment to act in ways that take account of natural liberty.

Although natural freedom is a central value for writers such as Locke and
Paine, its political implications are not straightforward. At one level, political
institutions ensure that liberty, which is necessary for the well-being of
individuals, is made secure from infringement by other individuals. At the
same time, however, both Locke and Paine argued that individual freedom
places constraints upon the exercise of political authority. Seen from this
point of view, freedom is not so much an end of politics as something that
determines its scope.

A similar element of ambiguity surrounds the account of the relationship
between politics and freedom that was advanced by the mid-nineteenth-century
writer John Stuart Mill. Aspects of Mill’s political thought will be discussed
in other chapters of this book, but it should be noted here that his essay
On Liberty (1859) is often regarded as a seminal discussion of this topic.
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Born and raised in England, Paine emigrated to Philadelphia where he made
aname for himself as a supporter of the American cause during the revolutionary
war. He held a number of political appointments in the United States before
returning to Europe in 1787 to promote a single span, pierless iron bridge that he
had designed. Following the publication of The Rights of Man (two parts: 1790, 1791),
a radically antimonarchical work, Paine fled to France to escape prosecution.
He was active in French politics, narrowly escaping execution during the terror.
In Common Sense (1776), a work that attracted widespread attention in
America and Britain, Paine provided a justification for American independence
that involved a systematic critique of the practice and principles of hereditary
government. He pursued this line of argument with even greater effect in The
Rights of Man, the most widely circulated radical contribution to the debate
over the relative merits of what Paine called ‘old’ (identified with hereditary
monarchy) and ‘new’ government (representative democracy) that took place
in Britain as the revolution progressed across the Channel in France. In Paine’s
view, the purpose of government was to take care of a very limited range of
functions that could not be adequately performed by individuals themselves or
through voluntary social interaction. Individuals were endowed with a range of
natural rights, and provided that these were upheld, they were capable of
pursuing most of their legitimate interests, either singly or by cooperating
with others. Individuals created government to exercise those few rights (of
adjudication and protection) that required concentrated and organized power.
Legitimate government was closely aligned with the interests and needs of
the community and drew upon its collective intelligence to ensure that it was as
effective as possible. It was also created by, or, kept in being by, the consent of
its citizens. The principles and practices of hereditary monarchy were directly
contrary to these requirements. Monarchies treated the state as the property of
the king and were not based on natural rights. They pursued interests that
diverged from those of other members of the community, and placed them at
the mercy of rulers who had no attachment to the interests of society and were
selected on the basis of the random and irrelevant principle of birth rather than
ability. By contrast, representative democracy ensured that officeholders were
attached to the interests of the community. It also allowed the community to
constantly renew the pool of talent from which governors could be drawn.
Paine came from a very humble background and prided himself on being
self-educated. His works were written in straightforward, rhetorically effective,
direct prose and were laced with pithy epigrams. As a result, they enjoyed a
huge circulation among the lower classes in the 1790s and remained popular
with proponents of radical political reform throughout the nineteenth century.

Key readings: Claeys (1989b); Dyck (1988).
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The most important British political thinker since Hobbes, John Stuart Mill
was the son of James Mill, Jeremy Bentham’s closest disciple. He is credited
with having shorn ‘Benthamism’ of much of its crassness while remaining
committed to an essentially utilitarian approach to politics. Mill wrote
important works on logic, political economy, moral and political philoosophy,
and an extensive range of essays addressing current issues in economics,
social policy and politics. He was a member of the British Parliament from
1865 to 1868.

In On Liberty (1859), Mill argued that interference with others, whether
by individuals, the concerted forces of social opinion, or the agents of
government, was only justified in cases where their actions were likely to
inflict positive harm on others. Mill’s position on this issue was strongly
opposed to prevailing paternalistic argument and sentiment since it
precluded interference that was justified on the grounds that it was
necessary for the good of the person or persons concerned. His argument
reflected a series of assumptions about the value of self-reliance, the social
and individual advantages of liberty of thought, action and expression, and
the threat to social progression that was posed by those who sought to
eliminate or even curb challenges to prevailing ways of thinking about
religion and personal and public morality.

In On the Subjection of Women (1869) Mill applied aspects of
this line of argument to counter a range of assumptions concerning the
inferiority of women that were used by men to legitimize infringements
of their liberty, to justify the legal and social subjection of females
to males, and to exclude them from a range of rights. He argued
that even if the assumptions of current inferiority were well-grounded,
this did not justify gross infringements of the liberty of women;
without liberty, women, like slaves, lacked the opportunity
to develop their intellects or to contribute to general
progression.

Considerations on Representative Government (1861) presented Mill’s
views on the impact of various political arrangements on the progressive
civilization of humanity. He emphasized the need to tailor democratic
institutions so that they would provide opportunities for individual
and social development while minimizing the risks arising
from the limited educational level of the majority of the
population in even the most ‘advanced’ societies of Western
Europe.

Key readings: Collini (1977); Francis and Morrow (1994); Gray (1983);
Ten (1999); Thomas (1985).
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In this work Mill offered a strong defence of individual liberty and laid
down a principle that specified:

the dealings of society with the individual in the way of compulsion and
control, whether the means used be physical force in the form of legal
penalties, or the moral coercion of public opinion...[T]he sole end for
which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering
with the liberty of action of any of their number, is self-protection. That
the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any
member of a civilised community, against his will, is to prevent harm to
others. (Mill, 1983, pp. 72-3)

Mill thought that freedom is a good in itself, but more consistently and
significantly he argued that it is necessary both for the development of the
moral and intellectual character of individuals and the progressive advance-
ment of civilized communities. Although Mill insisted that the principle of
liberty applies to all adult members of reasonably civilized communities, his
interest in freedom was closely related to his belief that genius and origi-
nality, qualities found in only some members of the population, are of crucial
importance to the progress of humanity. He was thus concerned to protect
those who were capable of identifying new and potentially valuable ideas and
modes of life from the conformist tendencies that were gaining strength in
emerging democratic cultures: freedom was necessary to ensure experimen-
tation and to make it possible for exceptional individuals to ‘point the way
forward’ to their fellows (Thomas, 1985, p. 108).

Mill identified a sphere of liberty that fences off an area where an
individual’s freedom of action is protected from legally sanctioned and
socially endorsed interference. It is important to note, however, that the
principle of liberty is not a warrant for indifference towards one’s fellows,
and neither does it reduce government to an agency that merely protects
individuals. To the contrary, Mill applied the notion of ‘harm’ to society as
well as to individuals, and he allowed that government may use its regula-
tory capacities to ensure that individuals do not harm social interests
through their actions, or by failing to contribute to the fulfilment of social
functions (Collini, 1977, p. 345). As Mill put it in his discussion of what is
‘due to society’:

living in society makes it indispensable that each should be bound to
observe a certain line of conduct towards the rest. This conduct consists,
first, in not injuring the interests of one another; or rather certain interests,
which, either by express legal provision or by tacit understanding ought to
be considered as rights; and secondly, in each person’s bearing his
share... of the labours and sacrifices incurred for defending the society or
its members from injury and molestation. (Mill, 1983, p. 132)
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A number of features of Mill’s doctrine of liberty are particularly significant
in relation to the idea of freedom as an end of politics. In the first place, Mill
argued that freedom places limits on the action of government: it may not
impose upon the sphere of liberty. Second, the preservation of liberty
requires the existence of mechanisms of legal constraint that will protect
individuals in the exercise of their individual liberty. Third, since Mill related
individual freedom to human progress, there is a sense in which he treated
liberty as an instrumental value. Fourth, Mill insisted that liberty must be
enjoyed by all sections of the adult population. In a marked departure from
the traditional position, Mill argued that the things that make liberty valuable
mean that the right to equal freedom should be extended to women as well as
to men. This position was advanced in Mill’s essay, The Subjection of Women
(1869). In this work he argued that since liberty is important in relation both
to self-development and to human progression, there are no grounds for
denying equal liberty to women. As Mill put it, the ‘moral regeneration of
mankind will only really commence, when the most fundamental of the social
relations is placed under the rule of equal justice, and when human beings
learn to cultivate their strongest sympathy with an equal in rights and in
cultivation’ (Mill, 1989, p. 211). Even if women are inferior to men — and
Mill thought that any inferiority is due largely to social expectations and
environmental conditions — this is no reason for maintaining systems of
social and political subordination that prevent women from developing their
characters and contributing to the ‘moral regeneration’ of humanity.

Finally, Mill’s attempt to promote recognition of a ‘sphere of liberty’ for
individuals was accompanied by identification of a social sphere, an area
where the exercise of individual liberty might cause harm to social interests.
But while Mill did not deny the claims of society over the individual, he
treated what was due to the individual and what was due to society as falling
within separate spheres. In this respect his conception of liberty differed
significantly from those developed by an important group of modern political
theorists who claimed that freedom must be seen as the product of the inter-
action between individual and social impulses. These thinkers treated freedom
as a direct end of politics, and they did so in such a way as to transform liberty
from a right possessed by individuals into a quality embedded in social
existence and realized within particular political structures.

Freedom, sociability and the state: Rousseau, Hegel
and Green

The beginnings of a distinctly social conception of freedom can be seen in the
writings of the mid-eighteenth-century philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(see p. 43). Although Rousseau used the language of natural rights and
treated the natural condition as one of complete freedom, he laid the
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groundwork for later accounts of the relationship between freedom, sociability
and the political characteristics of the modern state. For Rousseau and the
other writers discussed in this section, freedom is most emphatically the end
of politics, but they insisted that an adequate conception of freedom must
take account of its social dimensions.

In his Discourse on the Inequality of Mankind Rousseau traced the impact
of the growth of sociability and related improvements in agriculture and
technology to natural liberty. These developments have made possible an
existence that is culturally, materially and psychologically richer than that
enjoyed by natural human beings. Rousseau warned, however, that these
putative benefits may be purchased at a terrible cost: the Discourse concludes
with an account of a contractual process by which the rich, powerful but
insecure members of the population trick their fellows into establishing a state
that reinforces existing inequalities and better equips the rich to oppress the
poor. In the final analysis, servitude becomes universal: the rich give power
into the hands of a despot in order to secure their property and to ensure the
continued subjection of the mass of the population:

Here is the final stage of inequality, and the extreme point that closes
the circle and touches the point from which we started. Here all private
individuals become equals again, because they are nothing. And since
subjects no longer have any law other than the master’s will, nor the
master any rule other than his own passions, the notions of good and the
principles of justice vanish. (Rousseau, 1987, p. 79)

This outcome is tragic because it epitomizes the corruption of a process
that may, in other circumstances, be generally beneficial. Sociability erodes
the radical independence of natural human beings, but it may replace this
either with domination and servility, or with a form of interdependence that
preserves the physical, intellectual and moral integrity of individuals. The
second of these possibilities holds out the hope that the natural freedom of
humankind may be transformed into a qualitatively different kind of liberty
that allows human beings to reap the benefits of sociability while avoiding
its pitfalls. Liberty of this kind is ‘civil’ or political, and it can exist only in a
state that avoids bad faith, delusion and the reinforcement of pre-political
inequalities.

These requirements were examined in Rousseau’s most important polit-
ical work, The Social Contract, a book that opens with a bold statement of the
dilemma of liberty in ‘civilized’ societies:

Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains. He who believes himself
the master of the others does not escape being more of a slave than they.
How did this change take place? I have no idea. What can render it legit-
imate? I believe I can answer this question. (ibid., p. 141)
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In common with the theorists discussed earlier in this chapter, Rousseau
used the idea of a contract to explain the process through which individuals
agree to curtail their natural liberty and place themselves under the command
of a political superior. In Rousseau’s account, this process necessitates the
complete renunciation of claims based upon natural rights and their recreation
as rights recognized and protected by the state. At the point of renunciation,
individuals return to the equality of the initial stages of the state of nature;
the recreation of rights signals that they are now in a new environment
where claims must be considered in relation to the ‘common interest’ they
have created by forming political society. As members of the state, they
exchange their natural liberty for political freedom, for a form of liberty that
both reflects and facilitates their interdependence:

At once, in place of the individual person of each contracting party,
this act of association produces a moral and collective body composed
of as many members as there are voices in the assembly, which receives
from this same act its unity, its common self, its life and its will. (ibid.,
p. 148)

The range of individuals’ interests has been enlarged by the common
concerns they share with their fellow citizens; these provide the focus of their
existence as political beings, one that is based on freedom and equality and
not affected by any natural inequalities that may have existed in a pre-political
condition. For Rousseau, the transformative implications of the social
contract do not apply to women, who thus remain in a condition of ‘natural’
subservience that is not overcome by the recognized right to political freedom
that men enjoy (Okin, 1992, pp. 144-5).

When thinking of common or general interests, citizens express what
Rousseau called the ‘general will’; that is, a will directed towards those
shared interests that are different from (but do not necessarily preclude)
private interests. When Rousseau stipulated that people in the state are as
‘free’ as they were before, he does not mean they are free in the same way. To
the contrary, political freedom has to do with people’s capacity to pursue the
shared aspirations that are the focus of their common life. This requirement
has important implications for the structure of the state and for the ways
in which power is exercised. However, the point to note here is that, in
Rousseau’s view, politics involves a distinctive conception of freedom.
Members of the state abandon natural liberty and independence, but they
have the opportunity to take on the morally and intellectually challenging
mantle of interdependence and political freedom. Thus while Rousseau
started with a consideration of natural liberty, he concluded by identifying
a new form of freedom that is qualitatively different from that enjoyed by
individuals in a natural condition. This view of freedom played an important
role in subsequent political thought.
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One of the most important of these accounts of the relationship between
politics and freedom was produced by G. W. F. Hegel. Because Hegel’s
Elements of the Philosophy of Right contains statements such as ‘the real is
the rational’ and the ‘state is the realisation of freedom’, it has been easy for
critics to dismiss him as an apologist for absolute, despotic government. The
fact that Hegel was (by virtue of his professorial position) an employee of the
Prussian government has sometimes been used to underline this interpretation.
In fact, however, Hegel was a firm supporter of the constitutional and legal
reforms undertaken in Prussia in the second decade of the nineteenth century

Hegel, a German academic philosopher, synthesized important but ‘one-
sided’ conceptions of a range of reflections on human experience that had
emerged in the course of the history of Western philosophy. He wrote on
aesthetics, logic and the philosophies of history, mind and science, as well
as on political philosophy. His major political work, The Elements of the
Philosophy of Right (1821), is usually known in English as The Philosophy
of Right.

Hegel’s political writings focus on the ‘state’ and present an understanding
of the distinctive features of modern social and political life that was derived
from close study of political and economic developments in the most
‘advanced’ states of the period, France and Great Britain. The modern
state was not an ideal (in the Platonic sense) but it represented the latest
and most complete attempt thus far to create political institutions that
protected the freedom of individuals while recognizing that individual life
and consciousness was forged in interaction with cultural and social forces
that were independent of particular individuals. In a manner that echoed
Aristotle’s idea of the polis, Hegel’s ‘state’ incorporated other social forms,
bringing them together in a complex, dynamic whole that integrated
aspects of human experience and made rational freedom possible. The
Elements of the Philosophy of Right thus discusses the family and ‘civil
society’ (incorporating economic markets, a distinctly modern phenomenon
and agencies of collective responsibility which had been inherited from the
past), as well as government.

This account of the modern state includes many references to the history of
Western political philosophy, with Plato, Aristotle and Rousseau being especially
prominent. Hegel’s political philosophy was important for a range of
later thinkers, including Bakunin, Marx, T. H. Green and modern
‘communitarians’.

Key readings: Avineri (1972); A. W. Wood (1991).
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(A. W. Wood, 1991, pp. ix—x). He believed that only a liberalized, constitu-
tional state can be identified with freedom. In other words, only a modern
(as opposed to an ancient, feudal, absolute or indeed revolutionary) state
is capable of embodying freedom in a way that corresponds to a plausible
understanding of this term. It was Hegel’s purpose to show what freedom
means in the modern world, and to identify the political implications of
this idea. Only in this special sense can the ‘state’ be described as the realization
of freedom.

Hegel used the expression the ‘idea of freedom’ to refer to an aspiration
that had developed during the course of human history. Incomplete aspects
of this conception had been expressed in various ways and had given rise to
a variety of political ideas and institutions that embodied them. Since he
believed human thought to be a reflection of human consciousness upon
human experience, Hegel maintained that philosophy cannot leap ahead of
its time. Because its role is to understand what is, the question ‘what is the
idea of freedom?” must focus on what the term ‘freedom’ entails in the
modern world. However, Hegel did not merely reproduce ordinary accounts
of freedom; rather, he sought to identify a conception of ‘rational freedom’
based upon a philosophical analysis of human aspirations and their institu-
tional manifestations.

Rational freedom harmonizes limited or ‘abstract’ beliefs that freedom
consists of the unimpeded pursuit of individual preferences with the
demands and possibilities of social and political life. People are not free when
they isolate themselves from others and follow their own arbitrary impulses.
To the contrary, individuals act freely when they consciously integrate what is
external to them so that these things and people become part of their aspir-
ations and actions (A. W. Wood, 1991, pp. xiv—xvii). They are only truly free
when they act ‘universally’, that is, in a way that — because it is integrated with
what is beyond their bare self — eliminates dependence on the external world.
‘Only in this freedom is the will completely with itself .. .because it has reference
to nothing but itself, so that every relationship of dependence on something
other than itself is thereby eliminated.” Universality thus removes limitations
on human action and opens up possibilities that do not exist in the necessarily
restricted condition of isolated, non-integrated individuals: the will ‘is universal,
because all limitation and particular individuality . .. are superseded within it’
(Hegel, 1991, p. 54). An important implication of this position is that social
life, or as Hegel’s German contemporaries described it, the ‘sphere of duties’,
is far from being a barrier to human freedom. Freedom will be more com-
plete when people’s perceptions of social life and the institutions that
embody them contribute to individuality rather than being seen as, and to
some degree actually constituting, a barrier to the full exercise of individual
liberty.
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Human life must constitute what Hegel called a ‘concrete universal’. It
must provide for the subjective freedom of the individual (thus eliminating
‘abstract’ or one-sided universality, which sees the individual only as a member
of a collectivity, as in Plato’s Republic), and it must also recognize and
embody collective needs. A concrete universal avoids ‘abstract particularity’,
a perspective that views individuals as atoms that can be brought together
(as in Hobbes’ Leviathan) in mechanical, and to some degree mutually
frustrating, combinations. Concrete universality is central to Hegel’s notion
of rational freedom. It provides the opportunity to formulate and pursue
individual goals (thus recognizing individuals’ particularity) while at the same
time providing scope for cooperative social action. In short, the ‘concrete
universal’ abolishes neither the individual nor society but beneficially
combines them.

In the Philosophy of Right Hegel presented an account of the modern state
as a concrete universal. This does not imply that the modern state cannot be
improved upon, merely that it marked the most complete embodiment of
rational freedom known to Hegel. In this state, freedom is ‘actual’; that is,
there is scope for individual liberty, but its exercise is harmonized with a
collective good that is both genuine and capable of being recognized by
individuals within society (ibid., pp. 288-9). In the modern world freedom
has three dimensions: abstract or personal freedom; conscience or subjective
morality; and ‘ethical’ or social life. In the first case, individuals think of
themselves as ‘persons, indeterminate choosers’ (A. W. Wood, 1991, p. xiv),
who see the world as a place in which they can exercise freedom in the simple
arbitrary sense. Hegel described this conception as the basis of ‘abstract
right’, which protects rights through legal institutions regardless of the use to
which they are put. However, adult human beings also evaluate their conduct
by reference to universal standards. This aspiration forms the sphere of
conscience or ‘subjective morality’, which focuses on conformity to an
inwardly valid standard. In order to be effective, however, this standard must
be recognized and protected by the social institutions that collectively form
what Hegel called ‘ethical life’. Ethical life is the third dimension of freedom,
one that is necessary because of the incompleteness and instability of both
abstract right and morality:

The sphere of right and that of morality cannot exist independently...
they must have the ethical as their support and foundation. For right lacks
the moment of subjectivity, which in turn belongs solely to morality, so
that neither of the two moments has any independent actuality. (Hegel,
1991, p. 186)

Ethical life contributes to freedom by maintaining institutions whose value is
recognized by individuals. Hegel grouped these institutions under three
headings: the family, ‘civil society’, and the ‘police and the corporation’. The
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family meets needs that arise from ties of blood; it is based on love. This
aspect of human life contributes to rational freedom, but its basis is natural
rather than rational. Individuals do not choose their families, and while
family membership may be a necessary condition of rational freedom, it is
not a sufficient one. The reason for this is that the identity of individual
family members merges with that of their respective families, and over time
particular families disintegrate into a plurality of families. Family life thus
fails to recognize fully the particularity of its members, and it is also an
unstable condition.

Hegel identified one significant exception to his general claim about the
limitations of family life. He argued that the ‘vocation’ of females ‘consists
essentially only in the marital relationship’, and justified this position by
referring to what he took to be the distinctive cast of the female mind. He
thus claimed that although ‘women may have insights... taste, and delicacy...
they do not possess the ideal’ of freedom. Consequently, ‘when women are in
charge of government, the state is in danger, for their actions are based not
on the demands of universality but on contingent inclination and opinion’
(ibid., p. 207). The implications of the political limitations of what are taken
to be distinctive female capacities are closely related to Hegel’s attempt
to restrict female fulfilment to the family sphere because he maintained that
citizenship is mediated through ‘civil society’, a sphere from which females
appear to be excluded.

Hegel argued that individual identity is recovered in ‘civil society’. In part
this terms refers to a modern ‘market’ society that recognizes and protects a
realm of private activity where individuals pursue their own conception of
their interests. Unlike many modern writers, however, Hegel did not think
that civil society is reducible to self-interest. To the contrary, he insisted that
it has social dimensions that are not merely accidental consequences of
the working of the ‘invisible hand’ of market exchanges (A. W. Wood, 1991,
p. xx). Civil society has a duty to educate potential members; it has a collect-
ive responsibility to prevent pauperism because this is incompatible with the
ethos of civil society. Moreover, Hegel argued that since individuals within
civil society identify with trade and professional associations, they are not
purely free-floating and isolated. These institutions give a social dimension to
economic pursuits, but they will not prevent occasional yet damaging economic
crises. For this reason the play of market forces must be set in a framework of
general regulation carried out by public authorities performing what Hegel
termed ‘police functions’ (Hegel, 1991, pp. 260-70).

Thus while civil society provides invaluable scope for some expressions of
freedom, it is not a final, self-contained model for rational freedom. Modern
society requires a political state to resolve the tensions produced in civil society
and also to provide a focus of identification that is inherently and completely,
rather than partially and to some degree accidentally, social. In his account of
the political dimensions of the modern state, Hegel sought to identify the
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rational dimensions of a constitutional monarchy that incorporates profes-
sional administrators and representative assemblies (‘estates’). In a state of
this kind, the monarch personifies subjective freedom and the estates
represent distinct groups within civil society. Since they are elected by their
constituent members, estates provide a vehicle for the expression of their
free subjectivity. Finally, the modern state must have a professional civil
service dedicated to the universal or common interests of the community
(ibid., pp. 282-359). These details relate closely to Hegel’s interest in the
reform movement in contemporary Prussia. It is important to recall, however,
that this ‘political state’ (essentially the machinery of government) is only one
aspect of the modern state. This entity embraces the whole community and
is thus a complex web of ideas, individuals and institutions that together
constitute rational freedom and make it possible.

Writers who approach politics from the perspective of natural liberty treat
the state as an important but limited agency that reconciles aspects of natural
freedom with the requirements of social life. This view played a role in
Rousseau’s theory, and Hegel was thus critical of Rousseau’s attempt to
derive the general will from individual wills, and to deduce the state from
a contractual arrangement that must necessarily be based on the ‘arbitrary
will and opinions’ of natural individuals (ibid., p. 277). In response to the
limitations of Rousseau’s theory, Hegel argued that rational freedom can
only incorporate viable aspects of the concern with individual freedom if
politics is understood in relation to a particular type of society. This soci-
ety needs government, but its distinctive features cannot be explained
solely by reference to the implications of coercive social coordination for
natural liberty. Hegel’s multilayered conception of freedom underwrote a
political theory that encapsulated all the salient features of the modern
state and produced a theory of community rather than just a theory of
government.

Hegel’s political theory has had a mixed reception. Originally rejected
for its extreme, even reactionary conservatism, these alleged features of
Hegel’s conception of the state later provided the basis for admiration of it
(A. W. Wood, 1991, p. viii). Both these responses rest on a misunderstanding
of Hegel’s position, a point that has been at least implicitly acknowledged by
other critics. As we shall see, these critics included the revolutionary socialist
Karl Marx. It is important, however, not to allow twentieth-century Marxism
to obscure the impact of liberal interpretations of Hegel in the nineteenth
century. This was largely due to the revival of interest in late eighteenth- and
early nineteenth-century German political philosophy that took place in
England from about 1870. The key figure in this revival was T. H. Green.
Green’s political thought was centrally concerned with virtue, but he main-
tained that virtue and freedom are closely linked (see p. 72). In this respect
his position echoes aspects of Kant’s political theory. However, unlike Kant,
Green and his followers placed a great deal of weight on the positive relationship
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between freedom and the modern state, a feature of their perception of politics
that owed much to their reading of Hegel.

Like Hegel, Green thought that freedom involves the integration of indi-
viduality and sociability, and also like Hegel he drew attention to the embodi-
ment of these values in the ideas and institutions of modern, constitutional
states. Green thought that virtuous conduct has to be self-willed or free, but
he maintained that state actions can contribute to freedom by protecting
rights, or claims to free action; by laying down rules whose infringement is
a punishable offence, but which can be treated as a guide to be followed
freely; and by removing obstacles to free action that spring from the
improper use of economic, social or political power or are a consequence of
ignorance, poor environmental conditions or historically ingrained subservience
(see p. 45). These measures contribute to what Green called a ‘positive’
conception of freedom — ‘a positive power or capacity of doing or enjoying
something worth doing or enjoying, and that, too, something we do or enjoy
in common with others’ (Green, 1986, p. 199) — which is compatible with the
underlying thrust of liberal politics.

Social freedom and the critique of state theory: Marx

While Hegel’s political theory did not have a marked impact on the English-
speaking world until almost half a century after his death, it generated a far
more immediate response in Germany. A number of radical writers treated
Hegel as a theorist of the modern constitutional state and gave serious
consideration to his attempt to reconcile free individuality with sociability.
However, these critics condemned Hegel’s attachment to constitutional and
liberal values. In terms of the subsequent history of political thought, the
most significant response to Hegel was produced by the revolutionary socialist
Karl Marx (see pp. 327-8), and his associate Friedrich Engels.

Like Hegel, Marx rejected the political significance of natural liberty, and
stressed the extent to which a complete conception of freedom must take
account of the social dimensions of the human personality. In Marx’s view,
however, the philosopher of right failed to understand the true basis of
human consciousness, individuality and sociability. Marx argued that an
adequate understanding of the state must start from a clear conception of the
basis of human existence, namely the social conditions under which human
beings produce the material necessities of life. In particular, he claimed
that human beings cannot be free unless they produce freely; that is, under
circumstances in which their activities are directed to fulfilling fundamental
human needs through cooperative interactions that reflect their intrinsically
social nature.

Although Marx’s presentation of this argument is exceedingly complex
(and contentious), the implications he drew from it are relatively clear. These
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implications relate in the first instance to the necessarily oppressive nature of
private property. Since production is a fundamental human activity, control
of the process of labour and its product by property owners takes away what
are really human and social attributes and bestows these on limited sec-
tions of the population. This process of ‘alienation’, as Marx called it,
involves a loss of humanity and a consequent diminution of the capacity to
exercise all human attributes, including free will: ‘the activity of the worker
is not his own spontaneous activity. It belongs to another, it is a loss of self’
(Marx, 1975, p. 327). Modern society is divided along class lines, reflecting
an imbalance of social and economic power between property holders and
the propertyless, and therefore it cannot form the focus of a genuinely
social existence. Moreover, this imbalance makes freedom impossible:
those who possess significant amounts of property oppress the rest of the
population.

As we have seen, Hegel was aware of the potentially damaging implications
of economic inequality and looked to the state to overcome these. Marx
argued, however, that the state cannot achieve this worthy end because its
structure and ethos are products of, and reflect the inequalities attendant
upon, the intrusion of private property into the realm of social production.
For Maryx, the state reflects and upholds inequality. Inequalities give rise to
class antagonisms, and there can be no genuine sense of community, no
universal or general interest in a society divided along class lines. Neither can
the state be seen as a disinterested force valiantly struggling to resolve class
tensions or limit their impact on freedom. To the contrary, the modern state,
like all the states that preceded it, is merely a reflection of the interests of the
dominant class. Although it may present itself as an embodiment of the general
interest, the state’s conduct reflects (in a more or less subtle form) the
oppressive tendencies embedded in what Marx called the ‘social relations
of production’. The state, Marx wrote, ‘is nothing more than the form of
organization which the bourgeois necessarily adopt for internal and external
purposes’ (Marx and Engels, 1968, p. 59).

Marx’s conclusion was that the realization of freedom must await the
overthrow of political institutions and of the systems of economic inequality
that underpin them. True and universal freedom requires a social system that
is both communistic (meaning that productive resources are collectively
rather than privately held) and stateless. Freedom is the goal of Marxian
communism, but it can only be attained when private property and the state
have been destroyed.

This conclusion was endorsed by a number of revolutionary socialists
who were part of a tradition of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
anarchist thinking. For these writers, however, the sort of theory advanced
by Marx and Engels posed at least as much of a threat to the realization of
human freedom as that promoted by Hegel and his followers. In the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries anarchism was thus an important
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source for critiques of Marxism from a socialist perspective, but this strand
represented only one part of a tradition that also had a strongly individualistic
orientation.

Freedom and anarchy: Godwin, Proudhon, Bakunin,
Kropotkin, Stirner, \/arren and Tucker

If one thinks of the state as a core aspect of politics, then anarchism points to
the termination of politics as this is usually understood. Even so, the anarchist
critique of the state forms an important tradition in the history of political
thought. Anarchist thinking is especially germane to any consideration of
political theories that take freedom as their starting point because its rejection
of the state hinges on a belief in its necessarily harmful effect on human
liberty. Although all anarchists regard freedom as a fundamental value, they
take differing views on the implications that should be drawn from this
insight. While one important strand in anarchist thinking adopts a social
conception of freedom that seeks to avoid the authoritarian implications of
Marxist forms of revolutionary socialism, other anarchists have focused on
the autonomy of the individual and regarded the demands of society as
a threat to it.

This line of argument was first formulated systematically in William Godwin’s
Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793). Godwin’s political ideas are
marked by a concern with rational independence, and a suspicion of many of
the features of the political and religious establishment in England. Political
justice depends on people’s capacity to take an impartial view of their interests
and those of their fellows, and to act in ways that maximize human happiness:
‘by justice I understand that impartial treatment of every man in matters that
relate to his happiness, which is measured solely by a consideration of the
properties of the receiver, and the capacity of him that bestows’ (Godwin,
1969, vol. 1, p. 126). Political justice, in other words, is a product of ‘rational
benevolence’, of a reason-guided intention to take account of the happiness
of others. Godwin argued that freedom is crucial to benevolence because
resort to coercion displaces rational deliberation and rational assent with
calculations based on fear. Consequently, he rejected a wide variety of
attitudes, practices and institutions that he regarded as hostile to the exercise
and development of rational humans’ faculties. Many of these coercive
influences can be identified closely with the monarchical and aristocratic
culture of eighteenth-century Europe, but Godwin’s critique of the state is
a general one. States work through systems of law that blindly predetermine
how actions should be evaluated and responded to. Moreover, since the final
sanction of law is coercion not reason, Godwin argued that governments can
neither respect reason nor — however good their intentions — create an envir-
onment where reason becomes the basis of human conduct.
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The philosopher and novelist William Godwin had a contemporary reputation
as a proponent of extreme rationalism in ethics and politics. He is widely
credited with having produced the first modern and systematic account of the
anarchist position in his celebrated Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793).
This work, which created a sensation when it first appeared, presented a
systematic critique of the role that coercion played in even the most civilized
states and called into question all forms of non-rational authority, including
those exercised within political communities.

Key reading: Philp (1986).

Godwin’s political prescriptions are very cautious. For example, although
he admitted that revolutions may be necessary to free society from tyranny,
he was not sanguine about their capacity to promote human and social
progression: they rely upon violence and create situations where rational
deliberation is virtually impossible (ibid., pp. 272-3). Since Godwin believed
that benevolence can flourish only when individual freedom is restrained by
reason alone, he looked forward to the replacement of the state by a large
number of small and intimate communities where individuals would be
subjected only to the rational and non-coercive influences of their neighbour’s
arguments (Godwin, 1969, vol. 2, pp. 191-212).

The stress Godwin laid on non-coercive human interaction and the rejection
of the legitimacy of the state became a feature of subsequent anarchist
writings. Nineteenth-century anarchists often treated Godwin as an important
figure in the development of anarchist thought, but those who regarded
anarchism as a form of revolutionary socialism abandoned his practical caution
and rejected his tendency to treat social influences as a threat to the autonomy
of individuals.

The most important accounts of social anarchism were produced by the
French writer P.-J. Proudhon and two Russian thinkers, Michael Bakunin
and Peter Kropotkin. Proudhon maintained that since authority and liberty
are inescapable, mutually dependent facts of human existence, it is necessary
to identify forms of social and political organization that balance authority by
liberty so as to maximize the scope of the latter. He argued that only anarchy,
a system in which ‘social order arises from nothing but transactions and
exchanges’, can satisfy this requirement (Proudhon, 1979, pp. 6-7, 11). Anarchy
was to be created through a contractual process recognizing the autonomy of
the participants and giving rise to a ‘federation’ rather than a centralized state:

What is essential to and characteristic of the federal contract...is that in
this system the contracting parties...not only undertake bilateral and
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communicative obligations, but in making the pact reserve for themselves
more rights, more liberty, more authority, more property than they abandon.
(ibid., p. 39)

Central government would be replaced by an agency responsible for creating
legislative machinery, which would remain under the direction of local author-
ities and of citizens themselves. Federation ‘consists in ruling every people, at
any given movement, by decreasing the sway of authority and central power to
the point permitted by the level of consciousness and morality’ (ibid., p. 49).
Proudhon contrasted the order created through anarchy with the liberty-sapping
chaos of a centralized state: ‘what you call unity and centralisation is nothing
but perpetual chaos, serving as a basis for endless tyranny; it is the advancing
of the chaotic condition of social forces as an argument for despotism —
a despotism which is really the cause of chaos’ (Proudhon, 1923, p. 246).

Brought up in humble circumstances in the Jura region of south-central France,
Proudhon began his adult life in the printing trade. While working as a printer
he continued his education, and by the 1840s had gained a reputation as

an important radical thinker. At first his ideas were admired by Marx, but
Proudhon’s subsequent development of an anarchist position that rejected
capitalism while still allowing forms of private property made him a target

of Marxist criticism. In common with other anarchists, Proudhon looked to a
federal model to coordinate large-scale human interaction while avoiding

the liberty-destroying and counterproductive resort to political authority and
the state. His most important political writings are What is Property? (1840),
Philosophy of Poverty (1846), The Idea of the Revolution of the Nineteenth
Century (1851) and Federation (1863).

Key readings: Avrich (1988); Woodcock (1965).

For Proudhon, as for many other anarchists, the preservation of liberty
required economic as well as political change. Proudhon regarded the principle
of federation as a key element in this process. He described capitalism as a
system of ‘financial feudalism’ and argued that it must be replaced by an ‘agro-
industrial federation’ that would organize public services and regulate the
economic condition of the individuals and associations that were contractual
members of it (Proudhon, 1979, pp. 70-1). Large-scale industrial enterprises
would be controlled by working men’s associations made up of those involved in
them, but these organizations must resist the temptation to infringe on the auton-
omy of their members: ‘the best association is one into which, thanks to a better
organisation, liberty enters most and devotion least’ (Proudhon, 1923, p. 98).
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In Proudhon’s account of anarchism, federation is the key to forms of
social solidarity that do not undermine individual freedom. A stress upon
combining liberty and solidarity is a central theme in social conceptions of
anarchism. In Bakunin’s case this point was made by reference to the condi-
tions of human consciousness. Bakunin maintained that people’s consciousness
of themselves is a product of their interrelationship with others. Conse-
quently he thought that individual freedom can only be understood in the
context of a free society:

Being free ... means being acknowledged, considered and treated as such
by [another person] and by all [others] around him...[T]he liberty of any
individual is nothing more or less than the reflection of his humanity and
his human rights in the awareness of all free men — his brothers, his equals.
(Bakunin, 1973, p. 147)

This doctrine combined two of the slogans of the French revolutionaries —
‘liberty’ and “fraternity’ — and implied the third: ‘equality’. Like other social
anarchists, Bakunin considered the inequalities produced by capitalism to be
incompatible with both freedom and fraternity. Social control of resources
reflects the inherently cooperative nature of human life and ensures that
they do not become the means through which some individuals deprive their
fellows of liberty. Authority of any kind is incompatible with human freedom
and also with free sociability.

The son of a member of the Russian gentry, Bakunin spent the greater part

of his adult life in various European countries propagating anarchism and
engaging in fruitless revolutionary conspiracies. His view of the revolutionary
potential of the peasantry was influential in parts of Italy and Spain. Bakunin
was highly critical of the statist tradition of Western political thinking and of
the liberty-renouncing implications of social contract theory. He also denounced
the reliance on revolutionary elites that featured in many forms of
nineteenth-century socialism, including that identified with Karl Marx.
Bakunin engaged in a bitter dispute with Marx on revolutionary tactics and
struggled with him for control of the First International, an organization of
European socialists. He condemned what he saw as the authoritarian
implications of Marx’s theory of revolutionary change and later treated his whole
philosophy as a pseudo-science that threatened to stifle the spontaneity of the
working classes. Bakunin’s political ideas were presented in a range of pamphlets;
his most developed statement, Statism and Anarchy (1873), an extended critique of
Marxism, was published a year after his expulsion from the International.

Key readings: Avrich (1988); Crowder (1991).
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Bakunin conceived of anarchy as a new social order where the only restrictions
on human freedom come from moral and intellectual influences. In a true
society people are

compelled not by the will or oppression of other men, nor by the repression of
the State and legislation, which are necessarily represented and implemented
by men and would make them slaves in their turn, but by the actual organi-
zation of the social environment, so constituted that while leaving each man
to enjoy the utmost possible liberty it gives no one the power to set himself
above others or to dominate them, except through the natural influence of his
own intellectual or moral qualities, which must never be allowed either to
convert itself into a right or to be backed by any kind of political institution.
(ibid., pp. 152-3)

These conditions can be satisfied if human life is focused on small-scale
organizations, reflecting the natural sociability of limited sections of the
population. Autonomous communities should be linked by a system of feder-
ation that facilitates cooperative activity. Federalism thus produces the same
benefits for communities as anarchism does for individuals. Externally
imposed authorities are to be swept away and replaced by the self-recognized,
self-imposed authority of science and of the natural laws that underlie human
interaction. The authority of the state and of its religious handmaidens is
counterproductive; it produces conflicts and injustices that would not exist in
a stateless, free environment.

This rejection of the state rests upon the idea that social life is natural and
does not have to be sustained by the intrusive oversight of government. For
anarchists, the state’s unnecessary curtailment of freedom damages sociability.
This line of argument is clearly at odds with mainstream political thinking.
Although the history of political thought presents a range of accounts of the
ends of politics, there is general agreement that the state is an unavoidable
and important feature of human existence. Towards the end of the nineteenth
century this belief was reaffirmed by writers who reflected on the political
implications of theories of natural selection. Thus T. H. Huxley (who thought
of himself as a follower of Charles Darwin) argued that the state ensures that
the ‘struggle for existence’ is directed towards the benefit of the community
(Huxley, n.d., pp. 339-40). Huxley’s argument implies a challenge to anarchism
because it makes the state essential and justifies it by reference to a fashionable
scientific theory. This challenge was taken up by Peter Kropotkin, a leading
late nineteenth-century exponent of social anarchism.

In Mutual Aid Kropotkin surveyed a wide range of historical and scientific
data that he thought lent support to an anarchist conception of the coopera-
tive and social basis of human life. An examination of both the natural
and human world led Kropotkin to reject the idea of a struggle for existence.
He argued that successful species, that is, those that survive and develop, are
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Born into a well-connected noble family, Kropotkin served in the Russian
imperial college of pages and in the Imperial Army. He subsequently
acquired a significant reputation as a geographer and a mild-mannered
but effective theorist of revolutionary anarchism. Kropotkin was imprisoned
in both France and his native Russia before spending much of his later life
in exile in London. He regarded anarchism as a scientifically grounded
theory of society and the state, a doctrine that was expounded most
comprehensively in a series of articles that were published in book form as
Mutual Aid in 1897.

In this work, Kropotkin rejected the claim (identified with contemporary
social Darwinism) that the idea of the ‘survival of the fittest’ meant that
competition was the key to human development. To the contrary, he argued
by reference to a range of instances drawn from human history and from
observations of animal behaviour, that cooperation by members of the same
group was the key to survival. The ‘fittest’ did survive and flourish but the
capacity to cooperate was the criterion of fitness. Kropotkin deployed this
argument to show that cooperation was both natural and beneficial and to
condemn coercive agencies such as the state. The state only appeared to be
necessary because coercive practices precluded the development of ‘mutual
aid’, the key principle of social organization and one that explained all the
progressive tendencies in the natural and human worlds. In common with a
number of other nineteenth-century anarchists, Kropotkin linked the state
to systems of privilege and exploitation that disrupted cooperation and
frustrated mutual aid.

Anarchism thus involved an end of the state and of capitalism and private
property; it looked to a stateless future where human needs would be met
through spontaneous cooperation of autonomous human beings.

Key readings: Avrich (1988); Cahm (1989); Crowder (1991).

distinguished by their capacity for ‘mutual aid’. Kropotkin acknowledged
that struggle plays a role in this process, but he claimed that it takes place
against external forces, not between members of the same species. Species
and human groupings that survive and flourish do so through processes of
natural selection that reinforce cooperative behaviour and eliminate antisocial
tendencies. The course of evolutionary development is thus marked by a
growth of mutual aid and a decline in competition within groups and species.
In human history this process has produced systems of social ethics that give
priority to cooperation and discourage conflict.

Kropotkin’s explanation of the mechanics of human and social development
leaves no room for the state. Human beings are naturally sociable and any
progress they have made has followed an evolutionary pattern that can be
explained by the principle of mutual aid. For Kropotkin, the state is an
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aberration in human history, one that appeared relatively late in the day
(Kropotkin, n.d., pp. 216-22). In making this point, Kropotkin extolled the
virtues of the guild system of medieval Europe, arguing that it provided
a sophisticated exemplification of the principle of mutual aid. Significantly,
the rise of the modern state involved the destruction of guild society. In place
of cooperative self-regulation, the state imposed a system of direction from
the top, and sought to justify its position by a range of theories that make the
existence of political authority a precondition of social life (ibid., pp. 226-7).
Kropotkin argued that the state is a standing contradiction of the mutual aid
principle and is fundamentally antisocial. It is based on sectional and class
domination, and despite its elaborate ideological trappings, it has been
unable to deliver what it promised. In place of harmony, justice, peace and
progress it has generated conflict, injustice and stagnation. For Kropotkin,
the regressive effects of political authority are epitomized by the state’s
reliance on law — a system of imposed, insensitive and impersonal regulation —
and by the brutality of penal practices that are a logical consequence of its
reliance on repression as a tool of social control (Kropotkin, 1971, pp. 338-72).

In common with other revolutionary anarchists, Kropotkin believed that
the breakdown of the modern capitalist state would provide an opportunity
for reconstituting a genuine society based on natural principles. He also
endorsed the common anarchist view that the revolutionary process must not
be perverted by the institution of other forms of authority, least of all by
systems of revolutionary government or ‘state socialism’. For Kropotkin,
anarchism should be based on a federation of decentralized territorial
‘communes’, or voluntary associations, which would embody all social interests.
Unlike Proudhon and Bakunin, Kropotkin thought that the organizational
principle of these communes should be ‘collectivism’ rather than ‘mutualism’.
That is, the commune itself should own all productive resources, rather than
these being under the mutual control of those engaged in particular forms of
production. The community would be responsible for allocating goods on the
basis of need rather than contribution. Kropotkin maintained that these
arrangements would most accurately reflect the natural principle of mutual
aid: voluntary association means that all members of the community can
exercise and develop their capacities for ‘free initiative, free action, free
association’. Collectivism recognizes the fundamentally mutual and integrated
character of social existence. The goal is to foster ‘the most complete devel-
opment of individuality combined with the highest development of voluntary
association in all aspects, in all possible degrees, for all imaginable aims’
(Kropotkin, 1970, pp. 127, 123).

During the last years of his life Kropotkin witnessed the early stages of a
nightmare that had haunted the imaginations of nineteenth-century revolu-
tionary anarchists. Under the influence of the Marxist leader V. I. Lenin, the
revolution in Russia proved to be the harbinger of an extreme form of state
collectivism instituted by a minute section of the population that was
divorced from both the peasantry and industrial workers (see p. 334). An
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important step in the consolidation of Lenin’s revolutionary elite was the
elimination of the anarchists, a process that was to be repeated in the course
of the civil war in Spain in the late 1930s.

These events were part of the history of revolutionary socialism in Europe,
but more or less from its inception social anarchism had been subject to
powerful challenges by other, individualist anarchists. The potential for
conflict between social and individualistic anarchism was clearly signalled by
Max Stirner in The Ego and Its Own. Like Marx, Stirner was a radical critic of
Hegel, but he also rejected revolutionary socialism. In The Ego and Its Own
Stirner drew a distinction between ‘political liberalism’, a theory that upholds
personal equality as a goal and promotes a ‘rational’ democratic state, and
‘social liberalism’ or communism. Political liberalism subjects individuals to
a rational state, while social liberalism subjects them to society: according to
the latter ‘no one must have, as according to political liberalism no one was
to give orders; as in that case the State alone obtained the command, so now
society alone obtains the possessions’ and will make individuals work for it
(Stirner, 1995, p. 105).

Born Johann Caspar Schmidt in Bayreuth, Stirner had an undistinguished
career as a student at the universities of Berlin, Erlangen and Konigsberg.
While working as a teacher in Berlin in the early 1840s, Stirner was associated
with ‘the free’, a group of radical Hegelians whose meetings were attended by
Friedrich Engels. His major political work, The Ego and Its Own, was published
in 1844 to widespread critical comment. It provided a radical critique of a
wide range of political, social, moral and religious ideas, practices and putative
obligations that imposed on what he called the ‘ego’, rejecting the conservative
and liberal state and the alternatives to them promoted by radical democrats
and revolutionary socialists.

Key readings: Carroll (1974); Leopold (1995); Paterson (1971).

This line of criticism was a consequence of Stirner’s wish to uphold the
integrity of what he called the ‘ego’, understood not as a set of desires or a
conventionally selfish individual, but as an empty potentiality that fills itself
by taking whatever the world offers. Stirner shared his radical contemporaries’
distaste for religion, monarchy and fatherland, but he went far beyond them
and rejected all ideals on the grounds that they imposed external standards
upon the ego and sought to recruit it for alien causes. In Stirner’s account,
the ego is ensnared by moral, religious and political ideas that are merely
devious and self-serving representations of other people’s aspirations. The
effect of social conditioning is such that these impositions are to some degree
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self-inflicted. Originally external creations, they are adopted by individuals as
their cause, and thereby become especially tenacious. Like the ‘spooks’ that
haunt the minds of those ‘possessed’ by supernatural spirits, these ideas are
products of the imagination that return to control and terrify their creators.
As Stirner put it:

Man your head is haunted; you have wheels in your head! You imagine
great things, and depict to yourself a whole world of gods that has an
existence for you, a spirit realm to which you suppose yourself to be called,
an ideal that beckons to you. You have a fixed idea!...[a]n idea that has
subjected the man to itself. (ibid., p. 43)

Since Stirner wrote in a context that was influenced by Hegel’s account of the
state and by radical extensions of this general position, it is not surprising that
one of the spooks he wished to lay to rest was the state. His anarchism was
unusual in rejecting not only political authority, but a/l ideas and practices
that claim the individual’s allegiance and respect. Community, ‘humanity’,
love, property and religion are all hostile to the ego. Once people understand
this, these ‘spooks’ will be banished; the ego will regain its purity and can set
about realizing its self-formulated purposes. These purposes often require
interaction with other egos, but Stirner wished to distinguish this from both
conventional and radical conceptions of sociability. When egos cooperate
with one another they do so from their own points of view, and on the basis of
their own conception of their own interest; they do not act on the belief that
they are contributing to causes that are not their own. The interaction of egos
creates no ‘common interests’.

Having rejected all bases for human action that rest on extra-individual
claims, Stirner was left with an environment made up of morally and psycho-
logically self-contained beings. His theory thus embodies a radically individu-
alistic form of anarchism. Paradoxically, however, it does not preclude certain
forms of domination. To the contrary, Stirner thought that some individuals
may choose to place themselves under the absolute control of others. In doing
s0, however, they yield to superior power or attraction, but not because they
believe that other individuals have a claim upon their loyalty (ibid., p. 150). In
this case, as in that of cooperation between egos, nothing new is produced by
interaction: it is merely a matter of one ego subjecting itself to another and
making use of it. In this, as in other Stirnerian relationships, there is no meeting
of minds: each party relates to the other from its own point of view. Even if
large-scale cooperation or subjection appears in a Stirnerian world they
cannot provide the basis for the state because they lack any of the psychological
and moral features that distinguish social and political relationships.

This outcome reflects a belief that even liberty can acquire the status of an
idol to which the ego is sacrificed. Stirner’s extremism is unusual, but the
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sorts of reservation that he expressed about the damaging implications of
social integration are a feature of individualistic anarchism. For example, the
mid-nineteenth-century American writer Josiah Warren defined liberty as
the ‘sovereignty of the individual’, and argued that this is incompatible
with social arrangements that imply anything more than a trivial degree of
combination: ‘The only ground upon which man can know liberty, is that of
DISCONNECTION, DISUNION, INDIVIDUALITY’ (Warren, 1970, p. 322).
The state is necessary only because human beings become interdependent
and develop ‘united’ interests. Warren’s solution to this problem was to
make government unnecessary by urging individuals to be self-subsistent and
independent:

If governments originate in combined interests, and if government and
liberty cannot exist together, then the solution to our problem demands
that there be NO COMBINED INTERESTS TO MANAGE...[A]LL
INTEREST AND RESPONSIBILITIES MUST BE ENTIRELY
INDIVIDUALIZED, before the legitimate liberty of mankind can be
restored — before each can be sovereign of his own without violating the
sovereignty of others. (ibid., pp. 325, 329)

Warren’s views on the tension between liberty and sociability, and his attempt
to dissolve this by reducing interdependence, are echoed in the writings of
his American follower, Benjamin Tucker. Tucker contrasted the benefits
that result from competitive exchanges between free individuals with the
tendency for collective action to become enshrined in monopolies that favour
some sections of the population over others (Tucker, 1970, p. 175). Anarchism
undercuts the basis of monopolies in land, capital and professional services
because it withdraws from them the support of the state and throws these
areas of life open to the invigorating breezes of individualized competition.
This principle can also be applied to individual protection. There is no need
for this function to be monopolized by the state; indeed, many dangers result
from such an arrangement. Tucker therefore looked to voluntary associations
for self-defence, or to commercial agencies to provide protection for individuals
without requiring the creation of authoritative institutions that undermine
individual freedom (ibid., p. 181).

Conclusion

Both individual and social anarchists argued that the nature of freedom is
such that it rules out all types of political authority. In contrast, while the
other writers considered here regard some forms of political organization
and practice as incompatible with human freedom, they nevertheless thought
it possible to identify political conditions that promote it. Machiavelli related
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individual freedom to the requirements of a particular form of government;
he thought that membership of a popular republic provides unique opportun-
ities for the realization of distinctly human potentialities. Machiavelli’s
position may be contrasted with Locke’s and Paine’s focus on individual
entitlements as specified by natural rights. These writers argued that political
power should be organized and regulated in ways that take account of the
role that freedom plays in enabling individuals to exercise their rights. This
requirement plays a central role in Locke’s and Paine’s evaluation of systems
of government, and of the ways in which political power is exercised.

John Stuart Mill rejected natural rights theory, but he thought individual
liberty to be so important that it would set intractable limits on the restrictions
that either government or society could place upon individuals. While he
wished to protect individuals from society, Mill also thought it necessary to
protect social interests from improper individual conduct. Unlike social
proponents of liberty such as Rousseau, Hegel and Green, however, Mill did
not regard significant forms of freedom as products of social membership.
For these writers, freedom was only possible for members of political and
social groups. They thus sought to identify systems of government that would
allow socially embedded individuals to realize the potentialities of social
membership. Since theories of this kind set individual freedom within a social
context, they imply that the scope for, and the benefits of, free action will be
constrained by the way in which freedom is understood, and by provision of
the political and social institutions that are necessary to sustain it. The social
conceptions of freedom advanced by these writers are similar in some
respects to those that underwrite both social anarchism and Marxism.
However, Rousseau and his successors regarded political institutions, and
particularly the state, as a way of sustaining free action, not as an insuperable
hindrance to it.

The contrast between Mill’s conception of freedom and that of Rousseau,
Hegel and Green is frequently presented in terms of a distinction between
‘negative’ and ‘positive’ liberty. This terminology appears in Green’s writings
but its role in contemporary political theory is due primarily to the account of
it that was presented by Isaiah Berlin in an essay that originated as an inaugural
lecture given at the University of Oxford in 1958. Negative liberty focuses on
‘freedom from’ constraints and gives primacy to protecting individuals from
interference by others. By contrast, positive accounts of freedom draw attention
to the idea that liberty may be constrained by a far broader range of impedi-
ments than those embraced by the negative conception of freedom. These
impediments may mean that an individual’s capacity to act freely is purely
formal rather than substantive. Thus while negative liberty stresses freedom
from constraints resulting from the coercive actions of others, positive liberty
uses an idea of freedom which emphasizes ‘freedom o’ act.

Impediments to action have been taken to include inadequate material
and education resources, but also, and more controversially, alleged failings
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of moral character that mean that people’s apparent objectives cannot be
taken to represent their real intentions. T. H. Green, for example, applied
this line of argument to the preferences expressed by those who were
addicted to alcohol. He argued that any claims to be free from restrictive liquor
legislation need to be considered in relation to the freedom to act rationally
that was made possible by greatly limiting the opportunities for drunkenness.
Berlin was critical of this approach to freedom because it confused the
relationship between freedom and compulsion and might be extended to
justify a whole range of violations of individual rights including those identified
with totalitarian regimes.

Berlin’s views on the implications of positive freedom have been a matter
of debate, as has the validity of the distinction itself. The distinction does,
however, serve to draw attention to some of the complexities of liberty and to
explain how an appeal to this value is used in various ways by different political
theorists. The negative position is particularly associated with various forms
of liberalism, but Green and those who followed him argued that positive
liberty was also a legitimate part of the liberal project. Positive liberty is
usually associated with theories which promote an active state, including
a range of varieties of non-Marxist forms of socialism.

A recent challenge to Berlin’s views has come from Philip Pettit who has
revisited republican political theory, partly as a result of debates in Australia
about the future of that country’s status as a monarchy subject to the head of
the British royal family. Although Pettit’s thoughts on republicanism have
a very contemporary context, they are advanced in quite conscious recognition
of the longstanding tradition of republicanism in Western political theory.
Pettit identifies what he refers to as ‘the republican ideal of freedom’, one
that focuses on freedom as ‘non-domination’ rather than freedom as non-
interference. The key feature of this republican ideal is that while it does not
preclude interference as such, it holds that any such interference must not be
arbitrary. As Pettit puts it, ‘freedom as non-interference makes the absence
of interference sufficient for freedom; in contrast, freedom as non-domination
requires the absence of a capacity on the part of anyone else — any individual
or corporate agent — to interfere arbitrarily in their life or affairs’ (Pettit,
1997, p. 114). This view of freedom was applied in the past to the arbitrary
implications of monarchical forms of government. In both its historical and
modern forms, republicanism raises important questions about who rules,
and the ways in which power is exercised. These questions provide the focus
of the chapters that follow.



Chapter 4

Politics, Happiness and Welfare

Early utilitarianism
Benthamite utilitarianism
The diffusion of utilitarianism
Conclusion

This chapter discusses a number of political theories that start from the
assumption that the primary purpose of politics is to promote human interests,
happiness or welfare. In particular they regard government as an agency with
a distinctive and general responsibility for ensuring that those who are subject
to it enjoy as many of life’s advantages as possible. While some of these
theorists argue that this responsibility entails an active and positive role for
government in, for example, distributing material goods, this is not a necessary
feature of this perspective on politics. As we shall see, in some cases it is
thought that the most important contribution that government can make to
general welfare is to guarantee a framework of human interaction in which
individuals can pursue their own conception of their own best interests.

At first sight it may appear that the claim that happiness or welfare are the
ends of politics is self-evident and cannot provide the basis for a distinctive
approach to the subject. This judgement is, however, inadequate. While
we may accept unquestioningly the close and direct relationship between
the legitimate activities of government and the advancement of the welfare
of the general population, we must be aware that many significant traditions
in the history of political thought rest on other views of the ends of politics.
Moreover, with a few notable exceptions this approach to politics is a largely
modern phenomenon. These points are obscured by the fact that virtually all
accounts of politics place considerable stress on a government’s role in
promoting, or at least facilitating, the material and general welfare of its
subjects. Even if one leaves aside those theories that subjugate any plausible
conception of individual and social welfare to impersonal ends such as the
good of the race, or the attainment of a distant goal such as that held out by
Marxists, it is apparent that many political thinkers relate happiness or welfare
to other, more fundamental values and understand them in terms of these.

Plato, for example, argued that the virtuous will be happy, and medieval
injunctions concerning the welfare of subjects are set within a framework
that makes well-being dependent upon the realization of Christian values.

107
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Hobbes’ account of the rationale of the state gains much of its force from his
grim depiction of the miseries of the state of nature. But since Hobbes thought
that any political condition is preferable to this, and since he stressed the
relationship between sovereign power and order, it is plausible to think of
him primarily as a theorist of order. He assumed, however, that it is only in
the context of an order (as he understood this term) that human beings have
any prospect of avoiding extreme misery. Theorists of natural liberty take for
granted that the exercise of freedom is conducive to the realization of human
happiness.

The accounts of the ends of politics discussed in this chapter are distinctive
because they make human well-being the starting point of political analysis.
In the theories discussed here, human interests, human happiness or general
welfare are regarded as primary political values, ones that provide criteria
for evaluating political institutions and political action. Since this perspective
on politics is a distinctly modern one, this chapter will focus largely on
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writers. It will begin with a brief sketch of
the form of Christian utilitarianism developed by the late eighteenth-century
English philosopher, William Paley.

Other early European proponents of utilitarian theories, such as the Abbé
Saint-Pierre, also discussed ideas of human happiness in relation to Christian
belief. In its developed forms the doctrine became a fundamentally secular
one based on a ‘scientific’ approach to politics. This development will be
traced from the writings of the French writer Claude Helvetius and his Italian
contemporary Cesare Beccaria to those of Jeremy Bentham, who is usually
regarded as the most significant exponent of ‘utilitarianism’. Bentham’s
position was modified by his English successors, John Stuart Mill and Henry
Sidgwick. Mill and Sidgwick accepted the general premise of utilitarianism —
that political institutions must promote the ‘greatest happiness of the greatest
number’ — but they subjected Bentham’s account of this doctrine to significant
revisions. The chapter will conclude with a brief discussion of the diffusion of
a utilitarian perspective on politics in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century political theory.

Although this chapter focuses on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
thinkers, it is important to note that elements of a utilitarian position can be
found in earlier periods. For example, the opening book of Plato’s Republic
includes accounts of justice that identify it either with the subjective interests
of individuals or with the needs of the community, rather than with the
pursuit of Platonic virtue. In roughly the same period, the Chinese thinker
Mo Tzu formulated an account of the ends of politics in terms that have been
compared to modern European theories of utilitarianism (Hsiao, 1979,
pp. 234-5; Rubin, 1979, pp. 33-54).

Mo Tzu promoted the idea of ‘universal love’ as a solution to the con-
flict-ridden condition of contemporary society, and stressed the importance
of adopting an impartial concern for human welfare rather than focusing on
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the particular interests of a ruler, a family or an individual (Mo Tzu, 1963,
pp- 39-40). In contrast to the emphasis on individual feeling and virtue that
appeared in Confucian thought, Tzu argued that universal love forms an
objective standard that focuses attention on the consequences of action
rather than on the character of the actor. ‘Every doctrine, discipline, and
standard of benevolence and righteousness is intended on a larger scale to be
used in governing men, and on a smaller scale to fit one for holding office’
(Hsiao, 1979, p. 234; Mo Tzu, 1963, p. 130). This standard should be maintained
by a just superior who forms part of an elaborate hierarchy that is similar in
some respects to the feudal system that emerged in medieval Europe. Tzu
argued that government should play a central role in identifying the general
interest and in ensuring that the actions of individuals contribute to it.
Human beings’ tendency to selfish conduct has to be overcome by establish-
ing a system of regulation that rewards those who serve the general interest
and punishes those who undermine it. These rewards and penalties should be
maintained by government, and Tzu made it clear that the purpose of such a
system is to promote appropriate behaviour: “To place...honours upon the
virtuous is not so much to reward virtue, as to bring about the success...of
government’ (Mo Tzu, 1973, p. 33).

Tzu’s insistence that politics should be directed to furthering the welfare of
the population by promoting benevolent behaviour, his identification of the
role played by rewards and punishments in this process, and his lack of interest
in using government to promote personal virtue, were echoed by the thinkers
discussed below. It is important to note, however, that there is a significant
difference between his utilitarianism and that of many later Western writers.
For Tzu, the ideal of universal benevolence rests upon the conventional reli-
gious ideas of the time. Benevolence is ordained by the spiritual forces that
are the ultimate rulers of the universe:

the interests of the magnanimous lies in procuring benefits for the world
and eliminating its calamities ... When we try to develop and procure
benefits for the world with universal love as our standard, then attentive
ears and keen eyes will respond in service to one another, then limbs will
be strengthened to work for one another. (Mo Tzu, 1973, p. 89)

Early utilitarianism: Paley, Saint-Pierre, Hume, Helvetius
and Beccaria

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries some versions of
utilitarianism were set within a Christian framework. One of the most influ-
ential figures in this tradition was William Paley, a clergyman and university
teacher whose book, The Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy, was a
standard late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century political text. Paley
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maintained that God’s intentions for humanity could be identified by the
tendency of actions to ‘promote or diminish general happiness’ (Paley, 1803,
vol. 1, p. 69). He defined happiness as a condition in which the ‘aggregate of
pleasure exceeds that of pain’ (ibid., p. 22) and argued that individuals and
governments can act in conformity to God’s will by identifying actions that
tend to promote general happiness, and by aligning human conduct with this
standard. But while Paley thought that actions should be judged by their
tendency, he maintained that actors (or ‘agents’) should be judged by their
‘design’ or intention in acting. Paley’s identification of a utilitarian standard
of judgement is thus part of a theory of virtue, although he believed that God
promotes virtue through utilitarian means. He thus defined virtue as ‘the doing
good to mankind, in obedience to the will of God, and for the sake of everlasting
happiness’:

It seems most agreeable to our conceptions of justice, and is constant
enough to the language of scripture, to suppose, that there are prepared
for us rewards and punishments of all possible degrees, from the most
exalted happiness down to extreme misery. (ibid., pp. 50-1)

Rewards or sanctions applied by God thus reinforce the influence of human
agencies to encourage individuals to act with a view to maximizing the happiness
of their fellows.

The Abbé Saint-Pierre identified rationality with ‘the diminution or cessation
of evils and of sorrows, and the multiplication and augmentation of goods
and pleasures’, and stressed the role played by supernatural sanctions in
encouraging individuals to overcome their narrowly selfish aspirations, and
to act in ways that contribute to the happiness of their fellows (Keohane,
1980, p. 365). In addition, however, he urged governors to educate their
subjects so that they may acquire a true understanding of their interests and
learn to regulate their passions by reason. The educational role of the state
should be supplemented by a machine-like system of government which
encourages actions that contribute to the public happiness and discourages
those that harm it. Saint-Pierre argued that:

it is necessary to assume that in society the interests of individuals will
incessantly and strongly conflict with the public interest and often come to
dominate and ruin society unless the Legislator arranges laws and regulations
so that particular individuals cannot advance their selfish interest except
by procuring the interests of others at the same time...[T]he penalty
necessarily attached to the infringement of the law...[must be] sufficiently
inevitable that no citizen is ever tempted to resist the law. (ibid., p. 372)

The regulatory influence of the law is crucial to Saint-Pierre’s scheme. Indi-
vidual freedom should only be allowed when it can be shown to advance the
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general happiness of the population: ‘Liberty should be augmented when it
makes for good, license repressed when it leads to evil’ (ibid., p. 365).

Hume was educated at the University of Edinburgh. After toying with the law,
he was employed as a private tutor, and briefly in the British diplomatic service
in Paris, in an administrative role in the British Army, and as an Under Secretary
of State in London. He found a settled and congenial appointment as Keeper of
the Advocates’ Library in Edinburgh. A leading figure in the Scottish
Enlightenment, Hume gained a degree of notoriety because of his sceptical
views of Christianity. His works, on various aspects of philosophy, economics,
social and political theory and history, received widespread notice in Britain and
continental Europe. His most important political writings appeared in Essays,
Moral and Political, first published in 1741.

Hume’s political theory offered a rationale for government and settled
systems of justice that did not rely on the appeals to ignorance and incredulity
that characterized most political thinking. His argument that justice is an
‘artificial’ rather than a ‘natural’ virtue — it derived from ‘convention’ or human
agreement, rather than from a natural, instinctual impulse — linked the rules
that governed human interaction to the needs of humanity. These needs would
only be advanced if individuals were able to benefit from the advantages of
social life; this required that the rules (or laws) that regulated human
interaction promoted the public interest, rather than the private interests that
were prompted by natural instincts. Appropriately framed rules of justice
created conditions which benefited humanity by sustaining society and securing
public interests. Regard for these interests depended on attachment to an
artificial virtue of a kind that would appeal to rational human beings, although
in practice it quickly assumed the force of habit.

This theory of justice did not rely on the religiously-grounded assumptions
that had played such a role in earlier political thinking, and neither did it treat
political legitimacy by reference to the origin of government or questions
concerning the distribution of political power in a given community. Hume’s
work marked a significant shift in the focus of Western political thinking, one
that has continued to have an impact on modern political philosophy.

Key readings: D. Miller (1981); Whelan (1985).

Although Christian versions of utilitarianism continued to be important in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, this period witnessed the
development of a quite distinctive tradition of utilitarianism. This tradition
was marked by growing scepticism about the role of religion in political
theory and by a desire to arrive at a scientific understanding of politics.
An important impetus to this development was provided by David Hume.
According to Hume, accounts of politics that are premised on Christianity
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After undergoing legal training, Bentham’s private fortune made it possible for
him to devote his life to projects aimed at legal, penal and political reform.
Recognized as the founder of the English school of ‘utilitarian’ political and
moral philosophy, Bentham’s political ideas were expounded in A Fragment on
Government (1776), An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation
(1789) and a range of other works, many of which remained incomplete and
unpublished on his death.

Bentham’s principle of utility specified that government existed to further
the ‘greatest happiness of the greatest number’ and took the maximization of
pleasurable sensations and the minimization of painful ones as the criteria of
‘happiness’. His statement of this position and its implications was not reliant
on the religious assumptions that had played such an important role in earlier
political thinking. It pointed beyond conventional notions of class and
hierarchy, and did not entail qualitative distinctions between types of pleasure
or the merits of those who might experience them. Government was obliged
to consider the interests of the whole community, not the interests of groups
within it, particularly not the interests of those who exercised political,
administrative and judicial authority. In his political and legal writings (he also
wrote on economics, education, penology and psychology) Bentham explored
the implications of these ideas for systems of law and for administrative and
constitutional structures. The purpose of law was to prohibit actions that were
contrary to the interests of the community as Bentham perceived them, and to
apply sanctions that would discourage wrong-doing. Administrative and
constitutional structures should maximize the expertise that was brought to
bear on matters of public concern, while guarding as effectively as possible
against the misuse of power by rulers and officials.

Although Bentham was originally intrigued by the idea that an enlightened
despot might be an appropriate agent of utilitarian government, he later
thought that democratic institutions would be necessary to ensure that
government was not subject to the ‘sinister interests’ of rulers, officials and
elites. In the early decades of the nineteenth century, Bentham was at the
centre of a group of radical political reformers known as the ‘Benthamites’.
This group included James and John Stuart Mill and John Austin. Bentham’s
constitutional ideas attracted the attention of a number of radical reformers in
continental Europe and in Latin America. Versions of utilitarianism have
played an important role in nineteenth- and twentieth-century moral, political
and legal philosophy.

Key readings: Hart (1982); Hume (1993); Lyons (1973); F. Rosen (1993).

are conceptually incoherent and empirically untenable. He argued that
politics should focus on the satisfaction of interests valued by members of a
particular community, and he described justice as an ‘artificial’ virtue that
specifies modes of conduct which are conducive to the realization of human
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interests (see p. 283). In making this case, Hume maintained that the pur-
pose of government is to promote the ‘utility of the public’ and he argued
that the best way of doing so is for it to formulate and uphold rules of jus-
tice that reflect a community’s experience of how its interests can best be
realized.

Hume’s approach to politics was endorsed by a number of his contemporaries
and successors, but while they accepted his argument that the ends of politics
could be described by reference to the realization of interests, they thought
that all actions and institutions should be subject to continual scrutiny using
means—ends calculations to gauge their consequences. These writers rejected
Hume’s argument that the most useful practices and institutions emerge as
a consequence of human experience, and are upheld by habit and authority
(Miller, 1981, p. 191). An important consequence of this move was that while
Hume stressed the role of justice in giving stability to human interaction and
depreciated rapid change, other utilitarians promoted radical political
reform as a means of ensuring that political power is consciously used to
maximize utility.

Jeremy Bentham does not seem to have been aware of Saint-Pierre’s
writings, but he acknowledged a direct debt to both Hume and Claude
Helvetius, the author of De I’Esprit (1758). Helvetius equated moral order
with an underlying structure of rationality that enables humans to identify
scientifically valid notions of right and wrong. The moral order focuses
on this world, not on the world to come; it legitimates immediate enjoy-
ment, and it integrates individual and social needs in such a way that
the maximization of individual pleasure promotes social utility. For
Helvetius, morality consisted not merely in adherence to the rules of justice,
as it had for Hume, but in the direct pursuit of what he called ‘the interest
of the public’, that is, ‘of the greatest number’ (Halévy, 1972, p. 19). Since
Helvetius believed human action to be governed by self-interest, the
interests of the public have to be brought into harmony with those of
individuals by social and educational influences, including those supplied
by government:

Moralists declaim continuously against the badness of men, but this shows
how little they understand of the matter. Men are not bad; they are merely
subject to their own interests. The lamentations of the moralists will
certainly not change this motive power of human nature. The thing to
complain of is not the badness of men but the ignorance of legislators, who
have always put the interest of individuals into opposition with the general
interest. (Horowitz, 1954, p. 77)

Helvetius was no less insistent than Saint-Pierre that the main role of govern-
ment is to identify and maintain systems of law that cause the interests of
individuals and those of the public to correspond. The interests of the public
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are those of the general population, not particular classes or groups. Good
governments are those that promote the interests of all members of the
community.

Ideas that could be brought to bear on the application of this doctrine
were developed by the Italian philosopher Cesare Beccaria. Beccaria’s On
Crimes and Punishments was first published in the author’s native language
in 1764 and was quickly translated into both English and French. In this work
Beccaria attempted to solve the problem of the identification of interests by
a minute analysis of the motivational requirements of a utility-maximizing
system of penal law. While he did not deny the importance of Christianity,
Beccaria restricted his analysis to the province of political thought and
action:

It is for theologians to chart the boundaries of the just and the unjust,
insofar as the intrinsic good or evil of an action is concerned; but it is for
the student of law and the state to establish the relationship between political
justice and injustice, that is to say, between what is socially useful and what
is harmful. (Beccaria, 1995, p. 5)

From this point of view, the definition of what is ‘criminal’ depends on a
consideration of ‘harm to society’, and the purpose of punishment is to prevent
such harm and deter future offending (ibid., p. 24).

Beccaria’s influence on later developments in utilitarian thinking are
most apparent in his impact on Bentham. Bentham adopted Beccaria’s
critical or ‘censorious’ stance towards existing legal codes and practices, and
sought to reduce legal prescriptions to a series of clear and unequivocal
statements that would allow individuals to understand their obligations.
Bentham also followed Beccaria in rejecting the dangerous practice of
allowing judges to interpret law. Judge-made law undermines the function
of legal codes because it means that specification of criminal action took
place after the fact. Proper systems of law should identify prohibited actions
and should specify an appropriate penalty so that those who are subject to
them can take these considerations into account when deciding how they
should act. In such a system the role of the judge is merely to determine
when the law has been broken and to apply the appropriate penalty or
‘sanction’ (ibid., pp. 14-15).

Benthamite utilitarianism: Bentham, J. S. Mill and Sidgwick

Despite the fact that Bentham was impressed with Beccaria’s account of law
and its implications for systems of punishment, aspects of his theory differ
significantly from those of his predecessor. Unlike Beccaria, Bentham rejected
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conventional ideas such as natural law and the contractual basis of govern-
ment. He also ignored Beccaria’s attempts to limit the pursuit of utility by
referring to implications derived from assumptions about the dignity of
humankind (Hart, 1982, pp. 49-51). For Bentham utility was an unqualified
end of politics. Moreover, while Beccaria defined the notion of utility by
refering to the equal maximization of the happiness of each person within a
given society, Bentham understood it in aggregative terms: the principle of
utility stipulates that human action should be evaluated by reference to the
‘greatest happiness of the great number’.

Bentham’s career as a philosopher grew out of his concern with the
deficiencies of the English legal system and legal thought. This interest
continued throughout his life and gave rise to a staggeringly large body of
writings on the topic; it also led, naturally enough, to a consideration of political
thinking and political practice. Since law operates within and on the basis of
a framework that is established and maintained by government and specified
in legislation, the two areas are closely related. From early in his career
Bentham argued that both government and the legal system should be
evaluated by direct reference to the standard of ‘utility’.

Seized by the belief that he had a genius for ‘legislation” and being in receipt of
a legal education, Bentham first applied himself to what he regarded as
the dangerous absurdities of the English Common Law. His initial target
was Sir William Blackstone, a noted jurist and author of the widely read
Commentaries on the Common Law of England (1765-9). Blackstone epito-
mized the deafness to the ‘voice of reason and utility’ that Bentham thought
characterized those who were wedded to the English system of law. In
A Fragment on Government Bentham attacked the methodological and verbal
obscurities of English law, rejected its penchant for conflating description and
justification, and deplored its reliance on ideas such as ‘precedence’, which
endow the past with unquestioned authority. A Fragment invited Bentham’s
contemporaries to ‘break loose from the trammels of authority and ancestor
worship in the field of law’ and to ground legal reasoning and legal practice
on the principle of utility (Bentham, 1967, p. 103).

In An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (1789)
Bentham wrote that ‘utility’ is best described as

that principle which states the greatest happiness of all those whose interest
is in question, as being the right and proper, and only right and proper and
universally desirable, end of human action: of human action in every
situation, and in particular in that of a functionary or set of functionaries
exercising the powers of Government. (ibid., p. 125, n.1)

In order to give precise content to this formula, Bentham insisted that the
idea of happiness should be specified in terms of maximization of pleasure
and minimization of pain so that it is linked directly to the ‘springs’ or
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originating impulses of human action: ‘Nature’, Bentham wrote, ‘has placed
mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure.
It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine
what we shall do’ (ibid., p. 125). Bentham thought that by characterizing
happiness in this way he had identified a simple, empirically quantifiable
reference point for private individuals and legislators (Lyons, 1973, pp. 32-4).
This reference point was completely devoid of any theological trappings and
was not dependent upon supernatural sanctions. Moreover, since it made no
attempt to distinguish pleasures except in terms of quantitative standards
relating to intensity and duration, it was inherently non-elitist in its impli-
cations: pleasures and pain are sensations experienced by all human beings
and are not dependent upon intellectual enlightenment or the example or
leadership of elites.

Bentham’s theory of human behaviour was based on a general assumption
concerning egotism, but he regarded the principle of utility as a basis for both
individual and social life. At times he pointed towards a natural harmony of
interests. More often, however, he argued that the purpose of government is
to harmonize, or at least to integrate, the personal interests of individuals
with those of their fellows. In short, government should use its coercive
capacities to maximize happiness in the society over which it rules, or over
those whose interests are ‘in question’. It is significant that the title of one of
Bentham’s most important published works linked ‘morals’ and ‘legislation’.
Utility is seen as both a moral and a political principle: it is intended to guide
private individuals and those who exercise power over others.

In his treatment of the ‘greatest happiness principle’ Bentham at times
suggested that it provides a standard to which people ought to conform (as in
the above quotation), but he also thought that it is a standard to which all
other systems of morals actually conform or aspire (Plamenatz, 1949, p. 8).
These positions are quite different — the first is prescriptive, the second
essentially descriptive — but they both reflect Bentham’s desire to establish a
clear, incontrovertible standard by which to evaluate the conduct of governors,
and the institutional mechanisms through which they operate. This standard
relates to the identifiable interests of the individuals who make up the
community, not to the requirements of an omnipotent God or to particular
individuals or classes. Consequently one of Bentham’s primary political concerns
was to discredit systems of government that pursue ‘sinister’ interests while
disregarding those of the community as a whole. He maintained that happiness is
the end that all individuals can be expected to value above all others, and that
the purpose of politics is to give reality to this aspiration by ensuring that the
maximization of happiness is pursued in the most effective manner possible:

An action...may be said to be conformable to the principle of utility...
when the tendency it has to augment the happiness of the community is
greater than any it has to diminish it... A measure of government. .. may
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be said to be conformable... to the principle of utility, when in like manner
the tendency it has to augment the happiness of the community is greater
than any which it has to diminish it. (Bentham, 1967, p. 127)

Of course, the fact that pains and pleasures are ‘real’ in the sense that they
are, as Bentham thought, the ‘springs’ of human conduct, does not mean that
their determination and quantification is straightforward. For example,
Bentham acknowledged that the same stimuli may have differing effects on
different individuals. However, he did not think that these variations impose
an insuperable barrier to the application of the principle of utility. He argued
that since it is relatively easy to determine what causes pain to most human
beings, government can specify actions that should be prohibited in order
to protect the innocent, and to ensure the effective punishment of those
who inflict pain on their fellows. Although pain is to be minimized, it may
be necessary to employ it in order to deter potential wrong-doers from
causing a greater amount of pain through their disregard of the principle of
utility.

In the Introduction, Bentham presented a detailed analysis of the relation-
ship between modes of punishment and the maximization of utility. This
aspect of his work was related to his longstanding interest in penal reform, an
interest that gave rise to concrete proposals for constructing and regulating
penal institutions so that they would serve utilitarian purposes. However, while
Bentham believed that an effective penal system is necessary to discourage
individuals from causing pain to their fellows, he believed that the role of
government is far more limited when it comes to the promotion of pleasure.
Since individuals are the best judges of what gives them pleasure, it is incumbent
upon government to leave them as much freedom as is consistent with the
avoidance of harm to others. Individuals can then maximize their pleasures,
and hence maximize the total amount of pleasure experienced by their
community. On the one hand, then, by means of its protective and penal
activities, government should prevent people causing pain to others, while on
the other hand it should leave people to identify those things that give them
pleasure and allow them to pursue these provided that they do not do so in
ways that inflict pain on others. Bentham was a stern critic of theories of
natural rights, partly because they are inconsistent, but also because they
embody claims that are not derived from the principle of utility and might be
hostile to its realization (see p. 224). However, both protection from inter-
ference by others and individual freedom can be justified by reference to general
happiness.

While Bentham stressed the negative and protective role of government,
he did not think that the relationship between politics and happiness could be
dealt with solely in these terms. In an unpublished statement he wrote that in
order to ‘produce pleasure...the Legislator has but one course to take, which
is to lay in a man’s way some instruments of pleasure, and leave the application
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of it to himself’ (Parekh, 1973, p. 118). This statement reflects the role of
individuals in pursuing happiness, but it also suggests a positive role for
government. Just what this might involve is apparent in Bentham’s identi-
fication of four goals that should be secured by a sound, utility-sensitive
constitution: the provision of subsistence, abundance, security and equality
(ibid., p. 196).

Bentham thought that to a considerable degree the first three of these
objectives could be satisfied by the maintenance of conditions favourable to
the operation of a free market. In most circumstances the market provides an
effective mechanism for encouraging individuals to undertake productive
labour, and it allows them to benefit from their efforts. The fact that free
markets recognize the right to private property ensures that people will
be secure in their possessions. Bentham warned that any attempt to
impose equality will limit the effectiveness of the market, and if it is achieved
by periodic redistribution it will threaten security of property and thus
produce uncertainty, which is a form of pain. For these reasons, Bentham did
not promote thoroughgoing equality. He insisted, however, that extreme
inequality inhibits the maximization of happiness because the increase of
pleasure derived by the rich for a given increase in income is far lower than
that experienced by the poor. Great inequality is also objectionable because
it augments the power of the rich over the poor. This consideration was an
important one for Bentham, for while he believed that government can serve
the cause of utility, he argued that it will not do so if it is under the control of
particular classes or individuals. Bentham was thus left with the problem of
balancing the benefits derived from a system of free exchange with those
produced by the very different principle of equality. For the most part, he was
prepared to leave the market to produce a generally beneficial balance, but
he also identified a role for government in this process. Government can help
ensure subsistence by establishing a maximum price for the basic subsistence
provision, namely bread, and can assist the attainment of subsistence and the
pursuit of abundance by boosting the money supply so as to stimulate growth
and hence employment. Since these measures help to reduce indigency, they
also make a modest contribution to softening the grossest inequalities
without undermining the generally beneficial role of a free market (Bentham,
19524, vol. 3, pp. 257-8).

These applications of the principle of utility were formulated in writings
that were not published until long after Bentham’s death, and they could not
therefore have a significant public impact. Indeed those of his friends who
knew of Bentham’s thoughts on these matters disagreed with them. However,
these comments provide a valuable way of illustrating Bentham’s approach to
political thinking. Having identified human happiness as the starting point of
political analysis, and having specified this in terms of maximization of pleas-
ure and minimization of pain, Bentham was able to take an instrumental view
of other ideas and values. He thus rejected natural right theory, and what



Politics, Happiness and Welfare 119

he regarded as the mischievous and confusing formulations of the Common
Law. These doctrines lack the clarity of the principle of utility and tend, if
anything, to buttress claims that will impede its realization. He also refused
to be tied down by the dogmas of laissez-faire, or the idea that it is desirable
for government to restrict itself to performing a narrow range of regulatory
and protective functions. Bentham rejected a dogmatic attachment to this
doctrine: ‘I have never’, he wrote,

nor ever shall have, any horror ... of the hand of government in economic
matters. .. The interference of government, as often as...any the smallest
balance on the side of advantage is the result, is an event I witness with
altogether as much satisfaction as I should its forbearance, and with much
more than I should its negligence. (ibid., pp. 257-8)

At the same time, however, he argued that personal freedom is generally
conducive to human happiness, and he gave both the political and the
economic dimensions of this an important but derivative and secondary role in
his theory. Equality is treated in a similarly flexible but far more restricted
way. Freedom and equality were thus important for Bentham, but he
believed their role has to be determined by reference to the master principle
of politics, the idea of the greatest happiness of the greatest number. These
values could serve the cause of utility; they are not themselves of ultimate
value and politics cannot be explained by reference to them.

The implications that Bentham derived from his understanding of the
principle of utility were far reaching. In addition to his longstanding interest
in legal and penal reform, he also developed complex specifications concerning
the distribution and exercise of political power. In the latter part of his life
Bentham looked to systems of democratic representation to provide a check
upon the actions of legislators. He also argued that strict accountability
should be built into the structure of public bureaucracy, and that the operation
of government should be subjected to the checking influence of public opinion
and a free press. The purpose of all these measures was to ensure that the
exercise of political power would be directed towards the greatest happiness
of the greatest number, not to the private ‘sinister’ interests of elites (Hume,
1993; F. Rosen, 1993; Schofield, 1993).

Bentham’s statement of the principle of utility enjoyed a wide circulation
in a number of European countries and made an impact on newly independent
states in South America (Dinwiddy, 1993). It has also been claimed that his
ideas had a significant effect on various aspects of nineteenth-century political
and administrative reform. This issue is a matter for contention, but it seems
clear that Bentham’s account of the relationship between happiness and
politics was of great significance for nineteenth-century political thinking.
Some responses were hostile. A number of writers objected to the radically
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secular nature of Bentham’s theory (ibid.). Others, for example, Samuel Taylor
Coleridge and Thomas Carlyle, criticized Bentham for producing a mechanical,
degraded and despiritualized conception of human nature and social rela-
tionships. Carlyle in fact rejected happiness as a goal for human beings, but
even some of those who subscribed to this idea were uneasy about the way in
which Bentham had formulated his case. The most important sympathetic
statement of this view was advanced by John Stuart Mill in an essay that he
thought of as a defence of utilitarianism.

Mill’s father, James, was a close associate of Bentham (see p. 83), and in
his early life the younger Mill was an ardent proponent of ‘Benthamism’ (see
p- 114). While Mill’s general admiration for Bentham never waned, he came
to the view that aspects of his political philosophy needed to be restated in a
way that took some account of the sorts of criticism levelled by Carlyle and
others. In particular Mill argued in Utilitarianism (1861) that while Bentham
had performed a valuable service by pushing human happiness to the forefront
of the political agenda, the idea of what happiness meant, and what it implied,
needed further refinement. In place of Bentham’s essentially quantitative
understanding of pleasure, Mill argued that an account of the greatest
happiness principle needed to recognize the existence of ‘higher’ and ‘lower’
pleasures:

It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to recognise the fact, that
some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than others.
It would be absurd that while, in estimating all other things, quality is con-
sidered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed
to depend on quantity alone. (Mill, 1983, p. 7)

Mill placed particular emphasis on a qualitative notion of pleasure, and he
claimed that the superiority of higher pleasures can only be determined by
those who are exposed to a range of pleasures (ibid., p. 10). An important
consequence of this view was that it tended to erode the universally object-
ive features of Bentham’s theory. Mill’s views on what constituted a source
of higher pleasure also had important implications for his reformulation
of utilitarianism. Mill included among the higher pleasures those connected to
‘altruism’, or a disinterested concern with the well-being of others, and
thus displaced Bentham’s assumption concerning egotism. He also attached
great weight to pleasures derived from the cultivation of aesthetic sensibilities
and intellectual faculties. These modifications to classical utilitarianism have
the effect of elevating the role of elite judgement in determining questions
of utility. If elites are exposed to a wider range of pleasures than others, and
if they are particularly well-placed to appreciate the pleasures derived from
artistic and intellectual experiences, there are good grounds for allowing
them to determine the implications of the principle of utility.
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In addition to introducing a qualitative dimension to calculations of ‘greatest
happiness’, Mill made other significant additions to classical utilitarianism. In
a review of an essay by James Mill, T. B. Macaulay chastised him for building a
theory of government without reference to its history: ‘We have here an
elaborate treatise on Government, from which, but for two or three passing
allusions, it would not appear that the author was aware that any govern-
ments actually existed among men’ (Macaulay, 1984, p. 101). John Stuart Mill
responded to Macaulay’s criticisms by relating the idea of utility to the
particular circumstances of a given society. He argued that the pursuit of
happiness cannot, and ought not to be, divorced from considerations that will
promote human progress within a particular social and political context.
This stipulation means that the question of utility has to take account of the
prospects of future happiness that progress will produce, and it implies
that the long-term prospects of improvement might often take priority over
short-term considerations, particularly in cases where the latter is based
largely on lower pleasures. Thus while Mill still regarded happiness as the
goal of politics, he insisted that political issues should be discussed in relation
to the role that progress plays in extending the scope and the quality of
human happiness.

One consequence of this view was that Mill developed a complex response
to demands for ‘popular’ or democratic forms of government (see p. 186).
It also led him to argue that it is improper for society to interfere with
individual liberty except in cases where it interferes with the liberty of others.
This principle is spelt out in one of Mill’s most famous works, On Liberty: ‘the
only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of
a civilised community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others’ (Mill,
1983, p. 73). Mill’s argument in this work is related to his reformulation
of utilitarianism because liberty is held to be essential to the progress of
humankind: it is upon such progress that the increase in human happiness
(as Mill understood it) depends.

During the latter part of the nineteenth century the process of revising
Benthamite utilitarianism was continued by Henry Sidgwick. In terms of the
themes discussed in early chapters, it is significant that Sidgwick’s political
thought was developed in quite conscious opposition to the ideas of virtue
and perfection that appeared in T. H. Green’s political philosophy (see
pp- 44-6). Green and his followers admired Mill’s attempt to refine utilitar-
ianism, and they were encouraged to see that he had moved away from
the merely quantitative idea of pleasure that they identified with Bentham
(Green, 1986, pp. 24, 313, 360-1). At the same time, however, they thought
that the fact that aspects of Mill’s arguments were not compatible with
Bentham’s formulations pointed to fatal weaknesses in utilitarian moral and
political philosophy. In addition to confronting Green’s criticisms, Sidgwick
also tackled other contemporaries who held that liberty is the primary focus
of political thinking.
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An academic philosopher who taught at Cambridge University, Sidgwick
defended utilitarianism against T. H. Green’s critique, but presented a version
of it that eschewed many of the radical implications drawn from Benthamite
formulations of the doctrine. His most important political work was Elements of
Politics (1891).

Key reading: Schneewind (1977).

Sidgwick argued that utilitarianism is the ‘only scientifically complete and
systematically reflective form of that regulation of conduct, which through
the whole course of human history has always tended substantially in the same
direction’ (Sidgwick, 1874, p. 396). He rejected Green’s claim that perfection
is the goal of human endeavour and the end of government, on the grounds
that this notion is dogmatic and philosophically incoherent. In Sidgwick’s
view, utilitarianism embodies the common sense of humanity in a rational
form. He claimed a

general — if not universal — assent for the principle that the true standard
and criterion by which right legislation is to be distinguished from wrong is
conduciveness to the general ‘good’ or ‘welfare’. And probably the majority
of persons would agree to interpret the ‘good’ or ‘welfare’ of the community
to mean, in the last analysis, the happiness of the individual human beings
who compose the community; provided that we take into account not only
the human beings who are actually living but those who are to live hereafter.
(Sidgwick, 1891, p. 34)

However, while Sidgwick shared Bentham’s interest in determining the
extent to which governments satisfy the requirements of utility, he linked these
to common opinion, and argued that the prevailing conceptions of govern-
ment and its actual structure reflected a general endorsement of utilitarian
aspirations and values. For this reason Sidgwick was far less critical of existing
institutions than Bentham had been. Consequently much of his political
writing focused on the relationship between utilitarianism and the structure
and practice of contemporary British government.

In his treatment of these issues Sidgwick dealt with claims that contemporary
government was paying insufficient attention to individual freedom. It was
argued, for example, that liberty is sacred and that the action of government
should be restricted to preventing individuals harming one another. These
claims are more extreme than those of J. S. Mill because his principle of
liberty does not preclude government action in pursuit of public objectives.
In response to this line of argument, Sidgwick contended that both ‘paternalistic’
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and ‘socialistic’ interferences with liberty might be justified. These two forms
of interference may be necessary on occasion because the psychological and
sociological assumptions upon which a utilitarian defence of individual
liberty rests are not always soundly based. Paternalistic legislation, that is,
government action directed towards the good of the individual whose liberty
is interfered with, may be necessary because individuals are not always the
best judges of their own interests. This is clearly so with respect to children,
but it might also apply to people’s capacity to judge the services offered by,
for example, professional practitioners. Sidgwick was wary of this form of
interference, insisting that the central principle to be kept in mind is that
paternalism can only be justified where there is empirical proof that individuals
cannot be trusted to look after their own interests (ibid., pp. 40-61).

‘Socialistic’ interference — for the good of society — deals with cases where
the pursuit of individual interests does not maximize general welfare (ibid.,
pp- 137-40). In presenting an example of this type of interference Sidgwick
echoed Hume’s argument that government is necessary to provide services
(‘public goods’) that cannot be reliably produced through individual effort;
he also discussed the right of the state to control property when the public
good requires it (ibid., pp. 144-7). Sidgwick insisted, however, that these
measures are not ‘collectivistic’; that is, they are not related to doctrines
promoting the redistribution of wealth within society. Although such measures
may be justified in some circumstances, Sidgwick argued that under the existing
conditions they would be detrimental to the pursuit of utility because
they would undermine the benefits produced by individual liberty (ibid.,
pp- 151-60).

The diffusion of utilitarianism: socialism and welfare

Sidgwick’s writings mark the effective conclusion of nineteenth-century
attempts to use Bentham’s formulation of utilitarianism as the basis for
large-scale, systematic political theorizing. As we have seen, some of his
contemporaries questioned the underlying basis of utilitarian philosophy
and sought to reestablish a tradition that made virtue the core of politics.
However, while idealism was an important current in late nineteenth-century
political thought, the termination of the full Benthamite project was not due
to its critique of attempts to define politics according to the principle of
greatest happiness. Rather than being overcome by other accounts of the ends
of politics, utilitarianism was diffused into a number of different political
theories. This tendency was apparent to some degree in Sidgwick’s generally
conservative, status quo-oriented reformulation of what had begun as an
overtly provocative challenge to existing thought and practice. It also reflected
the extent to which a secular, human-centred, want-regarding approach
had come to form the mainstream of Western political thinking. Henceforth
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theories that took virtue, order or freedom as their starting point had to
present themselves as more plausible alternatives to an approach towards
politics that had received its most systematic and influential formulation in
the tortured prose of Jeremy Bentham.

While Sidgwick reconciled utilitarianism with conservative politics, other
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century writers adapted it to causes that
sustained its radical credentials. In this period non-Marxist socialists were
among the most important absorbers of at least the spirit of Benthamite political
thinking. From its origins in the early nineteenth century, socialist thinking
had sharply contrasted the misery produced in a competitive capitalist society
with the potentialities for general well-being that existed in those social and
political structures that fulfilled the promise held out by the revolutionary
ideal of ‘liberty, equality and fraternity’. Since socialists supposed that humans
possessed an inherent tendency for sociability, their understanding of
happiness went beyond the minimalist, hedonistic formulation favoured
by Bentham. They tended to adopt the position on the integration of
individual and social values that lay at the heart of Helvetius’ theory (Horowitz,
1954, p. 192).

In addition, many socialists adhered to a qualitative conception of utility that
resembled aspects of J. S. Mill’s reformulation of Bentham’s doctrine. For
example, Beatrice Webb described Bentham as the ‘intellectual god-father’
of her husband Sidney, an important figure in the history of British socialism.
She argued, however, that while she and her husband thought that action
should be judged in terms of its utilitarian consequences, they took a broad
view of what this involved:

There is no other sanction we care to accept but results, though we should
be inclined to give, perhaps, a wider meaning to results. For instance, the
formation of a noble character, the increase of intellectual faculty, stimulus
to sense of beauty, sense of conduct, even sense of humour, are all ends
that we should regard as ‘sanctioning’ action; quite apart from whether
they produce happiness of one or all, or none. (Webb, 1948, p. 210)

But while socialist thinkers adhered to a strongly qualitative conception of
happiness and endowed this with social requirements, they shared with
other writers discussed in this chapter the view that the end of politics is to
enhance human well-being. Socialist views on how this goal can be achieved
vary considerably, but they generally tend to place particular emphasis on
the role of government in eliminating poverty and eroding those degrees
of social and economic inequality that are inconsistent with human happi-
ness. As the English socialist G. D. H. Cole put it, ‘The reason — the only
valid reason — for being a Socialist is the desire, the impassioned will, to
seek the greatest happiness and well-being of the greatest number’ (Cole,
1935, p. 16).
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Conclusion

The absorption of a utilitarian perspective into socialism meant that at least
some expressions of this conception of the ends of politics retained the
radical bearing that had been the hallmark of early versions of the doctrine.
Both Helvetius and the early Benthamites regarded the principle of utility as
the key element in programmes of radical political reform. Politics was seen
in largely secular terms and was related to the satisfaction of the interests of
ordinary human beings. To some degree, John Stuart Mill’s attempt to introduce
qualitative distinctions into utilitarian thinking weakened the egalitarian
assumptions of classical formulations of utility. This tendency is apparent
also in the ideas of at least some late nineteenth-century socialists. However,
these thinkers continued to think of utilitarianism as a public doctrine that
served as a guide for deciding between various policy options. As will be noted
in the concluding chapter, this conception of utility has given way to discussions
that concentrate upon the moral implications of the idea of utility. Rather
than being applied to problems of public policy, utilitarianism has often been
used as a means of determining how individuals should respond to various
moral dilemmas (see p. 371).



Part Il

The Location of Political
Authority: Who Should Rule?

The first part of this book discussed a number of historically important
accounts of the purpose of government. In this part we shall examine a range
of responses to the question: “Who should rule?” Consideration of this problem
leads to questions about the structure of political authority and the qualities
required by those who exercise it. Since political authority carries with it the
capacity to coerce human beings, to specify goals and the means of their
attainment, to maintain systems of order, and to infringe individual liberty, it
is understandable that many political thinkers have given considerable
thought to determining how such authority should be allocated. It should
be noted that views of who should hold political authority are distinct from
questions about sow far that authority should extend. It is important, for
example, to guard against the tendency to suppose that monarchy must be
absolute while democracy is necessarily limited in what it can demand. The fact
that a particular person or persons hold political power does not necessarily
imply anything about the way in which it is used, although, as we shall see,
some theorists identify particular forms of government with the advancement
of particular interests.

The tenacity of the theme of this part of the book is reflected in the framework
adopted for it. Aristotle classified types of government by reference to the
location of political authority, and distinguished between the rule of the
‘one’, the ‘few’” and the ‘many’. This framework is similar in some respects to
that which distinguishes between ‘monarchic’, ‘aristocratic’ and ‘democratic’
forms of government, but it has the advantage of extending the discussion of
single-person rule beyond the range of types that are usually associated with
monarchy, aristocracy and democracy. The first two of these forms of rule carry
connotations that are peculiar to distinct political cultures and do not apply
to all conceptions of rule by a single person or by a select and limited group
within a given population. In the chapters that follow, these conventional
forms of government will be treated as special types of rule by the one, the
few and the many.
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Chapter 5

Rule by a Single Person

Single-person rule in the ancient world

Medieval ideas of monarchy and early theories of kingship
Monarchy in early modern political theory

Monarchy in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century political thought
Presidents and dictators in modern political theory

Conclusion

The claim that political authority should be located in the hands of a single
person has appeared in a variety of forms. The prevalence of democracy in the
modern world should not blind us to the fact that the idea of single-person
rule has had a dominant place in the history of Western political thought.
Indeed, the modern preference for popular government is an exception to
a pattern of political thinking that has generally been hostile to democracy.
While this hostility has been a common feature of defences of monarchy, that
is, rule by a single person who is endowed with the sanctity and trappings
of ‘kingship’, it has been shared to some degree by those promoting non-
monarchical conceptions of rule by ‘the one’. In particular, proponents of
single-person rule share a common belief in the need for a ruler to provide
a sense of unity in the state and to give direction to its activities. They also
assume that it is possible to identify a person who possesses the distinct and
relevant attributes that are necessary to attain these ends. This chapter will
discuss ancient, early modern and modern accounts of government by ‘the one’,
some of which present defences of monarchy. It will also examine modern,
non-monarchical accounts of single-person rule. Some of these theories
regard the ruler as the only really significant political actor in the state, but
others focus on the need for a supreme ruler within systems where other actors
also play important political roles.

Single-person rule in the ancient world: Plato,
Aristotle and Cicero

Plato’s republic (see p. 22) was to be governed by a class of rulers whose claim
to supreme authority rested on their capacity to maintain a state that had virtue
as its supreme end. However, the Republic also contains brief but significant
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references to single-person rule. Plato’s account of this theme deals with both
pure and corrupt rule by ‘the one’ and represents an early, historically
important, treatment of the subject.

In his discussion of the forceful objection that, whatever its merits, his ideal
state could never be brought into existence, Plato suggested that single-person
rule would provide a solution to this problem. Given the qualities required by
Plato’s guardians, the problem of creating an ideal state is especially taxing.
Guardians must be philosophers, that is, lovers of ‘eternal and immutable truth’,
the object of ‘knowledge’. Plato contrasted knowledge with ‘opinion’, or the
ideas held by those who are attached to the shifting world of ‘appearances’,
which at best reflects partial and unstable elements of absolute goodness
(Plato, 1970, p. 244). This way of thinking is prevalent in all non-ideal states,
but Plato maintained that it had reached its apotheosis in contemporary
Athenian society. The weight placed upon ‘knowledge’ in the ideal state, and
the steps taken there to foster a philosophical class are seriously at odds with
the ethos and experiences that confront most individuals in democratic
cultures. As a consequence, it is most unlikely that the ideal state can emerge
out of democracy, a system that marginalizes and despises true philosophers,
or corrupts those who are endowed with a ‘philosophic’ nature. In order to
succeed in democracy these individuals must adopt the ethos of the masses,
forsaking the world of reality in their quest to satisfy the debased and illusory
aspirations of ordinary democratic citizens (ibid., pp. 248-58).

Plato identified two escapes from the dilemma confronting those who wish
to promote an ideal state. One option is for philosophic recluses to take
advantage of some chance occurrence in order to take control of the state
and compel the community to listen to them. Another possibility is that an
existing head of government, or his heir, may be inspired by philosophy to
embark upon a programme of radical reconstruction. In short, philosophers
must become kings, or a king must become a philosopher (ibid., pp. 259-65).

In addition to providing a positive account of the relationship between
monarchy and the ideal state, Plato also discussed tyranny, a corrupt and
harmful form of single-person rule. Plato thought that tyranny grows out of
the excessive desire for complete liberty that characterizes democratic
regimes. In democracy, the freedom of the common people produces an air
of lawlessness in the state, one that is exacerbated by the poor’s determination
to use their political influence to plunder the rich. In response, the rich plot
to overthrow democracy and thereby drive the poor into the hands of popular
champions, who often end up controlling those they once served. The tyrant
is thus the direct product of a corrupt society. At first he and the population
are in a relationship of symbiotic debasement — he flatters and indulges them,
they admire and reward him — but once he gains a position of dominance the
state is gripped by a new kind of lawlessness. Rather than being subjected to
the whims of a fickle and debauched population, government is now under
the control of an arbitrary and cruel individual. Plato characterized tyranny
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as a form of ‘patricide’ — the offspring of the populace, the tyrant, ends up
using violence against his ‘parents’ — and portrayed the tyrannical character
as a criminal type. While philosophers prepare themselves for rule by
remaining detached from the intellectually and morally debasing influences
of a corrupt society, the tyrant climbs to a position of unregulated supremacy
by first immersing himself in this society and then outdoing the population in
baseness. The servant of a corrupt master turns the latter into his slave by the
consistent and single-minded cultivation and exercise of many of the same
character traits (ibid., pp. 324-49).

The contrast between a corrupt and a good form of single-person rule
reappears in Aristotle’s writings (see p. 205). In the Politics Aristotle defined
kingship as a form of rule that is directed to the common good. In contrast,
tyrants govern in their own interest, ignoring any legal constraints on their
conduct (Aristotle, 1958, pp. 131, 160-80). This point is important because, like
Plato, Aristotle considered rule according to law to be preferable to personal rule
by ordinary human beings because it avoids the caprice and partiality to which
all such people are naturally inclined (ibid., pp. 171-2; Mulgan, 1977, pp. 83-5;
see pp. 275-6). However, the corollary of this argument is that completely
enlightened people can rule without law. There is no danger of them acting
corruptly, and since they are not bound by law they can react sensitively and
appropriately to the requirements of a particular situation.

Aristotle’s views on the appropriateness of rule by the one rest on his belief
that the distribution of political power should reflect the relative merits of
different sections of the population (see pp. 171-2). Where people are unequal
in relevant respects, political equality is actually unjust. This stipulation means
that single-person rule is just if a particular individual is morally superior to
the rest of the population. Aristotle was vague about how this justification of
monarchy relates to the conditions he laid down in his discussion of the
relationship between law and enlightenment. In general, he took the view
that even where one person is entitled to rule, he should do so by reference to
a fixed scheme of law (see pp. 275-6). Aristotle’s discussion of single-person rule
is also overshadowed by a certain scepticism about such a marked degree of
superiority, and by doubts over whether it would gain general acceptance
among the population. The first point is reflected in his observation that
those who deserve supremacy will be like gods among men, while the second
is apparent in his treatment of revolutions. One consequence of a lack of
virtue is an inability to appreciate this failing and a marked reluctance to
acknowledge the virtues possessed by others (Aristotle, 1958, pp. 135-59,
204, 237-41).

Like Plato and Aristotle, the Roman writer Cicero (see p. 235) distinguished
between corrupt and good forms of single-person rule and expressed a guarded
preference for kingship as the best type of simple constitution (N. Wood,
1988, p. 146). However, he thought that the benefits of monarchy — understood
as a system that provides a sense of unity and direction and acknowledges the
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marked superiority of an individual — can be reaped without its dangers if
it comprises merely one element of a ‘mixed’ constitution. Cicero’s model
for this type of government was derived from the political experience of
pre-imperial Rome. Monarchy was embodied in the office of consul while
aristocratic and democratic elements were represented in the special status
of the Senate and in the political role ascribed to the people (ibid., pp. 165-6).
The idea of mixed government has played an important role in the history of
political thought, but since it places the monarchical element within a larger
and more expansive framework, it embodies the principle of single-person
rule rather than being a form of such rule (see pp. 227ff). Elements of this
approach to allocating political power are apparent in medieval political
thought, but they are generally secondary to a quite distinctive conception of
kingship.

Medieval ideas of monarchy and early theories of
kingship: Thomas Aquinas and Christine de Pizan

In the medieval period, theories of single-person rule rested upon ideas of
kingship. While these theories were given a distinctive character by the
requirements of Christianity, they cannot be divorced from other traditions.
Early Christian accounts of monarchy (dating from the sixth century),
developed in a context where imperial power had begun to lapse and the
Roman Empire had begun to fragment into a number of largely autonomous
political units, built upon earlier ‘Barbarian’ (non-Roman and non-Christian)
ideas. Moreover, towards the end of the medieval period — that is, from the
thirteenth century — accounts of rule by the one were often framed within the
context of Aristotle’s writings on this topic. For example, medieval writers
repeated observations that had appeared in classical statements on the evils
of tyranny and also endorsed Aristotle’s views on the relationship between
monarchy and the personal virtues of the monarch.

Early examples of a Christian idea of kingship appeared in the legal code
issued under the authority of the Emperor Justinian in the first half of the
sixth century. The key point of this theory, one that distinguishes it from earlier
Barbarian accounts which had made kingship a matter of election or choice,
is that the powers of rulers are held to be divinely instituted and divinely
ordained; the power and authority of kings is a gift of God, and the source of
their powers is symbolized by anointment (Nelson, 1991, p. 218; Ullmann,
1975, p. 48). This conception of ‘descending’ power has a number of important
implications. In the first place, while it means that kings have no right to their
power — one cannot have the right to receive a gift — it gives them a unique
standing in relation to the conduct of human affairs, and can thus be used to
discredit claims that monarchs are subordinate to religious authorities: their
power comes directly from God. Moreover, while the power of single rulers
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was thought to be independent of choices made by their subjects, this theory
made it clear that kings have distinctive, divinely ordained responsibilities for
them. In many medieval writings the various sections of the population are
presented as members of the king’s household, a point that reinforces the idea
that monarchy embodies a paternal or ‘patrimonial’ conception of government.
This image of kingship is captured in a poem written by Archbishop Wulfstan
of York in the tenth century:

For the Christian king

It is very fitting

That he be in the place of a father

For the Christian people.

And in watching over and warding them

Be Christ’s representative. (Nelson, 1991, p. 240)

Monarchical power is not only paternal, it is also intensely personal: the king
keeps ‘faith’ with his leading subjects and they with him. Moreover, while
kingship is seen as a direct grant from God, this model of rule stresses consensus
and ‘faithfulness’ rather than coercion.

Medieval conceptions of kingship place great stress on the distinctive
personal qualities of rulers, particularly their responsibility to be both the
model for and sustainer of virtue. This feature of medieval political thought,
and the characterization of the relationship between the monarch and his
subjects in paternal terms, unwittingly echoes far earlier conceptions of kingship
that were current in China from the fourth century BC. Chinese ideas of
paternal monarchy (identified particularly with the philosopher Confucius
(551-479 BC) were produced in reaction to the tendency for semifeudal
princes to adopt conceptions of rule that focused on their self-interest. When
this principle was applied to a ruler’s relationship with other princes and with
his subjects, it gave rise to widespread conflict and social dislocation. Confucius’
response to these developments was to promote a patriarchal conception of
the state, one that stressed the protective role of rulers, the need for them to
retain the confidence of their subjects and their special responsibility to adhere
to /i, a term used to designate all the institutions and relationships that made
for a harmonious life by reflecting the fundamental principles of human
nature. This idea to some degree paralleled Western conceptions of natural
law (see pp. 203ff), not least in its stress on the ruler’s responsibility to uphold
peace, and in the link that it forged between this goal and the benevolence
and righteousness of the monarch (Bodde and Morris, 1967, pp. 19-20; Hsu,
1932, pp. 35-40, 106-16).

Both ancient Chinese and medieval European accounts of kingship reflect
the fact that the primary role of the ruler is to ensure peace, and that he is
endowed with supreme moral authority. The latter of these ideas was rejected
by medieval proponents of papal power because they wished to secure ultimate
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moral authority for the Church. The conflict between these views on the
ultimate human source of moral authority gave rise to a number of important
lines of medieval political argument. From the late thirteenth century, however,
those who upheld the moral supremacy of temporal rulers were able to fortify
their position by drawing on the recently rediscovered political works of Aristotle.

Aquinas (see p. 63), for example, accepted Aristotle’s arguments about the
naturalness of political life on the ground that government is necessary if
human beings are to reap the benefits of sociability. God made human beings
dependent upon their fellows and tied their perfection to the cultivation of
a range of virtues that are intrinsically social. It is clear, however, that social
life will only be a source of benefit if human action is directed by a ‘general
ruling force’ that harmonizes the relationships of a multiplicity of human
beings so that they can live together in the ‘unity of peace’. This requirement
is satisfied to some degree by all legitimate forms of government, but Aquinas
(following Aristotle) argued that rule by a single person is capable of producing
the greatest benefit for those subject to it (Aquinas, 1959, pp. 11, 107).
Because monarchy places power in one person’s hands it can provide a unified
direction for society; it thus avoids the internal dissension and factionalism
that often occurs in collective forms of rule. Moreover, Aquinas argued that
government by a single person corresponds to a ‘natural principle’. In the
same way as the heart rules the body, reason rules the soul, bees are ruled by
a single bee, and the whole universe is ruled by one God:

So, since the product of art is but an imitation of the work of nature, and
since a work of art is the better for being a faithful representation of its
natural pattern, it follows of necessity that the best form of government in
human society is that which is exercised by one person.

This argument by analogy is buttressed by the fruits of human experience.
Properly conducted monarchies are stable and generally beneficial, but where
power is shared, society is frequently torn with dissension (ibid., pp. 13, 17-19).

Aquinas’ reference to the quality of monarchical rule reflects the widely
held ancient and medieval distinction between kingship and tyranny. Earlier
medieval thinkers stressed that tyrannical conduct impugns the moral
authority of a ruler. As we shall see in a later chapter, this point could provide
the grounds for disobeying, or even resisting, rulers who have become tyrannical
(see pp. 301ff). In his treatment of tyranny Aquinas endorsed the conventional
view that good rulers serve the common good while tyrants ignore the interests
of the community and look to their own private interest. Aquinas claimed,
however, that the impact of the improper exercise of monarchical power is
unlikely to be as harmful as the corruption of an aristocratic form of government.
Aristocratic corruption is invariably accompanied by violent factionalism,
which, because of the number of parties or families involved, destroys social
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peace. Except in very extreme cases, the corruption of monarchy tends to
bear on particular individuals, not on the entire community. Aquinas deployed
this line of argument to support his general preference for monarchy, but he
did not attempt to conceal the evil involved in the tyrannical exercise of
monarchical power. To the contrary, he adopted Aristotle’s views on the
incompatibility of tyranny and virtue. Lacking virtue themselves, tyrants are
jealous of the virtue of any of their subjects; they try to prevent the virtuous
combining with one another since this will pose a threat to their continued
dominance. Moreover, tyrants often sow discord among their subjects so
that, fearing one another, they cannot unite against the tyrant. The result of this
characteristic of tyranny is that it undermines the very idea of government.
Instead of preserving peace and fostering virtue, it generates strife and
debases the population (ibid., p. 19).

Aquinas’ treatment of the evils of tyranny — it essentially involves exercises of
power in ways that are incompatible with the true function of government — gives
a special weight to the virtue of the ruler. The importance that medieval writers
ascribed to princely virtue appears very clearly in an extensive body of literature
presented as ‘mirrors of princes’. Works in this genre contain accounts of
ideal princely qualities and seek to develop the appropriate virtues in the
particular prince to whom they are addressed. Thus in The Book of the Body
Politic (1406), Christine de Pizan laid great stress on the duties that princes
owe to both God and their subjects, and urged them to follow the biblical
example of the good shepherd (Pizan, 1994, p. 16). Princes should exemplify
the virtues of love, generosity, human pity, mercy and good nature and
should eschew the vices of lechery, bad temper and cruelty (ibid., pp. 23-30,
53-4). Christine likened the sovereign to the ‘head’ of the political community
(the body politic) and treated princely virtue as a precondition for a virtuous
state: ‘in order to govern the body of the public polity well, it is necessary for
the head to be healthy, that is virtuous. Because if it is ill, the whole body will
feel it’ (ibid., p. 5). Although virtues are universal in the sense that they

Born in Venice but brought up in France where her father was a court physician,
Christine de Pizan is regarded as France’s first woman of letters. She wrote
a number of works, the best known of which were intended to further the
education of women. Her major political work, The Book of the Body Politic
(c.1404), was written during a time of crisis in French politics to guide the
fourteen-year-old heir to the throne, Louis of Guyenne.

Key reading: Pizan (1994).
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should be cultivated by all members of the community, Christine made it
clear that the distinctive position occupied by the prince means that the way
in which he practises virtue differs from that which is appropriate to people
occupying other positions within the body politic: ‘the thing that is appropriate
for the prince is not appropriate for the simple knight or the noble, and likewise
the opposite’ (ibid., p. 58).

In the medieval period the stress upon the virtue of the monarch
underwrote theories of government that gave rulers extensive, indeed
virtually unlimited power (Dunbabin, 1991, pp. 483-92). It should be noted,
however, that this was set in a context in which the ruler was expected to
consult with his subjects, to maintain faith with them and to be ever mindful
that while human law might be in his hands, he would always be subject to
natural law and to the control of God, the direct source of the power of
legitimate rulers.

Monarchy in early modern political theory: Bodin,
Hobbes, Filmer and Bossuet

In the later medieval period, the conception of kingship sketched above was
combined with ideas that modified the impact of royal supremacy. Increasing
weight was given to customary law and to the idea of counsel, especially
when this was applied to the law-making process. The implications of claims
concerning ‘natural rights’ to property, and the need for these to be recognized
in a cooperative approach to taxation, strengthened the representative
role of estates. These developments were reinforced by the idea that since
government relates to the needs of the governed, it could be said to reflect
their consent. They thus provided seeds that later grew into theories that
challenged the ideas of descending power and monarchical supremacy
(ibid., pp. 501-19).

One response to these developments was the formulation of early modern
sovereignty theory. In its essential assumptions, sovereignty theory does not
concern itself with who rules. What matters is that there is a sovereign capable
of imposing order in human society (see pp. 251ff). This point emerges
very clearly in Hobbes’ writings. While expressing a weak preference for
single-person rule on the (not very plausible) ground that a ruler’s appetite
for rapacity is likely to be less damaging than the demands of a collective
sovereign, Hobbes took a generally cool and detached attitude to the question
of whether the one, the few, or the many should rule.

Hobbes’ French predecessor, Jean Bodin (see pp. 282-3), also gave a relatively
even-handed account of various forms of government, stressing (in line with
medieval precedents) that sovereigns are subject to the laws of nature and
are charged with furthering the common good (Bodin, n.d., pp. 51-2). Bodin
maintained, however, that monarchy is likely to be more stable than either
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Filmer, a country gentleman from Kent, upheld the absolute power of the
English crown, and was a virulent critic of what he saw as the dangerous
pretensions of Charles I's opponents before and during the English Civil War.
During the war he was imprisoned briefly by the parliamentarians and suffered
financially as a result of his adherence to the royalist cause. Filmer’s principal
political work, Patriarcha, was written before the Civil War, but was not
published until 1680, when it was brought into service to resist attempts to
exclude the Catholic Duke of York (subsequently James IT) from succession to
the English crown.

Filmer treated society and government as natural features of human life,
ones that originated in the extension of the principles of family relationships to
larger groupings of human beings. The model for these relationships was found
in the biblical account of Adam and Eve. Since this model was a direct product
of God’s creative role it was taken to signify his intentions for humanity
and to be binding on all future generations. It stipulated that families and
more extensive social groupings should be under the complete control of the
eldest males. Other members of families or communities had no right to
question their authority or to interfere with their control over their
subordinates. By means of these arguments, Filmer sought to present absolute
monarchy as the only legitimate form of government and to show that
challenges to monarchs, including claims to a share in exercising their power, or
to judge their conduct, were without foundation.

Appeals to patriarchal principles for political purposes were likely to carry
weight in a society where male domination was prevalent. It is a measure of the
significance of Filmer’s work that it prompted Locke to produce a lengthy
refutation of it. In conservative circles his work survived Locke’s critique and
continued to have an appeal until late in the eighteenth century.

Key readings: Daly (1979); Laslett (1949); Schochet (1975).

aristocratic or democratic forms of government; the former has a tendency
for factionalism, while the latter, because it incorporates the entire population,
suffers from their ignorance, passion and gullibility (ibid., pp. 190-200).
Indeed when Bodin talked of the ‘sovereign’ he almost always had a monarch
in mind. In light of his concern with French affairs this focus on monarchy is
understandable. In any case, Bodin’s treatment of sovereignty often echoed
medieval theories of kingship. An example of this aspect of Bodin’s argument
appeared in his attempt to connect sovereignty with the rule of fathers over
their families, a strategy that played a central role in Sir Robert Filmer’s
account of patriarchal monarchy (ibid., pp. 6-17). Between 1630 and 1652
this otherwise obscure English country gentleman produced a trenchant and
single-minded defence of monarchy that played an important role in subsequent
early modern thinking on this form of government.



138 The Location of Political Authority

Filmer’s political writings were produced in the context of the challenges
to single-person rule that occurred before and during the English Civil War.
In Patriarcha (a work significantly subtitled ‘A Defence of the Natural
Power of Kings Against the Unnatural Liberty of the People’) Filmer made
it clear, however, that his arguments were directed not only against proponents
of popular government in his own society, but also at a recent European
tradition in political thought that ascribed natural liberty to human beings
and claimed that this entitled them to choose their own form of government
(Filmer, 1949, p. 53). In response to this ‘plausible and dangerous opinion’,
Filmer made a case for absolute monarchy. He argued that only this form
of government conforms to God’s expressed will as conveyed through
the Scriptures and reflected in the history of human society. A considera-
tion of Filmer’s theory of absolute government will be reserved for a later
chapter (see pp. 265ff); here the discussion will focus on his conception of
monarchy.

Although he rejected natural liberty, Filmer offered a naturalistic defence
of single-person rule. Filmer took the biblical account of the creation as the
bench-mark of what is natural because it is the clearest statement of God’s
intentions for humanity. He argued that when God granted the whole world
to Adam, he pointed to a divinely ordained model of human government.
Adam’s dominion over his offspring showed that God intended human
beings to be subject to a single ruler. From this starting point, Filmer argued
that patriarchal rule, the rule of the eldest male over his family and the rule
of descendants of the first father over multitudes of families, is the only
legitimate form of political authority. By dividing the world between his
sons, Noah created a number of kingdoms in place of the single one that he
had inherited from the descendants of Adam, but these states were themselves
governed in conformity with the patriarchal principle. In a detailed analysis
of post-biblical history, Filmer sought to establish that this principle lies
behind all legitimate and beneficial systems of government in the ancient
and modern worlds (ibid., pp. 53-60).

For Filmer, the Scriptures provided proof positive of the rightness of
monarchy: God has taught us ‘by natural instinct, signified to us by the Creation
and confirmed by His own example, the excellency of monarchy’. This conclusion
is confirmed by the fruits of human experience: ‘the best order, the greatest
strength, the most stability and easiest government are to be found in monarchy,
and in no other form of government’. It is also buttressed by the lack of any
convincing evidence of alternatives, either in relation to God’s expressed
intentions or in the experience of humankind. Indeed much of the burden of
Filmer’s case for monarchy rests on arguments concerning the biblical illegit-
imacy, conceptual incoherence and practical dangers of all other forms of
rule. Thus in his discussion of the period when the ancient Hebrews lacked
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a king, Filmer commented that, ‘where every man doth what he pleaseth, it
may be truly said, there is no government’. Similarly, in his examination of
Aristotle’s account of types of government, Filmer focused critically on Aristo-
tle’s classifications of aristocracy and democracy. He claimed that monarchy is
the only good form of government of which a coherent account can be given,
and summoned up the past to confirm his judgement: if ‘godliness and honesty’
are taken to be the ends of government, then the histories of ancient Rome,
Venice and the Low Countries show that these ends can be fulfilled only where
political authority is placed in one person’s hands (ibid., pp. 84, 86, 189, 196-9).

The Scriptures, history and philosophy therefore concurred in identifying
monarchy as the form of government; they also established that rule by a single
person must conform to a hereditary pattern of transmission. This feature of
legitimate government rests upon Filmer’s claim that authority descends
through the line of the eldest male, a stricture that not only identifies female
subordination as God-ordained, but also means that their general inferiority
to patriarchs in the family and the state is perpetual. All humankind is born
into natural subordination, and while some exercise patriarchal authority as
heads of families, only a few assume complete superiority by inheriting political
authority from their fathers. This conception of familial and political power
strikes a discordant note in modern Western ears, but to Filmer’s contemporaries
it corresponded with much of the imagery, language and legal forms of their
society (Schochet, 1975). Moreover, Filmer’s strictures on popular government,
and his jeremiads on aristocratic interference with monarchical power, and
the hazards of mixed government go a long way towards explaining why his
theory found a receptive audience among those who had experienced the
turmoil of the Civil War.

Filmer’s use of a literal interpretation of the Bible to justify absolute monarchy
found an independent parallel in Jacques Bossuet’s Politics Drawn from the
Very Words of Holy Scripture. This work, which was commenced before the
publication of Filmer’s Patriarcha but was not published until 1709, was part
of a tradition of French political thinking that went back to Bodin. Bossuet
(see p. 267) utilized the Bible in support of paternal forms of government and
claimed that these conform to a divinely ordained model. Unlike Filmer,
however, Bossuet allowed that legitimate governments of this sort can be
formed either on the basis of the consent of subjects, or by conquest; the latter
being subsequently legitimized by gaining the approval of the conquered
subjects. In both cases the mechanism of consent merely confirms the natural
pattern of paternal government:

Men...saw the image of a kingdom in the union of several families under
the leadership of a common father, and. .. having found gentleness in that
life, brought themselves easily to create societies of families under kings
who took the place of fathers. (Bossuet, 1990, p. 44)
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Bossuet argued that monarchy is the most ancient, common and hence the
most natural form of government and he identified it with a number of distinct
and unique advantages. It is least likely to suffer from divisions and most
conducive to unity, and it is also particularly appropriate when it comes to
satisfying the military requirements of the state. Moreover, hereditary (as
opposed to elective) monarchy reinforces these advantages. It establishes
a natural pattern of perpetuation, encourages the king to care for his state as
a patrimony to be transmitted to his male heir, and endows rulers with the
dignity that derives from an office that is beyond the reach of contention
(Bossuet, 1990, pp. 47-8, 49-51).

As we shall see, the absolutist aspects of Filmer’s and Bossuet’s positions
parallel Hobbes’ theory in important respects, but their emphatic and exclusive
preference for monarchy harks back to medieval political thinking (see pp. 130ff).
In this respect it is significant that in the opening chapter of Patriarcha Filmer
portrayed the idea of natural liberty as a ‘new’ opinion, one that had acquired
currency only within the last century. Like medieval thinkers, Filmer identified
a divine source for monarchy, and like them he endowed it with paternal images.
He also related monarchy to the good of the community, understood, as we have
seen, in terms of ‘holiness and peace’ (Filmer, 1949, pp. 53, 103). However, these
aspects of Filmer’s thought must be placed alongside others that mark a depart-
ure from medieval patterns. In the first place, Filmer’s patriarchal imagery has
more to do with power and constraint than with fatherly affection. When the
eighth-century ruler Alfred the Great of England wished to identify the common
strand in his relationship with his subjects, he referred to the love he felt for them
all (Nelson, 1991, p. 239). In contrast the subjects of Filmer’s patriarchal ruler
are more likely to be identified by the fact that they all owe unquestioning obedi-
ence to the king’s commands. Second, in Filmer’s theory, medieval ideas of royal
supremacy as a partnership give way to a stress on the unrestrained and all-
embracing power of the monarch. Finally, medieval thinkers had regarded the
power of kings as a direct, unmeditated gift from God. Filmer, however, thought
that kings possess supreme power as a right derived from the natural law of
patriarchal inheritance; power comes originally from God, but its transmission is
mediated through human generation and rulers have a right to it. As we shall see
in a subsequent chapter, this point has important implications for subjects’
capacity to respond to bad government (see pp. 299ff).

Monarchy in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
political thought: Absolutists, Romantics,
Maistre and Maurras

Following the Glorious Revolution of 1688-9 the British monarchy developed
in a mixed rather than an absolutist direction, and so in some ways Filmer’s
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arguments were overtaken by events. However, aspects of his theory had an
impact in the modern period. Echoes of Filmer’s patriarchalism can be dis-
cerned in late eighteenth-century accounts of monarchy. They can also be seen
in the political attitudes of romantically inclined young aristocrats in the 1840s
(Francis and Morrow, 1994, p. 175; Gunn, 1983, p. 171). For the most part
however, these Filmerian survivals were peripheral to mainstream political
thinking in England. This point can be illustrated by reference to two of the
most significant British political thinkers of the eighteenth century, David
Hume (see p. 311) and Edmund Burke (see p. 267). While the former allowed
that monarchy could be an admirable form of government, he rested this
judgement on the assumption that the king would govern in a regular and law-
bound manner rather than arbitrarily. Provided these conditions were satisfied,
Hume thought there was little in principle wrong with absolute monarchy
(Hume, 1987, pp. 51-3, 94; D. Miller, 1981, pp. 145-8). Burke, in contrast,
treated monarchy as an aspect of a broadly based aristocratic political culture.
Burke’s monarch infused warmth and civility into politics, but except in
symbolic terms, or as part of a representative structure in which the aristocratic
and wealthy have a dominant influence, did not stand at the centre of politics
(see pp. 157-9).

On the Continent, ideas of monarchy were closely connected to absolute
conceptions of sovereignty. In eighteenth-century France, monarchy was
sometimes presented in neo-Filmerian hues, but it was also discussed in
terms that he would have deplored. Thus while Denis Diderot (a key figure in
the French Enlightenment) allowed that kingly authority was a ‘gift of heaven’,
he traced its legitimate origins to the consent of the governed expressed
through a contractual arrangement, and criticized the hereditary transmis-
sion of political offices (Diderot, 1992, pp. 7-11, 90-1, 200-1; Rowen, 1980,
pp- 133-4). In the German states, some accounts of monarchy utilized notions
of natural liberty against which Filmer had railed. It was claimed that having
once possessed natural freedom, individuals seek to protect their interests by
exchanging freedom for the benefits provided by an enlightened, absolute
ruler (Krieger, 1972, pp. 50-71).

In the wake of the French Revolution a number of French and German
writers produced accounts of monarchy in response to both popular republican
government and to the enlightened despotism of the eighteenth century. In
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, for example, some German
Romantics reacted to the French Revolution by attempting to refurbish
monarchical government so as to provide an alternative to both despotic and
popular regimes. The romantic regeneration of monarchy rested upon a critique
of eighteenth-century theories of absolute monarchy. This critique identified
a connection between the underlying basis of absolutist rule and the system
of popular government that had displaced it during the 1790s. It also focused
on the spiritually impoverished character of eighteenth-century conceptions
of monarchy. The Romantics claimed that eighteenth-century political thinkers
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presented a mechanical conception of the state. Having based their theory on
isolated individuals who possessed natural liberty, these writers adopted a
narrowly instrumental account of the relationship between rulers and their
subjects. Theories of absolute monarchy thus shared common ground with
revolutionary doctrines, and could not offer an effective alternative to them
because they had deprived monarchy of the aesthetic and poetic qualities
that were necessary if it was to appeal to the affection and loyalty of its
subjects (Beiser, 1992, pp. 236-9; Miiller, 1955, p. 153). In place of these
dangerous and uninspiring doctrines, the German Romantics sought to
reaffirm ideas of community and interdependence and to identify a distinctive
role for monarchy that recaptured many of the images of medieval kingship.
They thus stressed that political authority should be endowed with an aura of
aesthetically satisfying, psychologically reassuring familial warmth, and they
argued that a paternal conception of monarchy would best satisfy these
requirements. This feature of romantic political thought is particularly
marked in the writings of Novalis, but it appears also in those of Frederick
Schlegel and Adam Miiller. Novalis pictured an idealized royal family made
up of a young, pure and devoted couple as the symbol of true monarchy
based on faith and love (Beiser, 1992, pp. 264, 272; Novalis, 1996). Schlegel
also maintained that monarchs can only be effective if they are presented as
objects of veneration (Schlegel, 1964, pp. 122-4). Although German political
Romantics dealt with the aura of monarchy, they claimed that this must be
underwritten by political arrangements that endow the monarch with a dis-
tinctive and supreme set of political functions. He must be the symbolic and
effective centre of a cohesive, organic community, not merely the most powerful
actor in what Novalis tellingly described as the ‘factory state’ of eighteenth-
century absolutism (Novalis, 1996, p. 45).

One of the key points of romantic conceptions of monarchy is the demand
that it must conform to deep-seated human needs. In this respect, romantic
political thought has a naturalistic frame of reference, but it relates this to the
historical experiences of a community rather than to the original creative
power of God. The idea that monarchy is natural to certain political communities
also played an important role in the writings of Joseph de Maistre, a contem-
porary of the German Romantics. Maistre, however, buttressed his account
of monarchy with a general defence of the need for authority in human
relationships that was similar in some respects to the position advanced by
Filmer. Like Filmer, Maistre argued that hereditary monarchy produces a range
of practical benefits that count in its favour and tell against alternatives,
particularly those that involve popular rule. For example, in an echo of Bossuet’s
position, he claimed that hereditary monarchy settles questions of succession
and thus puts supreme power beyond the reach of ambition. Single-person
rule also provides unity and stability by concentrating power in one pair of
hands. Moreover, since Maistre endorsed commonly held assumptions about
the partiality and wilfulness of the mass of the population, he thought it
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important for power to be placed in the hands of a person whose upbringing
and lack of private interests would minimize the risks involved in any form of
human rule. Finally, Maistre argued that the unquestioned supremacy of a single
person allows his subjects to feel a degree of relative equality; none could aspire
to supremacy and none could feel slighted by or envious of the relatively
minor distinctions that exist between subjects (Maistre, 1965, p. 27).

Born into a noble family in the Kingdom of Sardinia, Maistre served as a legal
official and later as ambassador of the government-in-exile at the Russian
imperial court in St Petersburg. In 1817 Maistre returned to Europe, but
rapidly became disillusioned with the monarchs whose restoration he had long
awaited. Maistre’s standing as a critic of the revolution and its ideological basis
matches, if it does not surpass, that of Edmund Burke. His major political
writings are Considerations on France (1796) and Study of Sovereignty (first
published in 1884).

Key reading: Lebrun (1988).

While there is no indication that Maistre was ever well-disposed to the
changes that occurred in France from 1789, his defence of monarchy was
based on experiences of a republican system of government that had become
internally authoritarian and externally aggressive. Maistre was a shrewd
observer of the bloody course of political events in France, and as a subject
of the King of Savoy he suffered great personal hardship when the revolu-
tionary armies invaded his native country. One effect of this experience was
that Maistre emphasized that monarchy produces real benefits for those
who are subject to it. He argued that since monarchy is a system of rule that
recognizes a natural principle of subordination, it is able to make the
exercise of supreme power relatively benign and generally beneficial. In
contrast, those who attempt to put the unnatural idea of natural liberty into
effect are necessarily driven to adopt forms of government that allow self-
interested and rapacious elites to wield unbridled and cruelly exercised
power from behind a fagade of popular government, legitimated by Rousseau’s
idea of the ‘general will’ (see p. 87). Against this view, Maistre argued that
the corporate and communal aspects of human existence derive from the
ruler, and that this must be recognized by ascribing power and legitimacy to
a single, preferably monarchical, head of state (ibid., pp. 68-9, 113-19).
Once this principle is established, there will be no need for government to
go to cruel and unnatural lengths to maintain a system of rule that must
be oppressive precisely because it ignores natural principles of social and
political organization.
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Although Maistre’s defence of monarchy reflected his wish to see the
Bourbons restored to the French throne, his conception of monarchy was not
that of the enlightened absolutism of the eighteenth century. The same
general point may be made of the last significant defence of monarchy in
Western political thought. This account was produced by Charles Maurras,
a prominent figure in French right-wing politics in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries (see p. 40). Like Maistre, Maurras argued that
a properly constituted monarchy is far less oppressive than republican forms
of government, and like Maistre also, his views on this issue were closely
related to the historical tradition and recent experiences of France. Maurras
did not presume to make universally applicable statements about forms of
government, but he thought that sociability and hierarchy are prevailing
features of all forms of human life.

Maurras’ motto was ‘Authority at the top, liberty below’. He argued that
these two conditions can be satisfied by monarchy because it takes a national
focus and only utilizes supreme power directly for national purposes. In this
respect it is quite different from republicanism, a system of government in
which electoral processes and the demands of parliamentary government
necessarily bring local and private interests within the orbit of national
government, and bring the power of central government to bear on society
(Maurras, 1971a, pp. 220-1). Paradoxically, a free republic is more harmful
to liberty than other forms of government. ‘Liberty is a right under the republic,
but only a right: under the sovereignty of the royal throne, liberties will relate
to actual practice — certain, real, tangible, matters of fact.” In democratic
regimes the state is the temporary but all-effective slave of those who control
a majority in parliament; under monarchy it becomes a disinterested source
of authority and control. A monarchical state thus protects liberties in general
rather than being under the control of sectional interests who attain their
freedom at the expense of the rest of the population (ibid., pp. 230, 220-1,
231, 225).

These advantages could presumably be produced by any form of single-
person rule, but Maurras (see p. 40) identified them particularly with the
French monarchy. The benefits of rule by a single person were compounded
by the long-established ties that bound the French people to their historical
royal family. Like Edmund Burke, Maurras regarded historical experience
as a form of ‘second nature’; it is so ingrained in the psyche of members of
the community that it forms the mental and emotional furniture of their
minds. From this perspective, the connection between the French people
and their royal family reinforced the natural character of the traditional
social and political hierarchy (ibid., pp. 235-6). When writing of the French
royal family (known in modern times as the ‘House of Bourbon’), Maurras
referred to them by their ancient designation, the ‘House of Capet’ (ibid.,
p. 237). This archaic language reflects his tendency to think of monarchy
in medieval rather than modern terms, a point that is underlined by the
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contrast he drew between the leniency of traditional royal rule and the
intrusively centralizing aspirations of late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-
century monarchs.

Despite Maurras’ close self-identification with the exiled Bourbons, his
ideas were not endorsed by the royalist mainstream. In the later stages of
his life, Maurras supported Marshall Pétain, the head of the ‘Vichy’
regime established in the southern part of France by the triumphant ruler
of the German Reich. At that time Pétain seemed the only hope of saving
the historical and authoritarian France to which Maurras was committed.
This shift in allegiance was spurred by desperation, but in some respects it
was a fitting end to what was the swan song of monarchical thinking in the
Western tradition. Monarchy persists in a number of European countries
and lingers fitfully in some former colonies. However, while crowned
heads play symbolic roles within these states, they can hardly be said to
rule.

Presidents and dictators in modern political theory:
\Weber and Hitler

When the German monarchy collapsed at the end of the First World War,
Germany adopted a federal system of government (the ‘Weimar Republic’)
that was based on democratic principles. In some quarters this move was
thought to pose challenges for German society that could only be met by
incorporating an element of single-person rule within the constitutional
structure of the new republican regime. Thus in ‘The President of the Reich’
(1919), the eminent economist and sociologist Max Weber made a case for a
popularly elected president to counteract the fragmentation that would result
from a constitutional structure in which state governments played an important
role, and the national assembly was elected upon the basis of proportional
representation. He argued that in the immediate past under an authoritarian
system of monarchy, democrats had looked to the majority in Parliament to
provide a popular input into the political process. Under the existing consti-
tutional arrangements Parliament alone was not a sufficient guarantee for
democratic rule: ‘today...all constitutional proposals have succumbed to
crude blind faith in the infallibility and omnipotence of the majority — of
the majority in parliament, that is, not the majority of the people’ (Weber,
1994, p. 307).

In order to forge unity and avoid the fragmentation that would result from
a parliament made up of representatives of diverse particular interests, it was
necessary for the will of the people to be embodied in a president who was
elected by them, rather than being chosen by the majority in Parliament. It was,
Weber argued, ‘essential for us to create a head of state resting unquestionably
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on the will of the whole people, without the intercession of intermediaries’
(ibid., p. 304). He claimed that

A popularly elected president, as the head of the executive, of official
patronage, and as the possessor of a delaying veto and the power to dissolve
parliament and to consult the people, is the palladium of genuine demo-
cracy, which does not mean impotent self-abandonment to cliques but
subordination to leaders one has chosen for oneself. (ibid., p. 308)

The perceived need for leadership in modern, non-monarchical states that
Weber identified has been found in other forms of contemporary political
thinking. Thus in the theories of ‘third world democracy’ that are discussed in
a later chapter, claims about the pivotal role of single-party government in
guiding societies away from the trammels of colonial rule frequently include
references to the need for these parties to be led by strong, charismatic fig-
ures who, through their role in struggles for independence, epitomize the
aspirations of the community forged through the liberation processes (see
pp. 195-6). In other settings, theocratic regimes that are legitimated by
commitment to Islamic values may reserve a special place in the political sys-
tem for a figure whose claims to supreme influence is based upon religious
authority (see p. 385). While these regimes place a particular emphasis
on leadership by individuals, they do not necessarily see this as an alternative
to systems of government in which the population at large participate. In this
respect, they differ significantly from the forms of modern dictatorship that
played such a significant role in the twentieth century.

Unlike the dictators of republican Rome, who were installed in power in
order to stave off crises, most modern dictators aim for lifetime tenure of
office and seek to determine who will succeed them. While these rulers have
supremacy in the state, they are often identified with a movement and/or
mass party, or with a segment of an existing elite, most commonly the milit-
ary. Historically, the most important example of this form of rule occurred
in Germany between 1932 and 1945 under Adolf Hitler, head of state and
leader of the National Socialist Party. This case is particularly significant
because, while many effective dictators have had to operate within and
justify themselves by reference to systems of government that are nominally
based on a non-dictatorial principle, Hitler’s domination of German politics
was set in a state that was overtly based on personal leadership. In contrast,
Hitler’s Italian contemporary, Benito Mussolini, held the title of chief of
government in Italy, but the fascist regime over which he presided was set
within the framework of a constitutional monarchy. Similarly, many South
American dictators have been presidents of their republics, or have headed
supposedly stop-gap administrations dominated by the military, but loosely
connected to republican constitutions by incorporating a few non-military
figures.
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Hitler, the leader of the National Socialist movement in Germany, wielded
complete power as Fuehrer from 1933 until the collapse of his regime at the end
of the Second World War. His political ideas (Hitler can hardly be said to have
advanced a political philosophy) were propagated in Mein Kampf (My Struggle)
(1925).

Key reading: Brooker (1991).

While Weber saw a leader chosen by the people as essential to the maintenance
of democratic government, the conception of single-person rule that emerged
in Germany in the early 1930s was premised upon the intractable difficulties
produced by parliamentary democracy. Of course, some theories of monarchy
rely heavily on judgements concerning the ills of popular government, but the
case of modern dictatorship is rather different. These regimes invariably
developed in reaction to practical experience of modern, parliamentary
democracy, and their rationale is closely bound up with this experience. In
particular, theories of modern dictatorship involve a two-pronged attack on
democratic government, one directed at parliamentarianism, the other
reflecting a general contempt for ordinary citizens. These themes are clearly
apparent in Hitler’s Mein Kampf. In this work, written before Hitler came to
power, observations of the decadence of parliamentary politics and the
insipid, self-interested character of conventional politicians are invariably
coupled with references to what Hitler called the ‘unshakeable stupidity of
the voting citizenry’. These criticisms are directed particularly at the politics
of the pre-war Austro-Hungarian constitutional monarchy and the post-war
Weimar Republic (Hitler, 1969, pp. 339-40).

The ‘leadership principle’ (fuehrerprinzip) makes parliamentary democracy
untenable. In its place, Hitler promoted a conception of government based
on the personal responsibility of the leader and the total obedience of the
rest of the community. The fuehrerprinzip determines how supreme power
should be located, but it is also applied as a general principle of social and
political organization. All levels of society should be subject to the oversight
of responsible leaders who regulate the activities of dutiful subordinates in
particular spheres of political, social or economic activity (Brooker, 1985, p. 60).
Neither the supreme leader nor his subordinates owe their position to
success in conventional electoral competitions. In response to the question
‘Does anyone believe that the progress of this world springs from the mind of
majorities and not from the brains of individuals?’, Hitler stressed the
primacy of struggle in elite selection and deprecated the bravery and
sagacity of ordinary citizens (Hitler, 1969, pp. 465-6, 78-81). Much the same point
is made in Mussolini’s account of fascism. Rejecting the ideals of conventional
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parliamentary democracy, he identified fascism with a new conception of
the state that, under its leader, incorporates the population into a system of
‘organised, centralized, authoritarian democracy’ (Mussolini, 1935, p. 27).
Mussolini’s and Hitler’s goals differed significantly — the former wished to
recover the glories of Rome, while the latter sought to protect the German
race — but they shared a belief that the sort of organization and commitment
needed to attain these goals would not be produced through parliamentary
democracy.

An implication of the fuehrerprinzip is a commitment to a radical elitism
that makes the position of the Fuehrer a consequence of proven capacity to
further the interests of the German race. This aspect of Nazi ideology was
a result of Hitler’s identification of a new goal for the state; it also reflects
a lurking animus towards the existing upper classes and the intelligentsia.
Elitism of this kind signalled the non-traditional nature of Hitler’s conception
of single-person rule, a feature of his political thinking that was also apparent
in his understanding of the relationship between the leader and the masses.
Although he rejected conventional notions of democratic representation,
Hitler claimed to have identified a ‘truly Germanic democracy’ in which the
leader is elected by the masses but then assumes full, personal responsibility
for the state. He insisted, however, that the genius of the leader is not discovered
through the electoral process. To the contrary, those capable of assuming
supreme power establish a direct relationship with the population through
the force of their personality conveyed through public performances. As a result
of his interaction with the masses at public meetings, the putative leader
transforms ‘philosophy’ into a ‘tightly organised political community of faith
and struggle, unified in spirit and will’. This transformation can only be
brought about by the spoken word, ‘the power which has always started rolling
the greatest religious and political avalanches in history’ (Hitler, 1969, pp. 392,
83, 346, 98).

This account of the process through which the leader is first identified
and then formally elevated to a position of supremacy points to one of the
distinctive features of modern dictatorship. Although this form of rule is
a product of the reaction against the experience of modern parliament-
ary democracy, it nevertheless incorporates aspects of modern political
culture. While the relationship between the leader and the people is held
to be a ‘Germanic’ one based on ‘faith, honour and care’ (Brooker, 1985,
p. 56; Neumann, 1944, p. 342), these echoes of medieval kingship do not
bridge the gap between monarchical and dictatorial conceptions of single-
person rule. The leader’s legitimacy springs from his role in relation to ‘the
race’, or in Mussolini’s case the ‘state’, not to universal values. Moreover,
he elevates himself to a dominant position in the minds of the population
and is then elevated to a position of unquestioned and unquestionable
supremacy through the modern (but self-terminating) mechanism of mass
election.
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Conclusion

While it would be misleading to equate monarchical, theocratic and dictatorial
theories of government, these accounts of the way in which power should be
allocated share certain common and distinctive features. In the first place,
they all assume that ability and/or virtue of a kind required by rulers is found
only in a few individuals. A corollary of this claim is an underlying assumption
of the general political incapacity of the vast bulk of humanity. Furthermore,
proponents of single-person rule assume that the unity of a community must
be created by and symbolized in a single, personal head of state. An organic
conception of the state is not the sole preserve of those who endorse rule by
a single person, but theories of this kind give the organic analogy a peculiarly
literal interpretation. Like the human organism, the state must have a head
who controls and directs the actions of its members. Finally, it seems clear
that these conceptions of government are more usually related to a belief
that the state exists for the purposes of virtue or order, rather than having
freedom or individual happiness as its end.



Chapter 6

The Rule of the Few

The rule of the few in ancient political theory
Medieval and early modern conceptions of aristocracy
Hereditary aristocracy in modern political theory
Non-hereditary elites in modern political theory
Conclusion

In the previous chapter it was noted that some accounts of monarchy set that
form of single-person rule in the context of a system of social and political
authority in which the ‘aristocracy’ plays an important role. Theorists of
‘mixed government’ argue that a combination of monarchic, aristocratic and
democratic elements provides a way of ensuring that political power is
exercised properly (see pp. 227ff). In both these cases the ‘aristocracy’ — or,
to use Aristotle’s phrase, ‘the rule of the few who are the best’ — does not
possess supreme power. A consideration of the role of the aristocracy in a
mixed government will be presented later in this book, but since a more
restricted conception of ‘aristocracy’ as a central aspect of monarchy has
occupied an important place in the history of Western political thought, it
will be considered in some detail in the present chapter. It is important to
note, however, that Aristotle’s definition indicates that the idea of rule by the
select few can, and indeed has, been given a more literal interpretation; that
is, one can identify a number of significant statements about the desirability
of rule by the few that are not related to monarchical conceptions of govern-
ment and do not mean rule by those of ‘noble’ birth. These ideas played an
important role in ancient political thought, and they have also had currency
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Arguments in favour of allocating exclusive or supreme power to the few
generally rest on assumptions about the limited moral and/or intellectual
capacity of ordinary members of the population. It is claimed that the
attributes necessary to ensure that political power is exercised in ways that
will be conducive to realizing the ends of politics are restricted to relatively
narrow sections of the population, and they should therefore play a leading
role in government. The attributes in question are moral and intellectual,
although in some cases they also relate to cultural values that are acquired
through membership of a class whose claim to political supremacy has
been recognized in customary or legally legitimated processes of hereditary
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transmission. The existence of a hereditary ruling class is the hallmark of
conventional conceptions of aristocracy, a system of rule by the few that can
be contrasted with theories of elite rule that rest upon demonstrated ability
and, in some cases, claims to moral and intellectual preeminence. In all cases,
rule by the few is held to be to the benefit of the community as a whole, not
the exclusive benefit of the rulers themselves.

This chapter will present accounts of the more or less pure forms of elite
rule promoted by Plato and Aristotle. In these theories the stress is upon
moral and intellectual excellence, although in Aristotle’s case notions of
cultural superiority also play a role. Classical accounts of rule by the few can
be contrasted with the more conventional accounts of aristocracy developed
by medieval, early modern and modern theorists. Although these theorists
often referred to classical sources, many of them emphasized the hereditary
basis of beneficial forms of aristocratic government. The chapter will conclude
with a discussion of modern, non-aristocratic ideas produced by writers who
promoted rule by cultural, intellectual and/or party elites.

The rule of the few in ancient political theory:
Plato and Aristotle

Plato’s guardians clearly exemplify rule by the few: even though they comprise
a small section of the total population of the state, they exercise complete
control over the ideal republic. Members of this class are distinguished by
their knowledge of, and their attachment to, ultimate goodness. They are
assisted in exercising their political functions by the auxiliaries. Taken
together these groups give an essentially aristocratic cast to Plato’s ideal
state. The system of selection and training to which the population are
exposed, and the intensive process of education that is specified for those
who appear to have the natural aptitude to become guardians, are designed
to ensure that the state is ruled by its ‘best’ citizens. The guardians are held
to possess the intellectual, moral and temperamental qualities necessary to
determine and single-mindedly pursue the good. Plato (see p. 22) regarded
a state ruled by the best as just in a double sense. It is right and just that the
most rational element rules the less rational. Moreover, where this happens,
the outcome will be just; that is, political power will be exercised for the good
of the whole community. These advantages of rule by the few are highlighted
by Plato’s frequent pejorative references to popular rule. Democracies are
dominated by the least rational members of the population, and they are
disfigured by their tendency to produce a narrowly selfish form of class rule
that ends up in chaos or tyranny (see pp. 130-1).

In The Republic Plato did not offer an overt defence of his conception of
rule by the few against the claims of ‘the one’, but a number of aspects of his
account of the guardians point to the advantages of collective rather than
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single-person rule. One of the problems lurking below the surface of the ideal
state is the corruption of those who wield supreme power. If the guardians
really possess the qualities that Plato ascribed to them, corruption would
seem to be impossible. However, he was not overly sanguine about this outcome.
One sign of his lack of certainty is that the details of Plato’s account suggest
that collective elite rule is a way of establishing a series of checks carried out
by members of the guardian class upon each other. Perhaps as a way of lessening
the potentially insidious features of this system, Plato stressed that the guardians
form a ‘family’, something that is made easier by their lack of natural familial
relationships and their communal way of life (Plato, 1970, pp. 220-2). An
advantage of this family feeling among the guardians is that Plato thought
that it would encourage a unified commitment to the ethos of this class, a
means of assurance and support that would not be available to the single
ruler, however wise and good he might be. Indeed, as Aristotle pointed out,
justifiable single-person rule necessarily means that the person in question is
qualitatively different from the rest of the population, a ‘man among gods’,
and will be isolated from people who are only nominally ‘fellow’ human
beings.

Although Plato’s guardians form an ‘aristocracy’ in Aristotle’s sense of the
term, ‘meritocracy’ is perhaps a more appropriate designation for the system
of rule in the ideal republic. While the guardians and auxiliaries are the few
and the best, their right to rule is stripped of any of the conventional connota-
tions of aristocracy. Their status is strictly ‘achieved’ rather than ‘ascribed’.
Plato was vague about many of the details, but the general thrust of his argu-
ment implies that the guardians should be drawn from all classes, and that their
children must be expelled from that class if they fail to come up to scratch.
Moreover, rulers enjoy no mundane privileges as a consequence of their
position in the state. To the contrary, they neither possess property nor enjoy
conventional family life. In response to a criticism that rulers living under
these conditions will not be happy, Plato upholds his ascetic ideal by retorting
that the state does not exist for the benefit of its rulers; their way of life is
justified by the need to avoid private interests that may corrupt them or
distract their attention from the pursuit of goodness. In any case, goodness
entails a degree of ultimate satisfaction that cannot be equated with the
alluring but, according to Plato, debasing creature comforts that are usually
associated with ‘happiness’ (ibid., pp. 163-5).

The strict asceticism that Plato saw as part of rule by the few in The Republic
is modified in The Laws, where he dealt with a second-best state designed to
cope with a lack of supreme virtue among rulers. This state is to be structured
and regulated by a system of law that will compensate for the deficiencies of
its members. However, in order to apply these laws and ensure that they are
subject to periodic revision, Plato set up an elaborate system of judicial and
reviewing councils. Some of these bodies are to be filled by members of the
ordinary population; others will be staffed by the more virtuous members of
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the community. Plato thought that the political structure laid down in The
Laws would avoid the dangers of democracy on the one hand and monarchy
on the other; it would achieve this goal by combining aristocratic and democratic
elements. The former would result from a system of election, the latter from
the use of a mechanism known as the ‘lot’. The Greeks’ understanding of the
implications of selection through election differed significantly from that
associated with modern systems of democratic government. For the Greeks,
election favoured the upper classes because it meant that judgements of
worth and social prestige could play a role in selection procedures. In contrast
the lot, essentially a draw, or lottery, identified officeholders through a process
of chance. Its outcomes were not influenced by the particular qualities of
candidates; indeed, the laws of probability would ensure that the numerically
superior lower classes would dominate assemblies or offices selected by lot.
The fact that Plato included a system of election within his second-best state
provided for the incorporation of an aristocratic element in the constitution.
However, since all citizens would be eligible for office, the system was based
upon a meritocratic, rather than a hereditary, conception of aristocracy
(Klosko, 1986, pp. 211-25; Plato, 1980, pp. 223-45).

Aristotle’s Politics presents an account of rule by the few that embraces
some of the features conventionally associated with ‘aristocracy’. However, it
also describes an ideal form of collective rule by the best in a state where the
entire citizen body is virtuous. Aristocracy exists where the best men rule in
the common interest, but Aristotle (see pp. 171-2) assumed that in other than
ideal states the best will be only a small section of the population. These types
of regime, dubbed ‘so-called aristocracies’, are distinguished by the fact that,
while ‘the best’ play a prominent role in politics, their claims are based on
relative rather than absolute virtue. These aristocrats, or ‘nobles’ as Aristotle
often called them, are markedly superior to other members of the community
but have not attained true virtue. One consequence of their imperfect virtue
is that while they play a central role in the state, their power is not absolute
and is placed within a variety of mixed constitutions. These arrangements
combine virtue with wealth, numbers, free status or some combination of these,
thus acknowledging the limited degree of virtue among even ‘the best’, and
the consequent need to recognize the weight of other claims derived from
wealth, freedom or numbers. In addition, since ‘the best’ are only relatively so, it
is important to guard against the corrupt use of power and the appearance of
‘oligarchy’, a system of rule in which the few, usually economically dominant,
rule in their own interest rather than in the common interest (Aristotle, 1958,
pp- 117, 131-2, 204-5).

Setting a pattern that was to be common in subsequent treatments of
aristocracy, Aristotle assumed that the virtues of ‘so-called’ aristocrats are
related to their unobsessive possession of wealth, to their education and
cultural and intellectual milieu. This assumption corresponds to the treatment
of virtue in Aristotle’s Ethics. Although he identified the contemplative life
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with true virtue, he made it clear that this end is too exalted for most human
beings, and concentrated on a range of virtues that are more appropriate to
ordinary social and political life. The moral virtues include ‘courage’ (espe-
cially as applied to military action), ‘justice’ (honesty in business dealings),
‘liberality’ (manifesting itself in generosity to one’s friends and the polis),
‘magnanimity’ (a proper sense of one’s worth), ‘eood temper’ and ‘temper-
ance’ (Aristotle, 1975, pp. 115ff; Mulgan, 1977, p. 4). These qualities are of a
kind that is commonly identified with aristocratic culture.

In addition to the imperfect but nevertheless beneficial form of ‘so-called’
aristocracy, Aristotle discussed an ideal form. His treatment of this topic is
incomplete and inconsistent, but it is clear in its general outlines. In a genuine
aristocracy, political power is assigned to the truly virtuous, who rule in the
common interest. However, since Aristotle treated this form of rule in the
context of an ideal state, he tended to focus on an aristocratic community
rather than on the narrow question of aristocratic rule. That is, he equated the
citizen body with those who are both absolutely and relatively fit to rule — they
are both virtuous and equal in virtue with their fellow citizens — and he
consigned those whose birth (slaves), gender (women) or occupations (agri-
cultural, commercial, unskilled) preclude the attainment and practice of
virtue to an underclass who are necessary for the realization of the ends of
the state but are not members of it. By dividing the aristocratic citizen body
into those who fight (the young) and those who rule, Aristotle effectively
undermined his own stipulation that the state is ideally a union of equals,
sharing the function of ruling and being ruled. Whatever the coherence of
this distinction, it means that within the context of an aristocratic community
Aristotle’s conception of an ideal state is in fact a system of rule by all full
members of the community. As in his account of so-called aristocracy, his
treatment of its ideal form incorporates the prejudices based on age, birth,
gender and class that are conventionally associated with aristocratic rule
(Aristotle, 1958, pp. 279-306).

Medieval and early modern conceptions of
aristocracy: Aquinas, Machiavelli and Harrington

Aristotle’s discussion of an aristocratic element in mixed government had an
important influence on subsequent political thought. For example, the Roman
thinker Cicero identified an aristocratic component within the republican
constitution of Rome, assigning this role to a senatorial class to whom he
ascribed many of the cultural and intellectual qualities that Aristotle associ-
ated with ‘so-called’ aristocracies. For medieval writers, however, govern-
ment by the few was one of the elements in a broader conception of rule that
was essentially monarchical (see pp. 132-6). In early medieval Europe, kings
were held to have been endowed with supreme power by God, but this power



The Rule of the Few 155

formed the basis of a complex web of interactions and responsibilities, the
most immediately important of which were those embodying the ‘“faith’ that
bound a king to his closest and most important subjects. These people were
the king’s servants, and their proximity to the throne, together with their
economic, cultural and military importance, gave them a distinctive role in the
state. They formed what was, in effect, an aristocratic class within a mixed
government.

In practical terms the relationship between the king and his most powerful
subjects was a consequence of the tendency towards feudalism in emerging
European states, but with the rediscovery of Aristotle’s writings in the thirteenth
century these relationships could be described in ways that consciously echoed
the political theory of the ancients. Thus Aquinas argued that the danger of
tyranny is greater in pure aristocracy than in monarchy because, when a
number of people rule, conflict is more likely, and this often tempts members
of the ruling group to subvert political power for their own purposes. He
credited mixed government with the ability to forestall this threat and the
less immediate one presented by monarchy. This solution recalls Aristotle’s
most practical form of government, but it fuses monarchy, aristocracy and
democracy rather than democracy and oligarchy. The role of aristocracy — that
is, ‘government by the best elements, in which a few hold office according to
virtue’ — is justified by their power, wealth and moral attributes. Like the
monarch, the members of the aristocracy derive their legitimacy from their
virtues, and while these are not as exalted as those expected of good kings,
they are nevertheless significant:

The best form of constitution...results from a judicious admixture of the
kingdom, in that there is one person at the head of it; of aristocracy in that
many participate in government according to virtue; and of democracy or
popular rule, in that rulers may be elected from the people and the whole
population has the right of electing its rulers. (Aquinas, 1959, p. 149)

The fact that members of the aristocracy are usually wealthy and that their
position is based on birth provides a further link between medieval conceptions
of the role of the few and that found in Aristotle’s writings.

The claim that aristocracy should be set within the framework of monarchy
to produce a mixed system of government persisted into the early modern
period. During that time, however, there appeared a republican conception
of aristocracy in a mixed government. This perspective on the political role of
the virtuous few is most closely identified with the city states of renaissance
Italy, but it produced echoes in political thinking in seventeenth-century
England and eighteenth-century America. In the second half of the fifteenth
century a number of Florentine writers drew upon an idealized, indeed in
some ways mythical, picture of the popular and aristocratic constitution of
Venice in order to assert claims to influence by wealthy Florentines who
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resented the dominant power wielded by the semi-princely house of Medici.
Harking back to classical discussions, they ascribed to ‘the few’ the role of
guardians of the state, who would fill important offices on behalf of the
population and thus use their virtues in the service of the common good
(Pocock, 1975, pp. 100-3, 185-6). In this case the ‘few’ are closely integrated
with the life of the city state. Machiavelli emphasized this point by observing
that while aristocracies of this kind are consistent with long-lived but terri-
torially non-aggressive republics, the existence of landed aristocracies or
‘gentry’ is generally fatal to all republican forms of government (Machiavelli,
1975, vol. 1, pp. 220-2, 335).

Partly as a result of the influence of Italian models, ideas of aristocratic
republicanism were used in seventeenth-century England and eighteenth-
century America when alternatives were being sought for discredited
conceptions of monarchical government. Both of these environments
produced accounts of what have been called ‘natural’ aristocracy; that is,
claims to rule based on a general recognition of natural superiority. Since
monarchy is no longer acceptable, neither is the hereditary determination
of elite status. Leaders are still required, but these should be selected by
the people, whose role is to recognize the capacities of ‘natural aristocrats’
and to defer to them. These leaders possess extensive property, education
and leisure, but such attributes are not qualifications for office; to the
contrary, they are entitled to aristocratic standing because of their ‘natural
superiority of talent’ (Pocock, 1975, pp. 414, 515-17). As the mid-seventeenth-
century English writer James Harrington said of his ideal state ‘Oceana’,
‘our’ nobility

have nothing else but their education and their leisure for the public,
furnished by their ease and competent riches, and their intrinsic value
which, according as it comes to hold weight in the judgement or suffrage
of the people, is their only way to honour and preferment. (Harrington,
1992, p. 141)

Harrington, an attendant to Charles I in 1647, was involved in republican
politics in the years of the Cromwellian protectorate. His major political work,
Oceana (1656), has been seen as an important contribution to the anglicization
of notions of civic republicanism derived from renaissance Italy. He thus
applied ideas of natural aristocracy to an English context and considered the
impact of the decline of feudal landholdings on the distribution of political
power within the community.

Key readings: Davis (1981); Harrington (1992).
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Hereditary aristocracy in modern political theory:
Burke, Coleridge, Chateaubriand and Constant

While ‘the few’ played a central role in early modern conceptions of republican
government, they were also important in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-
century accounts of constitutional monarchy. This form of government is not
‘aristocratic’ in any strict sense because sovereignty is lodged either in the
monarch or in the ‘king in parliament’, that is, in the king in association with
representative bodies. The distinctive character of the positions outlined in
this chapter is highlighted by Edmund Burke’s strictures on the ‘despotism of
aristocracy’ (Burke, 1834, vol. 1, p. 130). Like some other late eighteenth- and
early nineteenth-century writers, Burke treated aristocracy as a necessary
feature of constitutional monarchy, not as a form of pure government.

Burke, a native of Ireland, made a career in English politics as an intellectual
man-of-business for a leading faction of the Whig Party. He played an
important role in Parliament and in a number of administrations from the
mid-1760s until the 1790s. Burke was a famous orator and published many of
his speeches. He also wrote a number of important political pamphlets,
including Reflections on the Revolution in France (1791), a work that attacked
French revolutionaries and their English sympathizers and resulted in a breach
between Burke and leading members of his party. Although Burke did not deny
that humans may once have had natural rights he argued that these claims had
no force in long established communities such as Britain and France. In
political society rights derived from law, a system of regulation that had evolved
out of a long series of only very partially reflective practice. Like other customs
of which it formed a part, it related closely and productively with the distinctive
social, cultural and religious character of the community. Burke argued that
appeals to natural rights and attempts to use them as the basis for constructing
new systems of political authority neglected the experience of past generations,
threatened the stability of the community and deprived its members of the
benefits of social life. When applied to Britain and France, this perspective gave
rise to a conservative theory of politics that gave priority to established
institutions and to the role of traditional, largely aristocratic, elites.

Key readings: Freeman (1980); Hampsher-Monk (1987).

Burke claimed that the aristocracy has made two distinct but related
contributions to constitutional monarchy. In the first place, because the
members of hereditary aristocracies have been among the wealthiest members
of their society and particularly well-endowed with landed wealth, they have
exerted an important influence in societies where wealth and political power
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have been closely correlated. Second, and more importantly in relation to the
distinctive status of an aristocracy within a constitutional monarchy, it was
claimed that the influence ascribed to members of this class was justified
because they formed the central element in a generally beneficial social and
political culture. The hierarchical structure of this culture was conducive to
general benefit, at least in the long-established, inegalitarian and historically
derived conditions that were the norm in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-
century Europe. Before they were disrupted by the French Revolution, these
governments had ensured stability, provided general security of property and
encouraged commerce and material progression. It was argued that they
could play a similar role in the post-revolutionary world when monarchies
were reestablished in a number of European states.

Burke’s response to the revolution indicates that he included among the
advantages of an aristocratic political culture its capacity to insulate the process
of government from the direct influence of an invariably ignorant and often
blindly and destructively self-interested populace. Aristocracy also ensured
that equally dangerous adventurers from other social classes could not seize
control of the state. However, in addition to these merely negative advantages
Burke ascribed a number of important positive attributes to aristocracy. To
some extent these have to do with ability and probity, with what might be
called ‘political virtue’, but Burke’s defence of the predominant social and
political influence of ‘the few’ extended beyond an exclusively meritocratic
standpoint.

The breadth of Burke’s conception of the benefits of aristocratic government
is apparent in his treatment of the hereditary basis of European aristocracy.
The fact that influence and wealth are transmitted through a process that
mirrors the transmission of biological characteristics endows the social and
political structure with a ‘natural’ aspect. Moreover, by giving society a historical
dimension, a sense of location in the past that is also connected to the future,
this principle provides members of society with a sense of belonging. Human
beings are not alone in the world but can face its adversities clothed in a reassur-
ing ‘cloak of custom’. In addition to these symbolic but psychologically
valuable consequences of a society patterned on hereditary aristocracy, Burke
claimed that the connection between aristocracy and large, stable land-
holdings encourages respect for property of all kinds. The property of the
aristocracy provides ‘ramparts’ that protect other forms of property within
the state (Burke, 1969, p. 140). Finally, Burke associated aristocracy with
‘manners’, that is, with ideas of ‘civility’, a system of cultural ethics that
modifies the generally beneficial but potentially disruptive pursuit of economic
self-interest. Aristocratic influence, resulting from its insulation from pressing
material necessity and from its educational and cultural experiences, comple-
ments that of religion. Both religion and aristocracy embody values that
safeguard society without preventing progression built on the inheritance of
the past (Pocock, 1985, pp. 193-212). At the same time, however, the cultural
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ethics of aristocracy provides society with less immediately practical but
nevertheless significant benefits. In Burke’s writings, as in those of the German
Romantics, monarchs are endowed with an aura of warmth and grace that
underwrites their political position (see p. 141). This concern with tone is also
applied to the aristocracy. As Burke put it, ‘nobility is a graceful ornament
to the civil society. It is the Corinthian capital of polished society’ (Burke,
1969, p. 245).

While Burke treated the influence of aristocracy and religion as parts of
the same political and social culture, an alternative position was developed by
his near contemporary, the poet and philosopher Samuel Taylor Coleridge.
Like Burke, Coleridge placed weight upon the moderating influences of the
non-material aspects of aristocracy — the ‘delicate superstition of ancestry’
may to some degree ‘counteract the grosser superstition of wealth’ — but he
argued that in a well-balanced state the political influence derived from both
ancestry and wealth must be subjected to humanizing influences embodied in
philosophical and clerical elites, or a ‘clerisy’. The ‘clerisy’ is an independent
section of society charged with the responsibility of conveying intellectual
and moral values and ensuring that these are brought to bear on the practice
of politics (Coleridge, 1990, pp. 62, 172-95).

The basis of Coleridge’s conception of ‘clerisy’ lay in his distinctive under-
standing of the intellectual requirements of Christianity, but this approach to
politics has appeared in a number of forms in the history of political thought.
Aswe shall see, J. S. Mill stressed the importance of secular elites in democratic
societies (see p. 186). The idea of the clerisy also has a parallel in Islamic
political thought. For example, in the reform of the Iranian state, which was
embodied in the constitution of 1906-7, religious leaders were assigned a
corrective and monitorial role over those who held political office. In light of
Coleridge’s insistence that a clerisy is necessary to infuse human values into
the political system, it is interesting to note that in Iran those who derived
their moral authority from their knowledge of divine law (sharia) were seen
as having a special responsibility for the matters of social justice specified in
that body of law (Akhavi, 1990, pp. 15-16).

Burke’s account of the role of aristocracy was produced in response to
what he saw as the desecration of aristocratic monarchy by the French
revolutionaries. Similar accounts of the role of the aristocracy appeared in
the works of post-revolutionary writers in France. These theorists accepted
many of the consequences of the revolution and attempted to forge a new
image of constitutional monarchy for the post-revolutionary age. Thus both
Frangois Chateaubriand, a conservative but non-reactionary figure in restoration
politics, and the liberal writer Benjamin Constant justified the retention of an
aristocratic element in the social and political structure of the restored
monarchy after 1815. Chateaubriand was intensely critical of the pseudo-
aristocracy created by the Emperor Napoleon and argued that the restoration
of the Bourbons required the restoration of a genuine aristocracy in France.
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It was necessary, he argued, to reestablish ‘aristocratic families’ as ‘barriers
and safeguards of the throne’. Such families would provide a setting in which
to place a monarch who symbolized:

that tradition of ancient honour, that delicacy of sentiment, that contempt
of fortune, that generous spirit, that faith, that fidelity which we so much
need, and which are the most distinctive virtues of a gentleman, and the
most necessary ornaments of a state. (Chateaubriand, 1816, p. 231)

In addition, however, Chateaubriand stressed that the influence and wealth
of an aristocracy must be embodied in the chamber of peers if it is to balance
the democratic influences represented in the elected chamber of deputies
(ibid., p. 30). For Chateaubriand, therefore, aristocracy was an essential
part of a new form of constitutional monarchy, a view that was endorsed by
Constant (see p. 245). The latter argued that a hereditary aristocracy with its
own chamber in parliament is necessary to sustain a constitutional monarchy.
An aristocracy of this kind makes hereditary monarchy less extraordinary.
Moreover, since it is independent of both the crown and the people, it forms
an intermediary between the monarch and a popularly elected assembly, one
that is capable of safeguarding the interests and rights of these other elements
in the constitution (Constant, 1988, pp. 198-9). Hereditary preeminence
ensures that a group within the population has high social status and that its
members are wise and virtuous. Their possession of these qualities will
ensure the beneficial operation of a system of government that combines
traditional notions of hereditary rule with the modern demand that states are
based on the principle of popular sovereignty.

These justifications of aristocracy, like those of Burke and contemporary
English writers such as Coleridge, mark the effective termination of conven-
tional aristocracy as an important theme in Western political thought. Indeed,
even in Burke’s statements there are discordant elements that point forward
to other conceptions of rule by the few. For example, in a pamphlet defending
his acceptance of a pension from the crown in the face of criticism from the
Duke of Bedford, the aged and ailing Burke emphasized the importance of
meritocracy as a basis for high office. He remarked that able men of business
like himself were responsible for maintaining the structure ‘which alone’
made Bedford ‘his superior’. Elsewhere, Burke included within a ‘true natural
aristocracy’ not only the nobility, but also leading judges, intellectuals and the
most successful and respectable members of the business community. People
with these qualifications ‘form in nature, as she operates in the common
modification of society, the leading, guiding, and government part’ (Burke,
1834, vol. 2, p. 265, vol. 1, p. 525). Neither of these remarks are enough to
detach Burke from conventional aristocratic conceptions of politics, but the
lurking animus implied by the first, and the generalized meritocracy conveyed
by the second, point towards a non-aristocratic view of government by the few.
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Since the middle of the nineteenth century important statements of this
position have been advanced by writers who have sought to justify the political
superiority of non-aristocratic, non-hereditary elites.

Non-hereditary elites in modern political theory:
J. S. Mill, Nietzsche, Mosca, Pareto,
Blanqui and Lenin

Conventional aristocracy has persisted in parts of the modern world, but
like monarchy it has long ceased to an object of interest for political theorists.
The main reason for this is that since about the middle of the nineteenth
century the general tendency of Western political development has been
towards representative democracy, or the rule of ‘the many’. Although this
development has given the population at large an important formal role in
politics, it has not always been accompanied by an abandonment of arguments
concerning the effective dominance of the few. To the contrary, the spread of
democratic government has seen the development of a distinctive body of
political thinking that deals with the role of elites within systems that are
ostensibly democratic. These arguments must be distinguished from conven-
tional accounts of aristocracy that are set in a monarchical context, and place
a great deal of emphasis on ideas of heredity and tradition. In contrast, elite
theory stresses merit and demonstrable political ability rather than the inherited
social qualities that are ascribed to conventional aristocracies.

One important account of the relationship between elite rule and emerging
democracy appeared in John Stuart Mill’s writings (see p. 183). Mill’s under-
standing of human progression led him to adopt a wary attitude towards
democratic rule; he thought that under the prevailing conditions, systems of
mass politics would accentuate the conformist tendencies that were already
apparent in modern society. At its most extreme, these tendencies would
produce a ‘tyranny of the majority’, but even their more restrained manifest-
ations would discourage the intellectual and moral experimentation to which
Mill attributed the progress of civilization. In response to these threats to
progression, Mill assigned a general educational role to an intellectual elite
within society. Its purpose was to equip the masses for intellectual and moral
development. In addition, however, he insisted that the administration of the
state must be left in the hands of the enlightened and expert few, and he
promoted an electoral system that would ensure that the checking and
regulatory institutions of representative government would have an elite
bias. This last goal was to be achieved by a franchise that gave all sane adults
at least one vote, while endowing those who satisfied certain educational,
professional and occupational qualifications with a number of votes. The
purpose of this allocation was to allow the mass of the population to gain
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experience in fulfilling a political role while ensuring that they were unable
to bring the weight of numbers to bear in a way that undermined Mill’s
educational and progressive conception of the state (Mill, 1983, pp. 284-6).

Since the elites” influence and political experience were held to have an
educational role, Mill’s unequal distribution of electoral influence was to be
a long-term, but still temporary, feature of modern politics. Provided that
the bulk of the population were sufficiently enlightened, Mill thought that
representative democracy was the best form of government. It would allow
for the most efficient protection of individual interests, and it would also
provide scope for self-development by allowing people to practise what was,
in effect, self-regulation:

Human beings are only secure from evil at the hands of others in proportion
as they have the power of being, and are, self-protecting; and they only
achieve a high degree of success in their struggle with Nature in proportion
as they are self-dependent, relying on what they themselves can do, either
separately or in concert, rather than on what others do for them. (ibid., p. 208)

Mill’s position was a somewhat uneasy one. On the one hand he thought
that democracy was inevitable, but on the other his concern with human
progression led him to stress the need for elite, intellectual leadership in
the foreseeable future to curb the impact of democratic politics. The fact
remains, however, that Mill conceived of circumstances in which elite rule
should give way to democracy. In this respect his position differed from that
advanced by the late nineteenth-century philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche,
who regarded democracy as an unmitigated disaster that could at best serve
to prepare the ground for a new and quite distinctive political system based
on the preeminence of an elite group that was seen in essentially aristocratic
terms.

Nietzsche’s conception of aristocracy emerged out of a wide-ranging
assault on values such as pity and the depreciation of individual self-affirmation
that he identified with Christian morality and humanism, liberalism and
socialism. These movements were modern surrogates for ossified religious
faiths, sharing with them ideas of fundamental equality framed in terms of
universal moral laws that Nietzsche took to be embodiments of the ‘herd
instinct’ of ordinary human beings. In place of these corrupt, self-serving and
debilitating ideas, Nietzsche promoted an alternative morality that would
direct human beings to take personal responsibility for realizing their wills.
Nietzsche’s conception of ‘will’ is essentially active: it is a personal force
directed to the single-minded pursuit of the satisfaction of its own desires for
pleasure or joy, a process that necessarily involves attempts to mould the world
to its purposes. ‘It is not the satisfaction of the will that causes pleasure ... but
rather the will’s forward thrust and again and again becoming master over
that which stands in its way’ (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 370). These aspects of
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Nietzsche’s theory resemble parts of Stirner’s work, with which he may have
been familiar (Carroll, 1974; Leopold, 1995, pp. xi-xii). However, Nietzsche
thought that only some human beings are capable of conforming to a con-
ception of morality that he identified with realization of the Ubermensch, the
superman who transcends the ordinary human condition and whose life
constitutes a supreme form of cultural existence.

Born in the Prussian province of Saxony, Nietzsche was an academic
philosopher whose work was devoted to a critique of the moral basis of modern
Western cultures. His ideas on elite leadership and the ‘will to power’ proved
amenable to adoption by later fascist and national socialist thinkers. Of his
works, Beyond Good and Evil (1886) and The Genealogy of Morals (1887) have
the closest bearing on political theory.

Key reading: Ansell-Pearson (1994).

The only positive prospect that Nietzsche associated with liberal democracy
was the possibility that its levelling and enervating tendencies would clear the
ground for the emergence of a new aristocratic class of supermen who would
seize control and subject the population (Detwiler, 1990, pp. 173—4). In all
other respects, Nietzsche’s position entailed a radical aristocratic critique of
the cultural, moral and political structures of both democratic and more
authoritarian forms of mass state (Ansell-Pearson, 1994, pp. 151-2). ‘Every
heightening of the type “man”...has been the work of an aristocratic society —
and thus it always will be; a society which believes in a long ladder of rank
order and value differences in men, which needs slavery in some sense’
(Nietzsche, 1967, p. 199). This is not just a matter of conventional subservience
since Nietzsche stressed the need for what he called ‘the pathos of distance’;
that is, he believed that the length of the social hierarchy encourages ‘that
other more mysterious pathos, that longing for ever greater distances within
the soul itself, the evolving of ever higher, rarer, more spacious, more widely
arched, more comprehensive states — in short: the heightening of the type
“man,” the continued “self-mastery of man”’ (ibid., p. 199). Essential to this
‘mysterious pathos’, however, is the complete subordination of the masses.
The population is effectively sacrificed to the interests of an aristocratic caste
that is free of the humanitarian delusions of service that has sapped the will
of conventional European aristocracy:

the essential nature of a good and healthy aristocracy is that it does not
feel it is a function (whether of royalty or of the community) but its meaning,
its highest justification. Therefore, it accepts with a clear conscience the
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sacrifice of an enormous number of men who must for the sake of the
aristocracy be suppressed and reduced to incomplete human beings, to
slaves, to tools. (ibid., p. 200)

For Nietzsche, therefore, aristocracy is a mutually exclusive alternative to
other forms of government because it necessitates rule by an elite in their
own interest. This position not only contrasts with Mill’s views on the guiding
and enlightening function of elite rule, but is also radically at odds with other
contemporary strands of European political thinking that regarded elitism as
an inevitable and persistent feature of democratic politics.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the Italians Gaetano
Mosca and Vifredo Pareto, and the former’s German disciple, Robert
Michels, developed supposedly descriptive, ‘scientific’ accounts showing that
all systems of social and political regulation are elitist (Parry, 1970, pp. 30-63).
As Mosca put it:

In all societies...two classes of people appear — a class that rules and a
class that is ruled. The first class, always the less numerous, performs all
political functions, monopolises power and enjoys the advantages that
power brings, whereas the second, the more numerous class, is directed
and controlled by the first. (Mosca, 1939, p. 50)

The experience of representative democracy in late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century Europe, and a desire to prove their general case by showing
that even these regimes conformed to the general elitist pattern, led Mosca,
Pareto and Michels to pay a great deal of attention to the rule of the few in
putatively democratic environments. They thought that their theory of elite
rule was an empirical one reflecting the fact that, whatever the constitutional
formalities of a society, elites always do rule. As Pareto put it, an elite ‘exists
in all societies and governs them even in cases where the regime in appearances
is highly democratic’ (Pareto, 1966, p. 155). This position differs from many
of those discussed earlier because these writers stressed the normative claim
that elites should rule.

Democratic societies, even the most self-consciously democratic organiza-
tions such as working-class parties (the object of Michels’ attention), are
effectively subject to the rule of the few. Elites are not seen as uniform cohesive
entities; indeed, both Mosca and Pareto identified elite strata (Bottomore,
1966, pp. 9-10). They are, however, thought to possess a number of common
qualities that explain their controlling position, and they are endowed
with organizational capacities, political skills and a clear sense of purpose.
Moreover, their power is cumulative — its sources are strengthened by the
possession of power — and self-perpetuating. Mosca and Michels stressed the
organizational capacity of the elite and observed that its restricted size and
frequent interaction between its members makes effective organization
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easier for them to achieve than for the masses. Pareto’s account focuses on
the distribution of psychological character traits within a given population. In
democratic systems these organizational or psychological characteristics
allow members of the elite to manipulate a supposedly all-powerful mass
made up of a large and diverse number of unimaginative, poorly organized
and not clearly directed individuals (Mosca, 1939, pp. 247, 411-12).

These judgements on the relative superiority of elites provided the basis
for the preferences for particular forms of elite rule that lurk behind the
scientific form of both Mosca’s and Pareto’s theories. Thus Pareto was dis-
mayed at the decadent and corrupting effects of rule by those with highly
developed political intelligence but little grasp of large moral aspirations or
ideas. Writing in the wake of the First World War, Pareto identified an
increasing tendency for newly rich members of society (the ‘plutocracy’)
to enter into manipulative alliances with the masses to produce a form of
‘demagogic plutocracy’. This alliance, directed against the well-established
propertied classes, was the predominant feature of modern parliamentary
government:

The modern parliamentary system, to all intents and purposes, is the
effective instrument of demagogic plutocracy. Through elections and
through political transactions in parliament, considerable scope is given
to the activities of individuals who are well endowed with instincts of
combination. Indeed it now seems clear that the modern parliamentary
system is to a great extent bound up with the fate of plutocracy. (Pareto,
1966, p. 315)

Subsequently Pareto looked to the Italian dictator Mussolini as a heroic
representative of solidarity, order and discipline who would renovate the
moral basis of Italian society. In contrast, Mosca’s preferences were those of
a liberal-conservative (Parry, 1970, pp. 41, 47). In his later writings he
bemoaned the tendency for the political elites who had emerged under
democracy to manipulate the population by pandering to tawdry moral stand-
ards. However, as universal suffrage had now become irreversible, it was too
late to restrict the vote to the middle classes, who could have provided an
intellectually and morally sound source of stimulation for and replenishment
of the elite. As an alternative to this more desirable state of affairs, Mosca
redefined the idea of the ruling class. He appealed to what was, in effect, an
extra-political elite to restore the moral tone of social and political life by
assuming an educational rather than a degenerative role in their interaction
with the masses. Writing in the years of political and moral crisis that fol-
lowed the conclusion of the First World War, Mosca urged the ruling class
to ‘gain a clear conception of its rights and duties.. .. Then only will it learn to
appraise the conduct of its leaders soundly, and so gradually regain in the
eyes of the masses the prestige that it has in large part lost’. He appealed to
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enlightened members of the middle class to ‘make up a small moral and
intellectual aristocracy, which keeps humanity from rotting in the slough of
selfishness and material appetites’ (Mosca, 1939, p. 493). In this formulation,
Mosca’s ruling class has become an intermediary body that stands between
political leaders and masses: its influence is exercised through moral and
cultural means rather than through its possession of political office. Democratic
politics involves the masses on the one hand and political leaders on the
other, but since the latter are unable to provide moral and intellectual leadership
this will have to be supplied through an elite whose impact on politics is indirect.

Assertions of mass incapability reflect a salient general feature of arguments
that ascribe a dominant political role to ‘the few’. The few must rule because
the many are either incapable of exercising political authority, or they do so
in a morally reprehensible manner. A different version of this view of the
relationship between elites and masses has played an important role in theories
of revolutionary politics.

These theories have been used to justify the role of an elite or ‘vanguard’
party in galvanizing the masses into effective revolutionary action (Parry,
1970, pp. 55-6). The idea of a conspiratorial elite party can be found in the
writings of a number of nineteenth-century French writers and is associated
in this period particularly with Auguste Blanqui (1805-81). In the relatively
brief periods of his adult life when he was not in prison, Blanqui operated on
the revolutionary fringes of nineteenth-century French politics. Although
Blanqui thought that ‘the people’ would play a crucial role in the revolutionary
process, he maintained that their oppressed and listless condition meant
that they would have to be spurred into action by a group of intellectuals
whose revolutionary commitments distanced them from the class structure
of contemporary society. This elite would forge an alliance with the masses,
but Blanqui insisted that it would have to be based upon a strict division of
labour. The elite would form a closed, conspiratorial body that would be safe
from infiltration by the authorities and would organize the masses and direct
their action. They would not consult the people, and neither would they take
them into their confidence: like the general staff of an army they would direct
their troops, not be directed by them. Blanqui adhered to a vision of a radic-
ally libertarian and egalitarian future, but he insisted that the pursuit of this
goal necessitated the temporary subjugation of those who would finally enjoy
the fruits of social and political transformation (S. Bernstein, 1971, pp. 62-4).

Blanqui’s idea of a revolutionary elite came to fruition in the history of
twentieth-century revolutionary Marxism. The key thinker in this tradition
was not Marx himself, but his Russian follower V. I. Lenin, the leading figure
of revolutionary communism in early twentieth-century Russia. In What is to
be Done? Lenin argued against spontaneous mass action on the ground that it
would produce riots rather than concerted and effective revolutionary action.
Lenin maintained that under pre-revolutionary conditions, and especially
within the context of an autocratic police state, the masses lack the unity and
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informed sense of direction that will make them an effective revolutionary
force. Even under more favourable circumstances, the most that could be
hoped for is the growth of a ‘trade union consciousness’, which will organize
the masses in such a way as to curb their revolutionary capacities. These
capacities are latent within the bulk of the population, but they need to be
fostered and channelled by a trained, politically conscious, tightly knit and
centrally directed elite organization (see p. 333).

In Lenin’s version of revolutionary elitism, the members of the vanguard are
distinguished by their attachment to and knowledge of a theory of revolutionary
transformation. However, the basic assumptions of his theory — the formlessness
of the masses, and the need for them to be given shape, unity and a sense of
direction by an elite — is common to all forms of elitism. It is true, of course,
that Lenin’s conception of elite rule is directed to the attainment of an end
that will make it redundant, but as in Mill’s case, this is a distant goal. For
Lenin and his successors, the overthrow of autocracy marks only the first
stage; it is also necessary to create the economic, political and social conditions
necessary for the transition to a communistic society.

Lenin was leader of the Bolshevik Party at the time of the (second) Russian
Revolution in October 1917. His revolutionary tactics played an important part
in that event and in the subsequent development of the Soviet Union. Lenin’s
application of Marxist ideas to the Russian situation laid the basis for a form of
state socialism that was built upon the dominance of the Communist Party, and
justified its position by reference to the tenets of ‘Marxist-Leninism’. What is to
be Done? (1905) and The State and Revolution (1917) are among the most
important works in Lenin’s vast output. His political writings dealt with a range
of issues concerning the role of a vanguard party in a revolutionary situation
and the way in which this elite might utilize the power of the state to establish
the conditions for the emergence of communism. Lenin was highly critical of
anarchists and of other reformist and revolutionary socialists, engaging with
them in sharp polemics and in fiercely contested political struggles.

Key readings: Harding (1992); McLellan (1979).

The transition to communism requires the abandonment of forms of elite
rule and the creation of a genuinely democratic system of government. In
common with other Marxists, Lenin adopted a view of the democratic cre-
dentials of modern society that endorsed Mosca’s and Pareto’s observations
about their elitist character. Unlike these writers, however, Lenin did not
regard elitism as inevitable. In formulating his conception of democracy
Lenin thought he had produced a theory that rested on a full understanding
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of the requirements of democratic government and the implications of it.
As we shall see, his position built upon a long tradition of democratic thinking,
but Lenin tailored this to his understanding of the prospects for human
liberation held out by Marxism. This tradition will provide the focus of the
next chapter.

Conclusion

Since modern elite theorists based claims to rule upon the personal qualities
possessed by certain members of the community, they shared some common
ground with Plato and Aristotle. However, significant variations existed
within this general pattern. For Lenin the qualities in question were largely
intellectual and ideological. In this respect at least, his position was similar to
that of Plato, Mill and Nietzsche. While other elite theorists tended to relate
elite status to membership of a particular class, they did not argue for forms
of class rule. Rather they assumed that people occupying certain positions in
the social structure enjoy the educational advantages and way of life that will
make it possible for them to play a prominent role in politics. Elite status is
personal, but it is accepted that elites usually come from particular classes.
In contrast, theories of hereditary aristocracy involve a notion of class rule.
Although only particular members of the aristocracy occupy leading state
offices, the class itself is given a privileged political and social position. It also
provides forms of leadership that are social and cultural as well as political.
This class is hereditary, membership of it is legally defined and entry to it is
strictly controlled. While hereditary aristocracies have sometimes existed
within republics (as, for example, in Rome and Venice), they have more usually
formed part of systems of government that possess hereditary monarchs. In
these cases, aristocracy is one reflection of ideas about the location of political
power that rest upon the claim that appropriate ability and status should be
determined according to the principle of hereditary transmission.
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The Rule of the Many
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Socialism and democracy

Non-liberal theories of democracy in the twentieth century

Conclusion

As democracy of one kind or another is a feature of the modern world, it is
easy to overlook the fact that arguments about the positive political signifi-
cance of ‘the many’ have had a chequered career. Aristotle used the term
‘democracy’ to refer to a form of government that is necessarily unjust
because it involves the exercise of political power by ordinary members of the
population in their own, exclusive interests. Both he and Plato associated
democracy with lawless and unstable rule and many of the unfavourable
connotations that they attached to this form of government were accepted by
their successors. Despite this persistent hostility, the history of political thought
has been punctuated by the appearance of arguments that have sought to
show that democratic (or ‘popular’) government is both just and beneficial.
In arguing their case, proponents of rule by the many have had to show that
exclusive claims made on behalf of the ‘one’ and the ‘few’ are incompatible
with the effective pursuit of the ends of politics. It should be noted, however,
that while arguments in favour of popular rule have often made a case for
giving the many a significant formal role in politics, they have not always
promoted exclusive control of the state by ‘the people’.

This chapter opens with a consideration of the arguments presented by
Protagoras, Democritus and Aristotle about democracy in the Greek world.
Although some medieval theorists stressed that rulers should hold office with
the consent of their subjects, and others thought that ‘the many’ should have
a political role in the state, fully developed statements of this argument did not
appear until the early modern period. The second section of this chapter will
therefore examine a tradition of popular republicanism in renaissance Italy
that built upon insights derived from ancient political theory. The third and
fourth sections will discuss theories of popular government that were produced
during periods of revolutionary activity in England in the seventeenth century,
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and in the United States and France in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries. The rise of democracy as a political aspiration in the nineteenth
century produced wide-ranging discussions of its merits, possibilities and
dangers. These arguments provide the focus for the fifth and sixth sections of
this chapter. It will conclude with an examination of modern critiques of
aspects of Western democracy produced by thinkers in the Marxist tradition,
and by those promoting the independence and development of Third World
states.

‘The many’ in ancient Greek political theory:
Protagoras, Democritus and Aristotle

Although democratic government in Athens was occasionally challenged by
those who wished to introduce government by ‘the few’, its longevity suggests
that it was generally accepted by most of the population. Indeed evidence
from Greek drama — produced for popular rather than elite consumption — and
from documents such as the funeral speech given by the popular leader Pericles
during the war with Sparta, convey a sense of pride in Athenian democracy
(see p. 51). Unfortunately, however, the most developed statements of Greek
political ideas available to us were written by people such as Plato and Aristotle,
whose attitude towards Athenian democracy was either openly hostile or at
best extremely sceptical (Jones, 1957, pp. 41-2; Sinclair, 1988, pp. 202-3).
Positive accounts of democracy in Athens have survived only in fragmentary
and/or second-hand statements of the ideas of Protagoras and Democritus.
These writers’ political ideas embody their reflections on the practice of
democratic politics in Athens and point to the capacity of this system of
government to combine the free pursuit of collective goals with respect for
the autonomy of the individual (Farrar, 1992, p. 22). Protagoras (see p. 21)
and Democritus (see p. 22) believed that the Athenian mode of government
satisfied both communal and individual aspirations. It produced a harmonious
form of political life that was buttressed by respect for traditional values, and
set popular participation within the context of elite leadership. This feature
of Athenian democracy was emphasized by Democritus in his account of the
formation of the democratic polis under the guidance of Solon (594-93 BC).
At that time, according to Democritus, the dominant nobility showed ‘compas-
sion’ for the many by giving them a political role. He argued that this gift
created consensus within the community, and laid the basis for Athens’ sub-
sequent prosperity by ensuring that it avoided the interfactional and interclass
strife that plagued many of its neighbours. Democritus did not, however, rest
his case for the democratic state on this basis alone. He also identified
democracy with freedom and argued that by participating in the state individu-
als are able to reconcile their personal aspirations with those they share with
other members of their community. Citizens are thus full members of an
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institution that is widely recognized as the focal point of a truly human
existence (Havelock, 1964, pp. 142-3).

Protagoras’ conception of democracy also rests on the idea that this form
of government is intrinsically beneficial to human beings. He argued that a//
human beings (or at least, all male adults) are endowed with ‘respect’ and a
sense of justice, and that this entitles them to play a role in the polis:

when there is a question about how to do well in carpentry or any other
expertise, everyone, including the Athenians thinks it right that only a
few should give advice, and won’t put up with advice from anyone
else...but when it comes to consideration of how to do well in running
the city, which must proceed entirely through justice and soundness of
mind, they are right to accept advice from anyone, since it is incumbent
on everyone to share in that sort of excellence, or else there can be no
city at all. (Plato, 1991, p. 15)

Citizens’ participation in the political life of the state reinforces their original
endowment and enhances these distinctly human attributes: excellence is not
restricted to aristocrats, but is generalized (Farrar, 1992, p. 24). It should be
noted, however, that Protagoras and Democritus still left a place for aristocrats
within the democratic polis. Like the natural aristocracy of early modern
political thought, these figures provide leadership by assuming the burden of
important offices, but they are chosen by the people and are subject to periodic
scrutiny by them (Havelock, 1964, pp. 146-53).

The claim that a democratic polis integrates collective and personal interests
was questioned by a number of Greek writers of the late fifth century BC.
One line of criticism came from those who produced accounts of politics that
questioned the possibility of reconciling self-interest and collective aspirations.
Arguments along these lines were advanced by some of Plato’s opponents in
the first book of the Republic. Elsewhere in this work Plato himself portrayed
democracy as a system of rule in which the irrational many use the democratic
polis as a vehicle for the rapacious and ultimately self-defeating pursuit of their
own, narrowly conceived interests (Plato, 1970, pp. 62-99, 327-31). The Republic
embodies Plato’s response to this state of affairs. His ideal state is premised
on radical differences between human beings and is based on an order that is
structured in such a way that it restricts humans to fulfilling the narrow range
of activities that correspond to their natures (see pp. 22-3). Since the many are
held to be deficient in reason and self-control, they have no political role in
the state (Farrar, 1992, pp. 30-1).

Despite his reservations about Plato’s ideal republic, Aristotle’s account of
an ideal aristocracy bears important similarities to it. He effectively banishes all
but the truly virtuous from this state, thereby creating a system of government
that is not significantly different from the elite egalitarianism of Plato’s guardians
(see pp. 151-2). However, while this state represents Aristotle’s ideal, his
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Politics contains extensive discussions of worthy but less than ideal states,
including those with a democratic element.

In his formal classification of constitutions, Aristotle (see p. 58) identified
two types of rule by the many. One of these, ‘polity’, is a good constitution
because the many rule in the common interest; the second is a corrupt variant,
‘democracy’, in which they rule in their own interest. He later pointed out that
‘rule by the many’ usually means rule by the poor (Aristotle, 1958, pp. 110-16).
Given Aristotle’s understanding of the political implications of distributive
justice, and given that the populations of most societies are unlikely to be
strictly equal, there is a sense in which rule by the many will always be suspect:
democrats wrongly believe that ‘equality in one respect — for instance, that of
free birth — means equality all round’ (ibid., p. 136). This claim is unjust
because it rests on a single criterion and ignores other relevant and signifi-
cant inequalities. The implications of this line of argument is that “polity’ will
only be just when all are equal in a number of significant respects.

Aristotle’s detailed treatment of democracy identifies five subtypes. The least
unjust gives some recognition to the claims of wealth and refinement. From
here we descend through three increasingly unjust types to an extremely unjust
form. Each stage in the descent is marked by the abandonment of moderating
influences — property, the law, and a mixture of rural and urban populations —
leaving a state in which the urban poor, supported through taxes imposed on
other classes, exercise direct control in a system of grossly self-interested,
unrestrained rule that is analogous in its arbitrary, lawless characteristics to
the worst form of tyranny (ibid., pp. 167-9; Mulgan, 1977, p. 74).

This dire picture of mass indulgence matches that of Plato, but Aristotle
was prepared to allow that ‘the many’ may have some claim to a political role.
While ordinary people are individually inferior to ‘the few’, they may collectively
possess a degree of wisdom that is greater than that found in a few superior
individuals. In support of this argument Aristotle used the analogy of a shared
feast to which many contribute, and he also referred to the role ascribed to
the general public in Athens in judging theatrical performances. In addition,
he argued most plausibly, there is a difference between the expertise required
to produce something, and the practical experience needed to judge whether
the object in question works well (Aristotle, 1958, pp. 123-7; Mulgan, 1977,
p- 105). In other words, those who feel the effect of political actions may well
be the most appropriate judges of them. Unlike Protagoras, who ascribed
important and relevant moral attributes to humanity in general, Aristotle took
a mundane view of the capacities of the many. However, he allowed that they
may be endowed collectively with limited but politically significant qualities.

These concessions to democracy relate to Aristotle’s later suggestion that
in many circumstances ‘polity’ will be the most practicable form of govern-
ment. In this formulation the term ‘polity’ no longer refers to a good form of
rule by the many, but is applied to systems that successfully mix ‘democratic’
and ‘oligarchic’ elements so as to moderate their vices. The many are thus
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given a judging role (as in Democritus’ theory and also to some degree in
Athenian practice), but executive functions are left in the hands of the more
able, subject, of course, to the scrutiny of the population at large. Another
possibility is that while some offices are filled by ‘lot’, others are filled by election
(Aristotle, 1958, pp. 176-8, 180-4), an arrangement that allows considerations
of capacity and prestige to play a role in selecting key officers of the state
(Jones, 1957, p. 49). These procedures contrast with the exclusion of the
populace from the political institutions of Plato’s ideal state, but they are
similar in important respects to the ‘second best’ state sketched in The Laws.
The laws of this state provide for popular elections, but arrange the electoral
system in such a way as to ensure that the distinctive attributes of ‘the few’ are
recognized (see p. 229).

An important benefit of giving limited recognition to the claims of the
many is that it satisfies the idea of distributive justice: it acknowledges that they
have some worth and make a significant contribution to the state. In addition,
‘polity’ also tempers the dangers of democratic and oligarchic domination of
the state. It should be noted, however, that because Aristotle regarded ‘polity’
as a merely practicable rather than a desirable state, his account of the political
significance of ‘the many’ has an instrumental air. It thus differs from the
positions taken by both Protagoras and Democritus. These thinkers based the
claims of the many on generalized moral attributes and argued that democracy
generates not only safety, but a distinctly human way of life. Respect and justice
in Protagoras’ account, and compassion and consensus in that of Democritus,
harmonize individual and collective aspirations and make the democratic
polis an admirable form of government.

‘The many’ in early modern political theory: classical
republicans, radical Protestants and Levellers

Many of the themes that appeared in ancient accounts of the rule of the many
resurfaced in the first half of the thirteenth century. At that time a number of
Italian city states began to incorporate male householders within political
systems formerly dominated by nobles. At first these states looked to Roman
models, but following the appearance of a Latin translation of Aristotle’s
Politics in the middle of the thirteenth century, Greek ideas came to play
an important role in justifying systems of popular government (Skinner,
1992, p. 59).

Defenders of the Italian republics emphasized independence from external
control and the need for the state to be governed by free citizens in general,
rather than by restricted groups or individuals. The second of these goals
would be achieved by a variety of measures that would subject officials to the
scrutiny of ‘the many’, and through a conception of active, participatory
citizenship that would ensure the state was directed towards common rather
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than to particular ends. In Machiavelli’s political writings these two forms of
freedom are related by his claim that the external liberty of the state is most
likely to be maintained by a militia made up of free citizens (Machiavelli, 1975,
vol. 1, pp. 266-7, 310-11, 361-7). Internally, the free citizens ensure that the
republic is not corrupted by the self-interest of particular classes; externally,
they bring the same sense of general commitment to defending the state from
foreign enemies.

Given the hostile monarchical and imperial environment in which they were
placed, it is not surprising that the political thinking of the classical republicans
focused on questions with a bearing on survival. In addition, however, these
thinkers associated other important goals with the maintenance of independent
popular republics. Political freedom, and the institutions through which it is
expressed and maintained, is conducive to glory as well as safety; it also
provides opportunities to develop and exercise the talents of the many. Service
in the militia and participation in the political life of the republic thus serve to
reconcile communal and personal aspirations. The active citizen develops his
capacities through participation in the life of the state, and in so doing he
contributes to the maintenance and glory of the community with which he is
identified. Ordinary citizens can thus attain fame, honour and glory; by serving
the state’s interests the individual can enhance his own capacities.

One of the central assumptions of popular republicanism is that the loyalty
of the many can be relied upon because they have the largest stake in the com-
mon interest and will thus seek to protect and advance it. However, popular
government is also justified on other grounds. For example, Marsilius of Padua
argued that loyalty and obedience are relatively easy to secure in popular
republics because citizens think of the law as something they have created
and imposed upon themselves. In an echo of an argument common in classical
political theory, he also claimed that ordinary members of the population are
best equipped to evaluate officeholders’ attachment to the common good, and
can be relied on to see through the self-interested proposals advanced in the
cause of a faction (Marsilius, 1956, vol. 2, pp. 46-7).

The most significant seventeenth-century developments in democratic
political thought took place within ‘Leveller’ circles in the late 1640s during
the English Revolution. The term ‘Leveller’ is used by historians to describe
a group of publicists and activists who were connected with elements within
the victorious parliamentary army. Following the defeat of the Royalist forces
in 1647, members of the army debated the conduct of the parliamentary
leadership and the basis upon which the state should be ‘settled’. Many of the
Levellers’ demands raised matters of particular concern to the rank and file
of the army, but their interests also included questions of economic, legal
and religious policy. In addition, some Levellers took up the question of
parliamentary representation. They often addressed the issue of electoral
corruption, but at times they also raised fundamental issues concerning the
basis, distribution and use of political power (Wootton, 1994).
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The idea that government is authorized by the people plays an important
role in Richard Overton’s An Appeal from the Commons to the Free People
(1647). As the title of this work suggests, Overton believed that individuals
retain a residual right to free action, even within a civil condition. Overton
grounded this right upon ‘reason’, a faculty that is only fully developed in
God, but which is possessed to a significant degree by all sane adults. ‘Right
reason’ is ‘the firm and sure foundation of all just laws and governments’.
Governments are just when they act in accordance with reason, and when
their actions are of a kind to which rational human beings will consent: ‘all
just human powers are but betrusted, conferred, and conveyed by joint and
common consent; for to every individual in nature is given an individual
propriety by nature, not to be invaded or usurped by any’ (Woodhouse, 1951,
pp- 324, 327).

In the Appeal, Overton was largely concerned with establishing the grounds
for challenging unjust government and with urging rulers and elected officials
to recognize that they derived their authority from the consent of rational
beings. At times however, some of the Levellers utilized the idea of a funda-
mental (rather than a conventional or historical) basis for government to
argue for the inclusion of the adult male population within the electoral
process. The most well-known example of this line of argument occurred in
a debate held at Putney on 28-29 October 1647 in the ‘General Council of
the Army’, a body that included the commanding officers and regimental
representatives of the parliamentary army. The council was convened to
consider a printed paper, The Case of the Army Stated, but when it met this
document was superseded by another subsequently published as An Agreement
of the People. Among a variety of demands, the Agreement stipulated that the
right to elect parliamentary representatives should be vested in every adult
male (Tuck, 1993, p. 247). This demand alarmed some senior officers, and
their objections to it provoked a defence of the electoral role of ‘the many’. A
system of popular election was justified by referring to the ‘birthright’ of
every Englishman and the sacrifices made by the common people in the
parliamentary cause. In addition one of the participants in the debate, Colonel
Rainborough, identified a relationship between human reason, consent and
just government that was similar to that advanced by Overton. Unlike Overton,
however, Rainborough extended the idea of consent to include participation
in the process through which law is created, and he buttressed this by a refer-
ence, designed to refute arguments that connect electoral rights with ‘fixed’
(material) possessions, to a universal interest in good government. All have
an interest in the law since all must be regulated by it; all are endowed with
reason, and therefore all should elect those who make the law (Woodhouse,
1951, pp. 53, 61, 56).

At a later stage in the debate Rainborough argued that recognition of the
electoral claims of the many is necessary to avoid ‘enslavement’ of the popu-
lation (ibid., p. 67). It is not clear, however, whether he thought that their
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exclusion would produce unjust laws, or whether the mere fact that the many
lack political rights entails enslavement. In a subsequent discussion of the
franchise, the Levellers’ demands were modified to exclude those who receive
poor relief, or who are servants under the exclusive control of a particular
employer. This concession, a response to the hostility aroused by the more
radical position advanced by Rainborough, was in keeping with a central
presupposition of early modern political thinking. The franchise will not
protect the freedom of servants and paupers whose lives are constrained by
economic dependence; to the contrary, it will extend the influence of those
upon whom they depend. Even allowing for this concession, however, it seems
clear that at times the Levellers produced arguments that point to a significant
electoral role for the many. While there is no question that the many will rule,
they are to be assigned an important role in the process through which
legislators are chosen and their actions scrutinized. Some formulations of the
Leveller position thus rest on ideas of popular sovereignty, consent and the
significance of human reason, and these came to play an important role in
subsequent accounts of the location of political power.

Popular government in the age of the American
and French Revolutions: Madison, Sieyes, Condorcet,
\Wollstonecraft, Thompson and \Wheeler, Paine

In seventeenth-century England the demand for universal male suffrage was
a radical proposal, but it did not entail a departure from the conventional
idea that ‘the many’ were only one part of a political system in which elites
played a central role. This way of thinking persisted in the eighteenth century.
It was common among English writers who extolled the virtues of a mixed
constitution containing ‘monarchic’, ‘aristocratic’ and ‘democratic’ elements,
and it also attracted the admiring attention of foreign writers such as Baron
Montesquieu of France (Montesquieu, 1949, vol. 2, pp. 151-62). In the last third
of the eighteenth century, however, a series of political crises, the first occurring
in Britain’s North American colonies in the late 1770s and early 1780s, the
second in France and a number of other European countries from 1789,
produced challenges to this conventional picture of government. These chal-
lenges involved the formulation of new and historically significant restatements
of the political importance of ‘the many’.

Britain’s North American colonies rejected hereditary monarchy and
aristocracy and established republican forms of government. The most striking
feature of this process was an extension of the idea of popular participation
to include significant elements of popular rule, particularly at the local level.
These developments involved a clear rejection of the view that ‘the many’
were ‘virtually’ represented by a restricted section of the population who
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possessed electoral rights, and an even smaller proportion of the community
who sat in representative assemblies and filled important public offices.
Although some white males were excluded from the franchise, the political
nation was, by contemporary standards at least, very extensive. Moreover, the
range of positions filled by election and the practical eligibility for office was
very wide (G. S. Wood, 1992, pp. 91-2). In the years following the war with
Britain, and particularly in 1787 when a new constitution was being discussed,
the implications of popular government were the subject of extensive debate.

‘Antifederalist’ writers (those who opposed the introduction of a federal
structure and promoted a confederation that located power within the states
themselves rather than in a central institution representing them) claimed that
voting and office holding are necessary to promote the distinctive and private
interests of the variety of individuals within the political community. People
enter political society to promote their own good, and the only way to ensure
this is to endow them with political rights. These rights give them the oppor-
tunity to choose representatives and officeholders whose interests are the
same as theirs. An important feature of this position is that it abandons the
idea of unitary public interest, which was central to classical republicanism,
and adopts a pluralistic conception of government: since electors have a variety
of interests they need to be represented by a range of different individuals
who constitute a representative cross-section of the population. Thus while
‘the many’ are entitled to have their interests reflected in the distribution of
legislative and other offices, their diversity means they have ceased to exist as
a coherent, unified political grouping. From this point of view, it is significant
that one of the most important of the antifederalist writers talked not of ‘the
many’, but of a range of narrowly defined sectional interests: ‘professional
men, merchants, traders, farmers, mechanics etc’ (ibid., p. 101). Since ‘the
many’ do not exist as a distinct and unified interest, popular government does
not pose a threat to particular sections of society.

The extent and consequences of this fragmentation of the political
community, and the related denial of the political significance of a ‘common
interest’, were questioned by those who wished to promote a federal constitu-
tion. Contributors to the Federalist Papers argued that despite the fragmenting
effect of ‘interest’ politics, ‘the many’ share an interest in undermining the
property rights of the few. Consequently they argued for a federal system
of government on the grounds that its extended scale would weaken the
immediate political influence of the ordinary members of the population.
A leading ‘federalist’, James Madison, argued that it is necessary to filter’
the narrow interests of local communities and interest groups through a
more extensive electoral process so that the better educated will tend to be
elected to federal offices. These people possess ‘a knowledge of the interests
and feelings of the people’; they do not merely reflect the aspirations of
a range of narrowly self-interested groups (Hamilton, Jay and Madison,
1942, pp. 45-6, 169).
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Madison, a leading figure in revolutionary politics in America, was later
Secretary of State and President of the United States (1809-17). Together with
Alexander Hamilton and John Jay, he was author of The Federalist (1787-8),

a work that sought to integrate members of the ordinary population in the new
American republic while limiting the risk that it would use its electoral power to
pursue its own interests at the cost of those of the community at large.

Key readings: Hampsher-Monk (1992); G. S. Wood (1992).

Madison made it clear that he believed there was a public interest, not merely
a variety of individual or sectional interests: ‘the public good, the real welfare
of the great body of the people is the supreme object to be pursued’ (ibid.,
p-234). In its general bearing, Madison’s position echoed earlier ideas
concerning ‘natural aristocracy’ within a system of popular government (see
pp- 155-6). He relied, however, less upon the capacity of the many to pursue the
common good by recognizing the virtii of their natural superiors, than on
the effect of sociopolitical mechanisms that avoid narrow sectionalism.
Despite the self-interest of the bulk of the population, Madison thought it
possible to produce a disinterested and informed elite at the federal level.

While most of those involved in the early stages of the French Revolution
aimed to establish a constitutional monarchy rather than a republic, the series
of events that began with the calling of the Estates General in Paris in the
summer of 1789 had important implications for the development and spread
of ideas of popular government. The Revolution itself involved a degree of
popular participation in public affairs that was quite foreign to large, long-
established European states (Fontana, 1992, pp. 107-10). As in the United
States, abolition of hereditary aristocracy and adoption of the idea of funda-
mental human equality eroded formal class distinctions and merged ‘the many’
into ‘the people’. As the Abbé Sieyes put it, “There was once a time when the
Third Estate was in bondage and the nobility was everything. Now the Third
Estate is everything and nobility is only a word’ (Sieyes, 1963, p. 145).

This change was signalled quite clearly in a declaration issued by the National
Assembly in Paris. The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of Citizens treats
‘men’ and ‘citizens’ as virtually synonymous: ‘Men are born, and always
continue, free and equal in respect of their rights...The end of all political
associations, is the preservation of the natural and imprescribable rights of
man.” The Declaration identifies law with the ‘will of the community’, and
stipulates that the rights that individuals possess in a political condition
include ‘a right to concur, either personally, or by their representatives, in its
formation’ (Ritchie, 1894, pp. 291, 292). In the formulation advanced by the
Marquis de Condorcet, a leading philosopher of the period, this right derives
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from people’s natural liberty: ‘no citizen can be obliged to obey laws to which
he has not contributed as much as any other citizen, either directly, or by an
equal right to elect representatives and to be elected’ (Baker, 1975, p. 268).
Contemporary understandings of the qualification for citizenship varied. For
example, when Sieyes spoke of the ‘Third Estate’ he meant the propertied
classes rather than the entire population (Si¢yes, 1963, pp. 13-14). Drawing
a distinction between ‘active’ and ‘passive’ citizenship, he argued that only
those who satisfy a tax-based qualification should vote, and that eligibility
for election should be determined by a property qualification. In contrast,
Condorcet moved towards a position that entails universal male suffrage.
Significantly, both he and Sieyes could see no reason in principle for women
to be excluded from the active exercise of political rights, provided they satis-
fied other appropriate qualifications. Since women are moral and rational
beings they have the same claim to political rights as men; this claim
cannot be undermined by pointing to differences between men and women.
These are either irrelevant to the allocation of political rights or are accidental,
and avoidable, consequences of educational and environmental influences.

This qualified acknowledgement that women are part of ‘the many’ was given
more forceful expression among some political activists in the 1790s, and in
the thinking of some nineteenth-century English and French socialists. Mary
Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792) challenged
constitutional reformers in France and England to extend the logic of the
rights of man to the rest of humanity:

If the abstract rights of man will bear discussion and explanation, those of
women, by a parity of reasoning, will not shrink from the same test...
Consider...whether, when men contend for their freedom, and to be
allowed to judge for themselves respecting their own happiness, it be not

Wollstonecraft was the author of a wide range of educational, literary, religious
and political works, and was associated with the dissenting Protestants who
played an important role in the intellectual life of late eighteenth-century
England. During the last two years of her life Wollstonecraft was companion to
William Godwin, whom she married in 1797. Wollstonecraft’s first major
political work, A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), was written in
response to Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France. Her A
Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792) had a broader cultural focus, but it
nonetheless included the claim that women should have political and civil rights
and elected representatives of their own.

Key readings: Coole (1988); Okin (1992).
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inconsistent and unjust to subjugate women, even though you firmly
believe that you are acting in the manner best calculated to promote their
happiness? Who made man the exclusive judge, if woman partake with
him in the gift of reason? (Wollstonecraft, 1995, pp. 68-9)

Later in the same work, Wollstonecraft suggested that ‘women ought to
have representatives, instead of being arbitrarily governed without having
any direct share allowed them in the deliberations of government’ (ibid.,
p. 237).

In some cases feminist writers advanced notions of equality based on a
recognition of ‘difference’. These theories gave rise to ideas of ‘moral’ rather
than political authority that would allow women to fill leadership roles in
certain spheres of social life (Grogan, 1992). Other socialist thinkers, such as
the English Owenites William Thompson and Anna Wheeler, extended this
analysis to apply to political functions (Coole, 1988, pp. 154-78; Okin, 1992,
p- 205). In their Appeal of One Half of the Human Race, Women, Against the
Pretensions of the Other Half, Men, to Retain Them in Political, and thence in
Civil and Domestic, Slavery (1825), a reply to James Mill’s arguments in his
Essay on Government (see p. 183), Thompson and Wheeler pointed out that
‘If the conduct of men possessing exclusive political powers has been unjust
to their fellow-men, has it not been atrocious every where, even in what are
called the most civilised countries, towards women’ (Thompson and Wheeler,
1993, p. 170). They argued that the possession of equal political rights by
women is essential to their happiness, both because it provides the only security
for equal civil and criminal laws, and because it contributes to ‘the expansion
of the mind, of the intellectual powers, and of the sympathies of benevolence’
(ibid., p. 169).

Like the proponents of popular government in the United States, their
counterparts in France had to confront the possibility that incorporation of
‘the many’ within the political system might unleash the rapacious tendencies
that had been associated with democracy since ancient times. Despite his
support for universal suffrage, Condorcet remained apprehensive about the
ignorance and capacity for destruction that he thought characterized the
urban masses in Paris. He insisted, therefore, that public instruction to produce
general enlightenment was necessary if the potentialities opened up by the
Revolution were to be realized (Baker, 1975, p. 269). Si¢yes’ views on the extent
of the ‘political nation’ were more limited than those of Condorcet. He still
thought it necessary, however, to ‘filter’ the influence of ordinary voters through
a system of indirect election. Sicyes (see p. 325) also envisaged an elaborate
range of additional precautions against the empowerment of what might be
merely a transient, self-interested and reckless majority, including annual
replacement of parts of the assembly and division of this body into separate
sections that would consider legislation independently (Sieyes, 1963, pp. 20-1).
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The quality of the majority produced through a process of popular election
was of crucial importance to Sicyes because he thought it should express
the ‘general will’ of the community, one that was directed towards its
common interests. If this was achieved, the majority could thus be regarded
as ‘the nation’ (ibid., pp. 151, 154, 163-4). Si¢yes understood the general
will as an aggregate of individual wills, but his strictures against transitory,
and in a sense unrepresentative, majorities implied that popular participation
in the electoral process would not necessarily produce a true expression of
the common interest that defined the nation. This point became perfectly
clear in Saint-Just’s attitude towards ‘the many’. Louis-Antoine Saint-Just,
a leading member of the Committee of Public Safety during the Terror,
looked to popular elections to produce an ‘elective aristocracy’. Once in
power, this body should give the people what was good for them rather than
what they seemed to want (Hampson, 1991, pp. 42-6, 105-6). As we shall
see, this conception of the relationship between popular politics, the ‘general
will’ and elite domination came to play a central role in the vision of
modern democracy developed by twentieth-century Marxist revolutionaries
(see pp. 193-4).

Perplexity about the perils of popular politics and the relationship between
leaders and followers in a new, representative environment does not appear
to have played a significant role in the thinking of Thomas Paine (see p. 81).
One reason for this is that Paine regarded the American Revolution as an
exemplar of non-destructive but radical political change. Moreover, Paine
discounted the excesses of the French Revolution as a regrettable but under-
standable consequence of previous repression, and of the tensions created by
the reactionary stance adopted by the upper classes in France and other
European countries. He believed that ‘society’ possesses a natural cohesion
and that the main threat to beneficial social interaction comes from oppressive
and unjust government, particularly monarchy and hereditary aristocracy
(Paine, 1976, pp. 193-206).

Paine maintained that natural and beneficial interdependence, reciprocal
interests and a natural tendency to social living, create bonds between human
beings that will survive the destruction of the state. In support of this claim,
he referred to the experience of the American colonies during the period
between the rejection of the authority of the British crown and the creation
of a ‘new’ republican form of government. The term ‘new’ refers to a distinctive
form of popular representative government that first appeared in North America.
Unlike classical democracy, which involves direct rule by the people and is
only viable in geographically limited city states, representative government
is suitable for large and populous states. The key to this form of government
is the idea of ‘delegation of power for the common benefit of society’; it
‘takes society and civilization for its basis; nature, reason, and experience for
its guide’. Since representative government grows out of society, it avoids the
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imposition and frustration of the social purposes that Paine thought were
necessary features of ‘old’ monarchical and aristocratic forms of government
(ibid., pp. 1857, 193, 197).

Paine’s understanding of the benefits of representative government emerged
from a series of trenchant contrasts between ‘new’ and ‘old’ governments. He
identified the former with rationality, sensitivity to the real interests of society
and a diffusion of knowledge throughout the community. Hereditary gov-
ernments are established by usurpation or conquest; they are associated with
ignorance, a disregard for social interests and the suppression of human
intelligence. The hereditary principle gives supreme power to those who have
no proven capacity for ruling, and who lack knowledge of, or sympathy for,
the interests of the general population. This unjust and irrational superiority
can only be maintained by coercion, and by promoting the ignorance and
incredulity of the ordinary people. Representative government, however, draws
upon all the talents of the community; it ‘concentrates knowledge necessary
to the interest of the parts, and of the whole’. By banishing the mystery in which
monarchy is shrouded it ‘diffuses such a body of knowledge throughout a
nation, on the subject of government, as to explode ignorance and preclude
imposition’. For Paine, inclusion of the whole population in the political
system was thus a matter of both justice and great practical benefit: it would
make government the servant of society; it would prevent imposition, and it
would create a climate of openness and informed sensitivity that would
promote the interests of individuals and of the society to which they belonged
(ibid., pp. 198-206, 203, 206).

Democracy in nineteenth-century political theory:
James Mill, Constant, Tocqueville, J. S. Mill, Taylor,
Green and Hobhouse

The practical impulse given to popular government by the French Revolution
was initially short-lived. By the close of the 1790s France had adopted a con-
stitution in which representative institutions served as a fagcade for military
dictatorship. After 1815 the restoration of monarchical regimes throughout
Europe signalled a widespread reaction against the political claims of ‘the
many’. Despite these setbacks, the nineteenth century witnessed the creation
of representative regimes in many European states. By the middle of the
century a number of important writers had begun to argue that the advent of
‘democracy’ (a term that was beginning to lose the unfavourable connotations
that had attached to the rule of the many since ancient times) was inevitable.
There was a feeling that deep-seated socioeconomic changes were producing
tendencies within modern society which meant that while the establishment
of democratic government could be delayed, it could not be postponed
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indefinitely (Maier, 1992, pp. 126-7). Although these developments were
seen as inevitable, they did not meet with universal approval. As we have
seen, some theorists identified a tendency for the few to dominate even within
the context of ostensibly popular systems of government (see p. 164). It remains
true, however, that in the nineteenth century arguments about the merits of
popular government assumed a volume and importance not previously
attained in the history of political thought.

In the early decades of the nineteenth century the adoption of ‘universal’
male suffrage was frequently seen as an antidote to the deficiencies and
injustices of aristocratic politics. This perspective loomed large in Thomas
Paine’s writings, and continued to have currency among those who survived
the revolutionary period and lived to see (and to deplore) the restorations
of 1815. In England, for example, William Cobbett, the self-proclaimed
‘People’s Friend’, argued for an extension of voting rights on the ground
that the corruption of traditional elites meant that it was necessary for the
people to protect their own rights and defend their own interests (Cobbett,
n.d., pp. 5, 12-13). His contemporary, William Hazlitt, took a similar line,
but also stressed that a system of popular representation was necessary to
ensure that government would embody the ‘wisdom of the community’
rather than the narrow, self-seeking attitudes of the aristocratic classes
(Hazlitt, 1819, p. 318). The idea that popular representation would check
the misuse of power by sectional interests played an important role in the
justification of democracy advanced by the utilitarian writer James Mill in
his Essay On Government. Mill’s essay was endorsed by his patron, Jeremy
Bentham.

Born in Scotland, Mill embarked on a literary career in England, where he
enjoyed the friendship and patronage of Jeremy Bentham. His Essay on
Government (1820) was widely regarded as a Benthamite blueprint. In this work
Mill presented a rationale for manhood suffrage by reference to the need to
align the interests of officeholders with those of the rest of the community and
thus to prevent the misuse of political power by those whose duty it was to
protect individuals from interferences that would compromise their pursuit of
happiness.

Key readings: Macpherson (1975); Thomas (1979).

Mill took it for granted that in large and populous states the people cannot
exercise power themselves; they can, however, effectively safeguard their inter-
ests by choosing representatives who will ‘check’ the actions of government.
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Popular representation provides ‘security’ against ‘bad government’, that is,
one in which privileged minorities use political power to further their own
‘sinister’ interests at the cost of the interests of the rest of the community.
Since government exists to protect individuals, it is inconsistent with the ends
of government to leave power in the hands of individuals or classes whose
interests are contrary to those of other members of the community (Mill, 1984,
pp- 72-3). However, Mill argued that effective representation, and hence
effective security against ‘bad government’, does not necessarily require a
full-blown system of representative democracy. Those whose interests are
‘included in’, or covered by, the interests of other people — children, women with
husbands or fathers, and young adult males — will be adequately protected
even if they do not have the right to vote (ibid., pp. 78-80). The same happy
outcome will result from a property-based franchise that embraces the
majority of the population. Mill simple-mindedly assumed that the majority’s
interest in exploiting the minority would not be sufficiently strong to overbal-
ance the general benefits of ‘good government’ (ibid., pp. 81-2). In countries
such as England, this arrangement would produce the further benefit of
curbing the irrationality of those in the lower classes who were qualified to vote:
the majority would be dominated by the middle classes whose moderation
and rational good sense would provide guidance for them (ibid., pp. 93-5).

These arguments allowed Mill to restrict popular participation but still
ensure that government would not be biased by ‘sinister interests’. A similar
position was advanced by his French contemporary, Benjamin Constant
(Constant, 1988, pp. 206-9). Constant, however, produced a sophisticated
view of government that incorporates a bedrock concern with justice and
the rights of individuals, and stresses the importance of general limitations
on the exercise of power. Constant (see p. 245) thought that the need for
limited government must become a widely accepted belief that is enshrined
in ‘public opinion’ and supported by a balance of powers lodged in distinct-
ive constitutional bodies (ibid., pp. 183-5). As individual liberty is a funda-
mental requirement of modern society, Constant was worried that popular
sovereignty would be converted into the idea that the government could do
anything.

Constant’s reservations on this issue resurfaced in a sharper and more
developed form in the writings of Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart
Mill. These thinkers challenged what they saw as James Mill’s and Jeremy
Bentham’s complacent endorsement of majority rule and they also
expressed doubts about the sort of ‘public opinion’ that was beginning
to emerge within the democratic, egalitarian societies of the modern
world. Tocqueville’s views on democracy were presented in an account of
the social and political life of the United States following his visit to
that country in the early 1830s. These observations were published as
Democracy in America (1835, 1840) with an eye to developments within
European states.
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Tocqueville was a French politician and historian. His place in the history of
political thought is largely a consequence of Democracy in America (1835,
1840), a work that resulted from his tour of the United States. Tocqueville’s
observations and arguments on the social and cultural characteristics of a
society with an egalitarian ethos and no hereditary elite had an important
impact on John Stuart Mill’s understanding of democracy in modern societies.
He stressed the tendency towards conformity in American society, the political
implications of this tendency and its likely consequences for moral and
intellectual development.

Key readings: Drolet (2003); Siedentop (1994).

According to Tocqueville, the adoption of popular forms of government is
an inevitable consequence of the growing democratization of modern societies.
These developments are admirable in many ways: democratic government pro-
motes the welfare of the mass of the population and it also engenders a spirit
of self-reliance, and respect for what are, in effect, self-made and self-imposed
laws. However, the benefits of democracy are offset to some degree by undesir-
able features: systems of popular election provide no guarantee that capable
people will attain public office; and the pressure upon government exerted by
the relatively poor members of society, who form the majority, result in marked
increases in public expenditure. For Tocqueville, Paine’s claim that representa-
tive government was just, rational and cheap had proved to be overly sanguine.
Furthermore, Tocqueville had serious doubts about the quality of popular
opinion in a political system based on the principle of majority rule. These doubts
were underwritten by his belief that political democracy is affected by tendencies
inherent in democratic society (Tocqueville, 1945, vol. 1, pp. 48-56; 206-58).

The basic feature of such a society is widespread acceptance of the idea of
equality. Egalitarianism is beneficial in some respects, but Tocqueville
argued that it can have an injurious effect on intellectual standards and the
cohesion of society. For example, in the United States people had given
priority to the individual reason of ordinary members of the population, and
rejected ideas of intellectual authority or leadership by enlightened elites.
Social egalitarianism had reinforced these fragmentary tendencies by producing
a strident individualism that had isolated people from one another. Tocqueville
argued that such features of democratic society produce some peculiar and
undesirable results. The absence of social or intellectual authorities creates a
vacuum that is filled by a generally ill-informed public opinion. All are equal,
but since they are mentally isolated from their fellows, they cannot (indeed
they often see no need to) withstand the force of a body of public opinion
that reflects the combined prejudices of a majority of their equals (Lively,
1965, pp. 87-8; Tocqueville, 1945, vol. 2, pp. 104-7). Democratic citizens have
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shaken off traditional yokes, but they have assumed new, self-imposed ones
that sap intellectual vigour and impede moral and cultural progression. These
tendencies are apparent in democratic attitudes towards government. Behind
the apparently anarchic impulses of modern democracy are social forces for
conformity and dependence that encourage the growth of a centralized and
paternalistic state. In eighteenth-century Europe a state of this kind had been
imposed upon a population who were bereft of political rights; in democratic
America it had been imposed by the majority upon the rest of the community
(Tocqueville, 1945, vol. 1, pp. 267-78; vol. 2, pp. 99-104, 304-48).

Tocqueville’s depiction of democracy in America had a salutary effect on
English attitudes towards popular government and the democratization of
social relationships. For example, in On Liberty the younger Mill alluded to
the United States when warning his readers that the end of aristocracy does
not necessarily mean the end of tyranny (Mill, 1983, pp. 67-8). ‘Popular
government’ invariably means majority rule and there is no reason why this
body should be any more sensitive to individual liberty than traditional rulers
have been (ibid., p. 75).

Some of the more strictly political implications of the concerns raised in
On Liberty were addressed by Mill in On Representative Government. In this
work Mill described representative democracy as the ‘ideally best’ form of
government: it allows for both the most effective form of protection for
individuals, ‘self-protection’, and for the exercise and development of a
range of capacities that will make individuals dignified, self-reliant, yet self-
consciously and freely attached to the interests of other members of the
community (ibid., pp. 208-18). However, Mill denied that inclusion in the
franchise is a matter of right: voting involves the exercise of power over
others and no one can claim the right to this. Rather, political rights are a
privilege that should be extended only to those who will use them properly.
Mill believed that most ordinary members of the population in Europe and
North America at that time lacked the rationality and self-control needed
to resist the temptation to use their power tyrannically. Consequently, he
proposed a modified form of representative democracy that would yield
practical and educational benefits while avoiding the dangers inherent in
trying to establish an ideal form of government in less than ideal circum-
stances. In his subsequent consideration of a form of representative government
that would be appropriate to the condition of mid-nineteenth-century
England, Mill suggested that the conduct of a professional governing elite
should be subject to the scrutiny of an elected chamber chosen through a
system of ‘plural voting’: everyone would have one vote, but those fulfilling
academic, professional and property qualifications should be given add-
itional votes. This system would allow the least developed members of the
community to protect themselves, and to experience the developmental
benefits of political participation without allowing them to impose their
generally unenlightened and self-serving demands on the rest of the
population (ibid., pp. 284-90).
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Mill’s argument that there were no grounds for withholding the vote from
women that did not apply with equal force to men (see p. 84) echoed the
position taken by his partner, Harriet Taylor. In an essay published in 1850
Taylor applauded the female emancipation movement in the United States
because it involved a plea by women for political rights as well a plea for these
rights. Drawing a parallel with the position of slaves, Taylor argued that
exclusion of women from the franchise was inconsistent with the fundamental
principles of US government. It also ran counter to the arguments employed
in contemporary movements for a ‘universal’ manhood suffrage in Britain
(Taylor, 1993, pp. 4-6). Political distinctions between the sexes were contrary
to political justice because they ignored the well-established connection
between taxation and political representation, and, since government had
long since ceased to be a matter of superior force, they could not be justified
by reference to relative physical strength (ibid., pp. 7-10). Taylor also rejected
arguments based upon the need to maintain a distinction between a private
(female) sphere and a public (male) one. This distinction imposed an arbitrary
and improper limitation on women’s range of action and on their capacity to
utilize their abilities fully: “The proper sphere for all human beings is the
largest and highest which they are able to attain to. What that is, cannot be
ascertained, without complete liberty of choice’ (ibid., p. 11).

In the latter part of the nineteenth century Mill’s idea that the exercise of
political rights would serve the dual function of protecting the individual and
facilitating the development of admirable character traits was incorporated
within a framework where sociability was a primary value. Democracy became
an important component of the new conception of political community that
was developed by the British Idealists (see pp. 44-5). T. H. Green, for example,
regarded popular government as a way of eliminating ‘bias by private inter-
ests’ and making the state the vehicle of the common good. In addition, he
argued that the idea that law reflects the conscious pursuit of the common
good is strengthened if the population has a direct, or even an indirect, role in
the processes through which laws are made (Green, 1986, pp. 93, 96-7).

The importance of democracy for the Idealist conception of the state was
stressed by Green’s successors. Bernard Bosanquet regarded democracy as
an important modern development that provides a way of canvassing and
expressing conceptions of the common good that spring from the experiences
of members of the community. These conceptions need to be interpreted and
put into effect by elected officials and by professional public servants, but
democracy prevents expert rule from developing into elite domination; it ensures
that experts are ultimately responsible to the citizenry at large (Nicholson,
1990, pp. 214-15). It is a central contention of political idealism that the state
should be seen as an expression of the moral aspirations of the community of
which it forms a part, not as a coercive institution that stands above society.
The growth of democracy has facilitated this process of reorientation. It
means, as D. G. Ritchie pointed out, that the state should no longer be seen as
an object of suspicion. It is natural that citizens are wary of government when it



188 The Location of Political Authority

is in the hands of particular classes, but once a state becomes democratic
these suspicions become groundless because the government can now reflect
the aspirations for the realization of the common good that are embedded in
the ideas and practices of the whole community (Ritchie, 1902, p. 74).

This conception of democracy was endorsed by a range of influential late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century political thinkers, but some of these
writers felt a sense of unease about the practice of democratic politics.
L. T. Hobhouse, a late nineteenth-century proponent of the new liberalism
inaugurated by Green, considered representative democracy to be both
unique and valuable: it provides a way of giving ‘recognition of the duties of
government and the rights of the people’; it protects ‘personal freedom and
[the] equal consideration of all classes’ and expresses ‘a growing sense of
social solidarity’, upon which the modern state rests’ (Hobhouse, 1990,
pp- 188-9). Hobhouse, however, noted that although Britain had become
increasingly democratic in its internal politics it continued to impose its will
on a large empire. Hobhouse was opposed to imperialism, and he was also
perturbed at the impact of the imperialistic control of other communities
upon the ideals lying behind democracy, and upon the practices of democratic
politics. Moreover, the resurgence of imperialist sentiment had been accom-
panied by the manipulation of public discussion by those who controlled the
popular press, and this, together with the demagogic tendencies of modern
political leaders, seemed to Hobhouse to be depriving popular government
of its moral standing.

Educated at Oxford, Hobhouse taught at that university and was later the first
professor of sociology at the University of London. In addition to his academic
work, Hobhouse was a prominent journalist and was closely associated with the
liberal Manchester Guardian. Like T. H. Green, by whom he was influenced,
Hobhouse sought to formulate a new but still liberal conception of an active
democratic state. His principal statement of this position was Liberalism (1911).

Key readings: Collini (1979); Simhony and Weinstein (2001).

Socialism and democracy: Babeuf, Owen, Marx,
\Webb and Bernstein

While democracy became increasingly important for liberal thinkers in the
nineteenth century, it also formed a key aspect of socialist political theory in
that period. Many of the themes of nineteenth-century socialism — liberty, the
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end of class government and the revival of a true sense of community — were
similar to advanced liberal ideas, but the socialists’ understanding of the
economic dimensions of oppression led them to use the term ‘democracy’ to
refer to a system of general equality, and to regard popular government as an
instrument for reconstituting social and economic relationships. An important
consequence of this view was that many socialists were critical of what they
saw as the formal, restricted and purely political understanding of democracy
to which liberals subscribed.

This line of argument can be seen in the speech made by Frangois-Noel
(‘Gracchus’) Babeuf when he and his fellow conspirators were on trial before
the High Court of Vendome in 1796. This conspiracy has been described as
‘the last episode of the French Revolution’ (Bax, 1911); it was also, however,
the first act in the development of modern socialism. Babeuf was sharply
critical of the narrowing of the franchise by the new constitution of 1795. He
also attacked the restoration of privilege under the Directory, the group of
five legislators who were, Babeuf held, responsible for rolling back the imperfect
but significant gains of the revolution. These developments undermined the
principles of liberty and equality that encapsulated the central idea of the
revolution, namely that ‘the aim of society is the welfare of its members’
(Babeuf, 1972, p. 44). This goal was not achieved in the early stages of the
revolution and had now been virtually abandoned. “The Revolution is not yet
at an end, since the wealthy have diverted its fruits, including political power,
to their own exclusive use, while the poor in their toil and misery lead a life of
actual slavery and count for nothing in the State’ (ibid., p. 47). Babeuf’s
conspiracy was meant to remedy these defects by creating a ‘republic of
equals’ in which political authority would be vested in the hands of the people
and used to satisfy what he regarded as the just and egalitarian social and
economic demands of the mass of the population.

Babeuf’s ideas attracted the sympathetic attention of Bronterre O’Brien, a
leading figure in English socialism in the early nineteenth century (Plummer,
1971, p. 60). O’Brien, together with followers of Robert Owen and others
associated with the Chartist campaign for universal male suffrage in the
1830s and 1840s, developed a social and economic conception of democracy
that rests on a belief that equality and justice in a legal and political sense are
worthless unless economic and social forms of oppression are ended (Claeys,
1989a, p. 83). This goal necessitates a general democratization of human rela-
tions that extends beyond, and cannot be adequately reflected in, parliament-
ary institutions. The socialists stressed the importance of popular participation
in a range of small-scale political and social institutions (community councils,
cooperatives and trades unions), they were hostile to conceptions of politics
that embodied competition, selfishness and the representation of sectional
interests, and they promoted moral improvement as a way of developing
people’s social capacities and sympathies (ibid., p. 321). One expression of
the early socialist conception of government was presented in Owen’s scheme
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to place power in the hands of councils made up of all those members of a
community in a particular age cohort. The aim was to

prevent divisions, oppositions of interests, jealousies, or any of the common
and vulgar passions which a contention for power is certain to generate...
By this equitable and natural arrangement all the numberless evils of
elections and electioneering will be avoided. (Owen, 1991, p. 296)

Owen’s socialism focused on small communities as the basic unit of
government, and thus contrasted with the position taken by other socialists
who wished to democratize and socialize the state. For example, in the 1840s
the French social democrat Louis Blanc argued that state capital should be
used to fund autonomous enterprises, which were to be controlled neither by
capitalists nor by the state, but by directors elected by the workers them-
selves. A system of ‘workers’ democracy’ was to be inaugurated by a popularly
elected government committed to the interests of all the members of the
community rather than particular classes. A similar aspiration motivated Blanc’s
contemporary, Auguste Blanqui, but he developed a conception of revolu-
tionary politics that harked back to Babeuf. Having set the revolution in
train, a conspiratorial elite would institute a ‘dictatorship of true republicans’
(Lichtheim, 1968, p. 67), which would be responsible for dispossessing the
rich and creating an egalitarian society. For Blanqui this dictatorship was
a necessary, albeit temporary, means of realizing the goals that lay at the
heart of the tradition of radical democracy that had been inherited from the
French Revolution (see p. 166).

The Blanquist conception of dictatorship was revived by Lenin when he
sought to create a rationale for a ‘people’s democracy’, a form of govern-
ment that would bridge the gap between the revolutionary overthrow of the
Tsarist state and the emergence of a stateless condition to which Marx had
given the name ‘communism’ (see p. 101). The fact that a ‘people’s democracy’
could be presented as a legitimate development of Marx’s political ideas
reflected the ambiguities of his treatment of popular government. On the
one hand, Marx made it clear that without a fundamental transformation of
the socioeconomic structure, the liberating claims made for conventional
representative democracy are purely formal. If human beings are not freed
from the deep-seated oppression that is integral to capitalism, popular
participation in politics cannot seriously change the character of the state.
Marx (see pp. 327-8) saw ‘bourgeois government’ as merely the latest expression
of a state that furthers the interests of the dominant class within society.
Democratic representation does not alter the character of the state, it merely
conceals its true nature; universal suffrage is a mechanism for determining
‘once in three or six years what members of the ruling class should misrep-
resent the people in Parliament’ (Marx and Engels, 1973, vol. 2, p. 221).
Since the state is a class instrument, the advent of communism will see the
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end of politics. In the meantime, political democracy could be harnessed to
the pursuit of this goal.

In the Manifesto of the Communist Party (1848), Marx and Engels claimed
that a successful proletarian revolution would raise ‘the proletariat to the
position of ruling class’, a measure they identified with triumph in ‘the battle
of democracy’ (Marx, 1973, p. 86). Later, in his reflections on the Paris
Commune of 1870-71, Marx presented the ‘commune’ — government by rela-
tively small, locally based committees of popularly elected representatives —
as a valuable alternative to the sham democracy of ‘bourgeois’ systems of
representative government. The commune would give back to the community
‘the State power which claimed to be the embodiment of that unity independent
of, and superior to, the nation itself, from which it was but a parasitic excres-
cence’ (Marx and Engels, 1973, vol. 2, p. 221). Marx believed that communal
government based on universal suffrage would provide a way for the people
to direct their collective action towards the transformation of economic and
social relationships. He noted, however, that the peculiar context of the Paris
Commune — a revolutionary civil war —severely limited its general applicability
as a model for immediate socialist politics. In other situations, Marx regarded
conventional democracy as a way of developing the consciousness and organ-
izational capacities of the working class so that they could become a revolu-
tionary force that would take over the state and inaugurate a ‘dictatorship of
the proletariat’.

This dictatorship would be like other forms of government in that it would
act in the interests of a particular class, but it would differ from them in that
the class in question would represent the interests of humanity. Having over-
thrown the bourgeoisie, it would use state power to destroy the social, economic
and political vestiges of bourgeois rule, thus preparing the ground for its own
demise and for the end of class government. Since the state was a class
instrument, the attainment of full equality and freedom under communism
would make it redundant; the state would ‘wither away’, leaving a genuine
community of cooperating human beings who would collectively organize the
administration of their own affairs.

The limited scope of Marx’s political (as opposed to his historical, economic
and social) theory posed problems for his successors (Dunn, 1984a, p. 21). In
the late nineteenth century a number of socialists adopted more conventional
conceptions of democracy than that proposed by Marx. Many important
English socialists reformulated conventional justifications for popular repre-
sentation, and presented socialism as an extension of what they saw as a
tradition of democratic reform. Thus Sidney Webb, a leading member of the
reformist Fabian Socialist Society, described socialism as the ‘economic side
of the democratic ideal’ that had emerged as the dominant feature of the
nineteenth-century political developments (Webb, 1889, p. 35). The advent
of democracy meant that the state was no longer under the control of what
the Benthamites had called ‘sinister interests’; it was now a conscious agent
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of the common good and could be used to harness the economic resources of
society to the requirements of the community. While Webb thought that
efficient government would only be possible if administration was placed in
the hands of expert elites, he insisted that representative institutions were
necessary to guard against ‘sinister interests’. This principle was applied to
both central and local government.

Webb also applauded the appearance of a combination of expertise and
popular responsibility in organizations such as trades unions. His des-
cription of these developments in terms of ‘industrial democracy’ (ibid.,
pp- 30-6) attracted the favourable attention of the German social democratic
writer, Eduard Bernstein. Bernstein described trades unions as ‘the democratic
element in industry. Their tendency is to destroy the absolutism of capital,
and to procure for the worker a direct influence in the management of an
industry’ (Bernstein, 1972, p. 139). Unlike Webb, who was largely untouched
by the influence of Marx, Bernstein developed a theory of ‘social democracy’
in response to what he saw as the inadequacies of the Marxist understanding
of the nature of socialism and of how this condition could be achieved.

Bernstein was an early member of the Marxist German Social Democratic
Party and subsequently developed a theory of gradual, non-revolutionary
political and social transformation that orthodox Marxists branded as
‘revisionist’. Bernstein had first-hand experience of late nineteenth-century
British socialism and drew upon this to present an alternative path to socialism
that did not require class war or violent revolution. This position was advanced
in Evolutionary Socialism (1898), a work that has been seen as an important
influence in the development of contemporary European social democracy.

Key reading: Tudor and Tudor (1988).

According to Marx, the ‘political sovereignty’ of the ‘class party of the
workers’ was an essential condition for the attainment of socialism. Bernstein
observed, however, that even in advanced capitalist societies the workers did
not form a homogeneous mass. Consequently if government ‘by the people’
was to be anything other than a temporary outburst of aimless and destruc-
tive terror like that which appeared in the French Revolution, it would be
necessary to avoid class government and identify a system that would embrace
the interests of the whole community. Democracy and socialism would come
together as different manifestations of a desire to place the interests of the
community above those of classes who monopolized the economic and
political resources of society.

Bernstein defined democracy as ‘an absence of class government, as the
indication of a social condition where a political privilege belongs to no one
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class as opposed to the whole community’. In both its political and economic
manifestations, socialism involved an idea of ‘universal citizenship’ not class
dictatorship; it should really be seen as an extension of the concern for ‘free
personality’ that had inspired, but had only been partially understood by,
liberals. Conventional democratic institutions embodied the political aspects
of this tradition. Socialists should build upon the assumption of political
power by the community, utilizing the state as a vehicle for pursuing the
material and social interests of the community. Socialism was based upon
the ‘principle of association’ and the democratic state was a way of express-
ing the political aspects of this principle and realizing its social and economic
dimensions (ibid., pp. 96, 142).

Non-liberal theories of democracy in the twentieth
century: ‘People’s’ and ‘Third World’ democracy

In the twentieth century the prevailing patterns of democratic thinking in
Western societies have been ‘liberal-democratic’. Modern systems of popular
representation have been justified on the grounds that they combine liberal
concerns with individual freedom with the protective, developmental and
social benefits that are held to flow from rule for and by the many. In the
twentieth century, however, liberal conceptions of democracy were challenged
by two rival traditions. The first of these theories, variously known as people’s,
proletarian or communist democracy, grew out of an attempt to fill the gaps
left by Marx in his account of post-revolutionary politics; the second, Third
World or developmental democracy, has been important in a number of
newly independent former colonies.

People’s democracy built upon aspects of the Blanquist and Marxist trad-
itions, but was a direct consequence of Lenin’s understanding of what was
necessary to further the revolutionary process after the collapse of Tsarist
autocracy and the coup that allowed the Bolsheviks to seize power in 1917
(Harding, 1992, pp. 161-77). As we have seen, Marx’s theory of ‘true demo-
cracy’ was extremely sketchy; in addition, however, the situation confronting
Lenin was problematic in Marxist terms. Having seized control of the state,
Lenin’s conspiratorial elite was faced with the problem of pursuing the elusive
goal of communism in a society which lacked the economic, social and political
characteristics that Marx identified with an appropriately advanced state of
capitalist development. Imperial Russia was autocratic rather than bourgeois,
and possessed neither a developed economy nor an extensive class-conscious
proletariat.

In response to these difficulties, Lenin formulated a new conception of
democracy that would enable a class-conscious party elite to use the power of
the state to create the conditions necessary for true communism. The party must
assume responsibility for eliminating internal opposition, for developing an
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economic basis that would match the technical and productive achievements
of advanced capitalism, and for creating a class-conscious proletariat that
would carry the revolution to its end. These herculean labours were to be
directed by a unified elite party that was able, by virtue of its knowledge of
Marxism and a ruthless commitment to the true interests of the proletariat,
to discern and implement the ‘real will’ of the people (Lenin, 1971, pp. 303,
322-3,326-32, 371, 534-8).

In the hands of Joseph Stalin, Lenin’s successor at the head of the Commun-
ist Party, this model was transformed from a dictatorship of the class-
conscious proletariat into the virtual dictatorship of an individual, a step that
many commentators see as an inevitable consequence of an authoritarian
theory of leadership. It is important to note, however, that at least in its
formal structures and in its rationale, Lenin’s conception of a people’s demo-
cracy incorporated ideas that are only explicable in relation to less conten-
tious accounts of popular government. In the first place, although party
membership was far from universal, the party itself operated on the basis of
‘intraparty democracy’. That is, party positions were formulated after full and
free discussions among all its members, and once they had been adopted by
the party they were binding on all its members. Second, while people’s demo-
cracy did not allow for competition between parties, the policy of the party
and the appointment of those holding representative and other positions was
carried out through, and legitimated by, electoral processes based on univer-
sal suffrage. Given the ‘revolutionary vanguard’ role that Lenin ascribed to
elites, it is not surprising that these examples of democratic practice were set
in a framework where party elites played a central role (see p. 167). For
example, intraparty democracy took place within a party that also adhered to
the principle of ‘democratic centralism’, according to which leadership
flowed downwards and responsibility flowed upwards; in addition, candidates
for election were nominated by the party (White, Gardner and Schopflin,
1982, pp. 222-5).

It is clear that features of people’s democracy have facilitated elite manipu-
lation and, given a certain combination of circumstances, the most oppressive
tyranny. It is at least arguable, however, that while people’s democracy is
incompatible with the values enshrined in liberal democracy, its distinctive
features reflect an attempt to operationalize a conception of popular politics
that rests on values that have played a role in the history of democratic thinking.
People’s democracy takes a strongly collectivist rather than an individualistic
focus; it adopts an ‘objective’ rather than a ‘subjective’ conception of interests,
and it incorporates a strongly positive understanding of freedom. None of
these considerations justifies people’s democracy, but they may explain why it
must be regarded as incorporating at least some aspects of democratic
conceptions of rule. Just because people’s democracy is democratic, we do
not have to approve of it; by the same token it should not be divorced from
democracy because it has been shown to be morally reprehensible.
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Much the same point may be made about Third World democracy. During
the colonial period democratic ideas played an important role in independence
movements. They provided the basis for appeals to liberal elites within col-
onizing powers, and to indigenous populations. However, leading figures in
anticolonial movements argued that ‘liberal’ Western notions of democracy
could not be adopted by their societies. These theories clashed with indigenous
values and could not address the developmental imperatives (in education,
public health, economics and nation building) facing countries emerging from
long periods of colonial domination. Third World democracy was presented as a
system of democratic rule that embodied values appropriate to non-Western
societies and also matched their needs.

Third World democracy has a number of components. First, it rests upon
the recovery of indigenous values. An important example of this approach
grew out of the ‘Negritude Movement’, a name given to a group of African
writers who were active in the period immediately before and after the Second
World War. In conscious opposition to the derogatory stereotypes that were
prevalent in colonial culture, these writers promoted a pride in blackness and
upheld the continued relevance of traditional practices and ideas derived
from pre-colonial village and tribal cultures. An idealized image of the past
was to serve as the basis for reconstructing post-colonial society; the years of
colonization were seen as a period of slumber that had no positive bearing on
the liberated state (Nursey-Bray, 1983, p. 97).

In theories of Third World democracy, traditional values provided the
basis for a new conception of a democratic society, of which a democratic state
was only one element. They also promoted economic structures that spurned
the individualistic ethos of free market capitalism. They sought to develop
community resources for community purposes and stressed the importance
of social relationships that reflected ideas of harmonious community, which
they identified with the pre-colonial village. These societies lacked class
divisions. Interaction was structured only by kinship and age, and was marked
by cooperation based upon and reinforced by traditional values. In these
circumstances there was no place for either the individualism of Western
capitalism, or the class-structured society that provided the focus of Marxist
analysis and practice (Macpherson, 1965, p. 30).

The political counterpart to this social pattern is the ‘consensual community’,
held together and directed by decision-making processes that involve consult-
ation and agreement rather than the imposition of majority views on the minority.
Because villages and tribes in the modern world are grouped together in
extensive and often artificial nation states, post-colonial societies have had to
establish systems of central coordination and decision-making that were not part
of the pre-colonial condition. In Third World democracy a national consensus is
forged and expressed through a single ruling party, whose position is endorsed
through mass election. The party becomes a focus of unity, one that cuts across
ethnic, religious and tribal lines (Nursey-Bray, 1983, pp. 104-6).
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Like people’s democracy, this distinctive form of post-colonial rule has
often descended into single-person or tribal tyranny, but it retains theoretical
justifications and institutional features that connect it to aspects of the
democratic tradition. Third World democracy is collectivist rather than
individualistic; it rests on a positive rather than a negative conception of
liberty — promoting liberation and development among the oppressed and
deprived — and it advances a substantive rather than a purely formal notion of
equality: it presupposes that a democratic community is a community of
economic, social and political equals (Macpherson, 1965, p. 33). Moreover it
is premised, like people’s democracy, on the idea that the community has a
single, unified, true interest: only when this exists can the ‘real will’ of the
community be embodied in a single party.

The recent history of post-colonial societies forms fertile ground for deep
scepticism about the legitimacy and viability of Third World democracy.
However, the system has worked tolerably well in some countries at some
times. In any case, the attempt to create a political role for the many in societies
that lack the cultural, economic and social values found in long-established
Western states reflects a more widespread concern about the appropriateness
of Western democracy in non-Western countries. This issue plays an important
role in the political practice of states such as Singapore, and it also lies behind
assessments of the authenticity of democracy in large and relatively long-
established post-colonial states such as India (Khilnani, 1992, p. 205).

Conclusion

Having long been regarded as a marginal and generally unsatisfactory alter-
native to monarchy and aristocracy, democracy now occupies the centre of the
political stage. The reasons for this development are complex, but an important
clue to its theoretical significance can be found in the connection that both
Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill made between the democratization of
nineteenth-century society and the spread of democratic forms of government.
The first of these developments eroded ideas of natural superiority and
subordination, prompted the disappearance of legally enshrined status
distinctions, and thus created conditions that made democracy more likely.
An earlier, although less overt, statement of this position is implied in Paine’s
arguments about the need for government to correspond to a social structure
made up of individuals who possess equal claims to consideration and
protection. In Paine’s case these claims were based upon natural rights, but
this alone is not sufficient to justify claims to political equality. It is possible
to assume, as earlier writers had done, that these rights would be adequately
protected by non-democratic forms of government. For this reason an
important part of the historical case for democracy has involved attempts to
show that the interests of individuals will not be satisfactorily served unless
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they are endowed with political rights. Many historical arguments in favour
of democracy thus focus on the inadequacy of monarchical and aristocratic
alternatives. Within contemporary Western democracies, however, attention
is now focused on identifying forms of democratic practice that will overcome
what are seen as limitations on the effective exercise of political rights by
ordinary citizens (see pp. 380-2).



Part Il
The Exercise of Political Authority

Having considered a number of historically significant accounts of the ends
of politics and the location of political power, we will now examine statements
about how such power should be exercised. Conceptions of the ends of politics
imply general specifications of the purposes to which political authority should
be directed, but detailed statements about their implications vary considerably.
We have already seen, for example, that the pursuit of virtue has given rise to
a defence of both monarchical and democratic systems of rule. A similar degree
of variation is apparent if one considers views about the exercise of political
authority, particularly those concerning the means used to determine the
propriety of rulers’ conduct, and the extent to which their actions should be
subject to either normative or institutional constraints. Normative constraints
specify standards to which rulers should conform and to which subjects may
appeal, while institutional constraints are formed by mechanisms that regulate the
way in which power is exercised. These issues play an important role in accounts
of legitimate political practice; they also provide the basis for challenges to
political authority, which will be dealt with in the final part of this book.

Part III opens with a chapter examining theories of natural law and natural
rights. These theories reflect a common belief that the exercise of political
power should conform to objective standards that are beyond the reach of
those whose behaviour is regulated by them. The second chapter in this section
will examine a number of theories of ‘mixed government’. These theories
stipulate that power should be distributed between a number of institutions
in order to ensure that rulers do not abuse their position and that they act in
the interests of the community as a whole. The viability of mixed government
has been questioned by a number of thinkers, who have argued that order can
only be attained in states presided over by an all-powerful, unquestionable ruler,
an absolute sovereign. This approach has given rise to the absolutist theories
of government that will be discussed in Chapter 10.

Part III concludes with an examination of claims about the need for those who
hold political power to be subject to legal constraints. In addition to dealing with
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a range of arguments concerning the rule of law, Chapter 11 outlines an import-
ant strand within this tradition that claims the exercise of political power must be
set within a framework of rules that conform to the requirements of justice.
These theories imply that the approaches taken by all the thinkers discussed in
earlier chapters are inadequate, but they focus particularly on the dangers posed
by theories of absolute government and the related idea that laws are commands.



Chapter 8

The Sanctions of ‘Nature’

The ‘natural’ in ancient political theory

Medieval conceptions of natural law

Natural rights and unlimited government in early modern political theory
Natural law, natural rights and limited government

The radical application of natural rights in eighteenth-century political theory
Conclusion

The idea that it is possible to identify standards that correspond to fundamental
facts about human beings and may thus be described as ‘natural’ has played
an important role in a range of theories that have implications for the regulation
of political authority. In order to understand the regulatory role of an appeal
to ‘nature’, it is necessary to distinguish theories that rely on the idea of ‘natural
law’ or ‘the law(s) of nature’ from those that focus on ‘natural rights’. Theories
of natural law identify a structure of expectations and norms that are not
themselves the product of human intention or human will. These norms serve
to legitimate human action and to justify the exercise of political authority
(Finnis, 1980, p. 23). Natural law is held to be ‘natural’ in two related senses.
In the first place, it is so fundamental to human life that its binding force is a
matter of moral necessity rather than choice: to recognize that there is such a
thing as a ‘law of nature’ and to fail to abide by it is to fly in the face of a standard
that is intrinsic to humanity. Second, and as a consequence of this, it is claimed
that adherence to natural law is supremely appropriate for human beings.
Natural law theories often depend on a particular understanding of God’s
authoritative role in human life. Natural law is a system of rules that tell human
beings how they must act if they are to achieve the ends for which God created
them and towards which he directs them. These laws are said to be ‘rational’
because they are the appropriate means to attain specified ends; they are also
rational in the sense that human beings discover them by the use of their reason.
However, some writers also relate the rationality of natural law to its role in
meeting fundamental human needs. This point can be illustrated by a comment
made by the Dutch writer, Hugo Grotius (1583-1645). Grotius was a devout
Christian, but he thought that natural law would be binding even if ‘there is
no God, or he takes no care of human affairs’, because it embodies rational
precepts that are necessary for social existence (Grotius, 1738, p. xix).
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Whatever view they took on the source of natural law, the writers discussed
in this chapter believed it to have important implications for evaluating the
conduct of rulers, and for determining the fundamental rightness of those
humanly contrived rules by which social and political life are regulated. Natural
law provided a framework that had important political implications for
those who operated within it, prohibiting the use of power for certain purposes
and promoting it in others. This issue lay behind discussions of the relation-
ship between natural and positive law; that is, between laws that do not owe
their form or their authority to human enactment and those that are laid
down (or ‘posited’) by human beings and enforced through human agency.
Human law is necessary because the laws of nature are general rather than
specific, and lack the element of physical compulsion that is required to
induce selfish human beings to act rationally (Finnis, 1980, pp. 28-9). However,
positive law is only legitimate if it is compatible with the general purposes
specified by natural law.

Whereas natural law is a framework within which human actions are lauded
or condemned depending on their conformity to the overall teleological design
of the creator, ‘natural rights’ are entitlements that individuals can claim
against other individuals and governments. These entitlements belong to
people by virtue of their humanity and exist in a pre-political condition.
‘Human rights and natural rights are synonymous: they are fundamental and
general moral rights’ (ibid., p. 198). Unlike legal rights, natural rights are not
created by the state; to the contrary, it is the duty of legitimate government to
recognize these rights and to take account of them. Since natural rights are
ascribed to human beings, they are frequently associated with an individualistic
approach to politics; they belong to individuals and embody an ‘active’
conception of rights. That is, they identify claims to free action by right holders
that other human beings (including those who wield political authority) are
obliged to respect.

The 