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Preface

In discussing theoretical topics, professors and
course textbooks often toss out the name of a
theorist or make a sideways reference to a particu-
lar theory and move on. The students in their
audience may want to learn more about the back-
ground to the reference in order to integrate it into
their broader understanding. Librarians often
have students approach them seeking a source to
provide a quick overview of a particular theory or
theorist with just the basics—the “who, what,
where, how, and why.” The Encyclopedia of
Political Theory provides students with a quick,
one-stop source.

While the encyclopedia will be a useful resource
for students, political theory is something all
humans engage in, and thus this reference book
will also be relevant for a broader audience.
Political theory refers to a particular academic dis-
cipline that includes the rigorous study of the his-
tory of our political ideas and the practices they
have inspired and the rigorous study of future pos-
sibilities and the ideals that should guide our
actions. Yet, all humans think about the world
they live in, its history and future, and the ideals by
which they want to live in relation to others. How
we think today decisively influences the world of
tomorrow. The encyclopedia might play a small
part in bringing greater clarity and understanding
to political debate.

The Encyclopedia of Political Theory, like all
encyclopedias, can serve many purposes. Most
obviously it provides summaries of the key topics
in the field. Readers will find entries on the ideas
of the major political theorists from before Plato to
our own times, the main schools of political
thought, the concepts and issues that have cap-
tured the imagination and attention of political
theorists, and some of the main institutions and
practices inspired by political thought. This

preface describes the scope and organization of the
entries and the aids by which readers can locate the
information they need.

In addition, the Encyclopedia of Political Theory
provides an organization of the current state of
knowledge in the field. A particular view of politi-
cal theory influenced both the structure of the
encyclopedia and the selection criteria on the basis
of which the entries were included. Current prac-
tices and trends in political theory appear in both
the balance and the choice of entries. The short
introduction that follows this preface describes the
vision of political theory that guided the encyclo-
pedia and its attempt to give a distinctive shape to
current knowledge.

Scope and Organization

The Encyclopedia of Political Theory is a three-
volume set containing 475 entries, totaling about a
million words, and written by 369 international
experts. The entries cover a range of theorists,
schools, concepts, and topics. Most entries begin
with a short definition or description of the topic
before then giving more details. The entries on
particular theorists often include some biographi-
cal details, but they generally emphasize the indi-
viduals’ ideas, works, and contribution to political
theory. Most entries include suggestions for fur-
ther reading and cross-references to related entries
elsewhere in the encyclopedia.

As well as individual entries, the encyclopedia
contains additional sections that make it easier for
readers to find what they are looking for, to
explore adjacent issues, and to explore further
afield. The Reader’s Guide provides a thematic
overview of entries, listing entries in at least 1 of
17 categories dealing with the history of political
thought, theoretical perspectives in political
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theory, central concepts in the field, and major
political theories:

e Ancient Thought

e Applied Ethics

e Biographies

e Comparative Theory

e Constitutional Thought
e Critical Theory

e Democratic Thought

e Early Modern Thought
e Empirical Theory

e International Theory

e Justice

e Liberal Theory

e Medieval Thought

e Modern Theory

e Power and Authority

e Religious Thought

e Self and Community

Two appendixes contain additional resources for
users. The Chronology of Political Theory helps
readers to see how a given theorist, school, or
issue fits into the bigger historical picture. The
Web Resources might inspire readers to delve fur-
ther into political ideas, the history behind them,
and their implications for our world and what it
might become.

User Aids

The right way to use the encyclopedia is, of course,
that which you find most helpful and convenient.
However, two of the main ways of accessing entries
on a given topic are:

e Look up relevant words in the index.
e Browse the Reader’s Guide.

And two of the main ways of pursuing further
study on a given topic are:

e Follow the cross-references listed in the See also
section at the end of each entry.

e Read the books and articles listed in the Further
Readings section at the end of each entry.

Entries are arranged A through Z. They are cross-
referenced when appropriate so as to guide readers
to related material. Blind entries cover general top-
ics that are dealt with in more specific entries as
well as specific topics that have common, alterna-
tive headings. Enjoy!
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Introduction

Politics refers to the actions and practices by which
people conduct their public affairs and manage their
collective lives together. Political theory is the more
or less deliberate reflection on the nature of public
affairs and collective decision making. It is both a
science and an art—a science that aims at systematic
knowledge, and an art that seeks to inspire practical
activity to remake the world around us.

To define politics in relation to collective deci-
sion making is to emphasize that it extends beyond
government to all forms of governance. The formal
institutions of the state are part of politics, but so
are policy-making processes, educational practices,
trade negotiations, legal decisions, and many social
relationships. Again, political theory may address
constitutions and state formations, but it equally
may address economic patterns, the distribution of
power in society, the relations among cultures, or
the logic of historical evolution.

It may be foolhardy to try to arrange human
thought on all aspects of governance in a schema.
Any such schema involves choices about what
aspects of a complex pattern should be marked.
Nonetheless, simplified diagrams may serve as use-
ful maps, even as guides with which to begin to
explore more unfamiliar terrain.

Political theory asks: How do we arrange our
collective affairs? Why do we live together in the
ways we do? How ought we to live together? These
concerns helped to inspire the organization of this
encyclopedia.

How do we arrange our collective affairs?
Governments generally rest on distinct legal and
political practices, religious and ethical ideas and
values, and a distribution of power.

Many governments pay at least lip service to
constitutional and democratic norms. The Reader’s
Guide includes specific lists of entries that deal with
constitutional thought and democratic thought.
There are entries on concepts that refer to

distinctive norms and features of some govern-
ments, legal systems, and societies. Relevant con-
cepts include federalism, kingship, representation,
and oligarchy. One role of constitutional and
democratic theories is to inform us about the dis-
tinctive features of certain political arrangements.

Generally laws and norms are supposed to
embody moral values. These values often have
religious roots. Equally, there have been many
attempts to argue that religion and politics should
be separate—render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s
and unto God what is God’s—and even to argue
for ethical systems on grounds other than religious
ones. The Reader’s Guide covers religious thought
as well as liberal theory and democratic thought.

Of course, laws and norms are not always the
best guide to actual practices and behavior. Political
theorists often examine the nature and distribution
of power in all or some societies. The section in the
Reader’s Guide on power and authority lists entries
such as domination, emancipation, and consent
that refer to particular types of relations that can
exist between people, whether rulers and ruled or
distinct social groups.

It is worth emphasizing that our collective life is
not confined to states. We are all part of a single
world community with overlapping and interlock-
ing concerns. For a while political theorists appeared
preoccupied with arrangements within particular
social and political units. Recently, however, there
has been a resurgence of interest in global and
transnational problems such as world poverty and
climate change. The Reader’s Guide embraces this
development by including a list of entries that deal
with international theory.

Why do we live together in the ways we do?
Historically political theorists have recognized that
people make their world in part by acting on their
beliefs. The history of political ideas thus serves
as a way of understanding the emergence of the
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institutions and practices through which we govern
and are governed. Political theory still contains much
of this historicist conviction. Large parts of the ency-
clopedia are devoted to the history of ideas about
government, ethics, and society. Thus, the Reader’s
Guide includes lists of entries on ancient thought,
medieval thought, early modern thought, and mod-
ern thought. These sections offer a guide to the great
thinkers from Plato to Marx, the broader traditions
to which these thinkers contributed, and many of the
ideas and topics that preoccupied them.

Recently political theorists have begun to empha-
size the importance of extending their study of
thinkers to other societies and cultures. Great
political theory is clearly not something over which
Europe enjoyed a monopoly. Multiculturalism and
globalization have inspired a broader perspective
that should always have been there. Political theory
has a growing comparative dimension. Even more
importantly, political theorists are slowly coming
to realize that the exchange of ideas has never
respected state or cultural boundaries, so political
thinking has always been transnational, crossing
the borders of nation-states and earlier still of
empires and city-states. The Reader’s Guide includes
a list of entries that address comparative theory.
Entries on comparative theorists, schools, concepts,
and topics also appear under other headings in the
guide. And many of the individual entries refer to
appropriate transnational exchanges.

The historicism of so much political theory is no
longer the dominant position it once was.
Throughout the twentieth century, formal modes of
explanation increasingly supplanted historical ones.
Social science overwhelmingly rejected historical
narratives in favor of appeals to structures, systems,
models, correlations, and classifications. It is not
too much of an exaggeration to say that today
political theory remains the last refuge of histori-
cists in departments of political science that are
dominated by formal modes of thinking. The ency-
clopedia does not neglect the rise of formal and
ahistorical modes of political thinking. The Reader’s
Guide includes a list of entries on empirical theory.

How ought we to live together? Throughout his-
tory, people have drawn on different ways of think-
ing to make arguments about how to govern
collective affairs. Some arguments have appealed to
historical or formal accounts of contemporary
problems to point to particular solutions. Other
arguments have derived more universal blueprints

from religious theories, or apparently rational or
neutral assumptions. Yet other arguments have
focused primarily on the procedures by which we
should decide how to respond to problems, whether
through expert knowledge, votes among represen-
tatives, or more direct forms of democracy. The
Reader’s Guide covers these kinds of arguments
under topics that have already been mentioned,
including empirical theory, religious thought, lib-
eral theory, and democratic theory.

Accounts of how we ought to live together char-
acteristically address normative issues that appear
under other headings in the Reader’s Guide.
Typically they offer or imply a view of the relation-
ship between self and community; they point
toward a vision of justice—a way of distributing
rights, wealth, goods, and duties. In addition, they
often draw on the view of self, community, and
justice to take stances on a range of issues in
applied ethics. Finally, critical theory sometimes
challenges settled responses to such issues. Critical
theorists often attempt to show the contingency
and contestability—the ugly origins—of conven-
tional morality. They hope thereby to open up
novel spaces for transgression and transformation.

The question of how we should live together is
intimately connected with those about how we live
together and why we do so. Any division between
these questions is somewhat artificial, as people’s
views on one are bound to influence their views on
the others. Readers will thus find considerable
overlap between the headings in the Reader’s
Guide. Democratic thought is as much about how
we should conduct ourselves as about how we do.
Modern political thought includes guides to what
we should do as much as information about why
we do things. Critical theory is at least as con-
cerned to explain why we do what we do as it is to
open the way for new alternatives.

Indeed political theorists are often asking yet
another question. How do we get from here to
there? How do we get from where we are to where
we want to be? The question of “what is to be
done” inspires much political thinking. To answer
it, we need to discuss where we are and why we are
there as well as where we want to go. I hope the
encyclopedia will contribute to such discussions,
for it seems to me that we badly need greater clar-
ity and dialogue on our collective concerns.

Mark Bevir



ABORTION

Abortion is a general term for several different
medical procedures that terminate a woman’s
pregnancy. From a political theory perspective,
abortion connotes a dimension of a woman’s right
to control her own body and to exercise her right
to autonomy.

Historical Context

Women from many different cultures have been
using folk methods for contraceptive and abortion
purposes for centuries. By the turn of the twentieth
century, laws in effect throughout the United
States made abortion illegal. Significant numbers
of women nevertheless continued to seek abor-
tions; it is estimated that as many as one million
abortions were performed each year during the
1950s and 1960s. Although the rise of sexual per-
missiveness is sometimes narrowly associated with
the 1960s counterculture, women from all walks
of life placed a new emphasis on controlling their
reproduction at this time as they entered the work-
force and higher education in unprecedented num-
bers and asserted their right to satisfying intimate
relationships.

As long as abortion remained illegal, however,
only wealthy women with ready access to medical
specialists were able to obtain a safe abortion;
thousands of other women, who were desperately
determined to terminate their pregnancies, risked
humiliating treatment and unsafe conditions as

they resorted to dangerous folk methods and unli-
censed practitioners. With the decriminalization
of abortion—in the United States, the landmark
decision, Roe v. Wade, was handed down in
1973—abortion-related injuries and deaths became
quite rare.

Abortion opponents from the religious right
wing have successfully turned back these reproduc-
tive rights gains in some key respects; for example,
they have outlawed some medically necessary
abortion procedures, prohibited the use of federal
funds for abortion services, and banned foreign aid
contributions to any organization that is deemed to
be “promoting” or performing abortions.

Feminist Positions on Abortion

The “second wave” of feminist activists of the
1960s to the 1990s made free abortion on demand
a central plank of its social justice agenda. Liberal
feminists tend to regard abortion within the frame-
work of the individual’s right to privacy and the
right to autonomous self-determination without
arbitrary interference from the state. They under-
stand these rights as flowing from the individual’s
ownership of his or her own body. Where religious
conservatives seek to limit abortion access, liberal
feminists insist on the containment of religious
morality within the private realm of individual
self-determination.

Radical feminists support the liberal feminist
demand for the right to privacy. However, they also
hold that men as a class strive to control women
as a class. They believe that male-dominated
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institutions, such as the patriarchal family, orga-
nized religions, the government, and the courts,
seek to restrict women’s autonomy to further larger
efforts designed to relegate women to second-class
citizenship. In this regard, radical feminists argue
that abortion restrictions and violence against
women (domestic violence, workplace sexual
harassment, and rape) complement each other inso-
far as both impose gender-specific burdens. Both
phenomena are so widespread and impose such
severe obstacles that they constitute a systemic
obstacle to gender justice. Consequently, radical
feminists do not accept the liberal feminist idea that
reproductive justice merely requires the removal of
the legal barriers to abortion. They contend that
genuine reproductive justice requires the disman-
tling of the entire gender privilege system and a
complete revolution in men’s attitudes toward
women.

Socialist feminists, like radical feminists, con-
sider abortion politics from both the individualist
and structural perspectives. They, too, accept the
liberal feminist premise that the individual woman
should have the right to control her own reproduc-
tion and that abortion restrictions relegate women
to second-class status. However, they pay close
attention to the ways in which reproductive issues
and the capitalist system intersect. Following the
lead of Emma Goldman, they believe that birth
control and abortion rights are key to the libera-
tion of poor working women from the drudgery of
numerous pregnancies and the economic burden of
supporting large families.

Socialist feminists also point to the fact that
when abortion was illegal, poor women suffered
the most from lack of access and abortion-related
injury. Since 1973, women who lack private medi-
cal insurance have been the most likely among all
women to have unintended pregnancies; as a
result, the abortion rate among low-income women
remains much greater than the rate for their
wealthier counterparts. With feminists who are
women of color, socialist feminists are quite criti-
cal of the ways in which the hospitals serving poor
minority women tend to offer substandard and
culturally insensitive care.

From the perspective of these two groups of
feminists, women’s “double burden”—that of
working for wages and performing most of the
unpaid domestic labor in the home relating to

child rearing—becomes all the more acute for the
low-income women who cannot control their
reproduction. In addition, these two groups of
feminists also take a much broader view of abor-
tion rights than their radical and liberal feminist
counterparts. Attacking compulsory sterilization,
unsafe working conditions, and poverty programs
that make child rearing quite difficult, they call for
a holistic form of reproductive justice that would
allow even the most disempowered woman to
make two complementary sets of choices freely,
according to her own values: to control her body
by preventing conception and terminating
unwanted pregnancies and to bear and raise
healthy children. From this perspective, reproduc-
tive justice necessitates, in addition to the avail-
ability of contraception and safe and legal
abortions, a universal health care entitlement, cul-
turally sensitive health care services, living-wage
job opportunities, family-friendly workplaces, and
adequate subsidized child care.

Anna Marie Smith
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ABSOLUTISM

Although it need not refer only to monarchical
rule, absolutism usually refers to royal absolutism.
The rise and peak of the age of royal absolutism is
usually located in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century Europe, particularly in France and among
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such men as Jean Bodin, Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet,
and Louis XIV. The term absolutism, however,
entered political discourse only in the eighteenth
century, a century sometimes associated with
enlightened absolutism. Absolutism is essentially a
doctrine about the absence of limits to royal
power. It is not, strictly speaking, a doctrine about
the origins of royal power: Although absolutist
claims were often tied to the doctrine of the divine
right of kings, they were also compatible with
some variants of contractarianism. Like argu-
ments for constitutionalism or limited govern-
ment, absolutist arguments have many of their
roots in the discourse of canonists and Romanists
regarding papal and imperial power.

At its simplest, absolutism claimed the com-
pleteness of royal power and the independence of
royal power from human limits: The king was
bound by God’s laws and nature’s laws but not by
human laws. Subjects were bound to obey the
king’s commands and to not actively resist royal
power exercised in conformity with divine law.
Institutionally, the doctrine of absolutism aimed to
free royal power from supervision by, or subjec-
tion to, other human powers, including royal sub-
jects, estates, parliaments, the hereditary nobility,
and the church. Conceptually, however, absolut-
ists insisted on the distinction between absolute
royal power and arbitrary, despotic, or tyrannical
power. A proper monarch respected the property
of his or her subjects and even the fundamental
laws of the land (although these could be inter-
preted rather minimally and as strengthening royal
power). In this conceptual aspect, Hobbes stands
at the limits of absolutist thought.

While it is important to situate absolutism in
contrast to constitutionalism, it is also important
to grasp the emergence of absolutism, and abso-
lutist discourse, within the broader context of the
rise of the state in a European system of states. In
the fifteenth century, and perhaps before, national
kingdoms invoked Latin maxims such as princeps
legibus solutus est (The prince is not bound by the
laws) and rex imperator in regno suo est (The
king is emperor in his own kingdom) as they
sought to undermine the universalist claims of the
empire and papacy. Indeed, the very idea of sov-
ereignty, so central to the modern conception of
the state, was not systematically addressed until
Bodin. Consequently, it is also important to relate

absolutism to the emergence of raison d’état and
to such thinkers as Machiavelli.

Mark Antaki
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ACCOUNTABILITY

Accountability can be defined in the following
manner: When people are meant to pursue the will
and/or interests of others, they should give an
account of their actions to those others so that
those others are then able to decide whether to
reward or to censure them for the actions.
Accountability thus suggests that an agent (such as
an elected politician or a civil servant) is respon-
sible for acting on behalf of a principal (such as,
respectively, a citizen or minister) to whom he or
she should respond and report. The principal is
thereby able to hold the agent accountable for his
or her actions.

A Conceptual History

The word accountability derives from the Latin
word computare, which literally meant “to count”
and which referred mainly to bookkeeping and
other types of financial record keeping. As we
have seen, however, the word accountability now
has a more general sense of “giving an account of
oneself.” As such, it overlaps considerably with
concepts like responsibility and liability.

Prior to the twentieth century, indeed, account-
ability rarely appeared in dictionaries. The empha-
sis fell instead on responsible and representative
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government. Political theorists generally conceived
of representative democracy as a historical achieve-
ment, and, in their opinion, the civil society (or
stage of civilization) that sustained representative
democracy also would support the moral ideals
and behavior that made for responsible govern-
ment. Responsibility referred here to the character
of politicians and officials at least as much as to
their relationship to the public. Politicians and
officials had a duty to respond to the demands,
wishes, and needs of the people. To act responsibly
was to act so as to promote the common good
rather than to seek personal advantage. To act
responsibly was to overcome petty factionalism so
as to pursue the national interest.

The word accountability rose to prominence in
the early twentieth century. At that time, World
War I precipitated a loss of faith in the belief that
nations progressed toward statehood, a liberal
civil society, representative democracy, and also
responsible government. Political scientists began
to describe the nation as fragmented. They began
to portray democracy less as a suitable means of
realizing a common good and more as a contest
among classes and factions. Equally, political sci-
entists themselves appeared to be providing a neu-
tral, scientific expertise. Social science could show
us what policies would best produce whatever
results and values democratic representatives
decided they wished to pursue. Hence, a neutral
bureaucracy appeared to be a possible check on
political factionalism.

In this bureaucratic narrative, politics and
administration appeared to be separate activities.
The political process generated values and deci-
sions. Public officials provided a politically neutral
expertise to formulate and implement policies that
were in accord with these values and decisions.
The bureaucratic narrative thereby made responsi-
bility seem less important than political and
administrative accountability.

Political and Administrative Accountability

Political accountability involves politicians being
held to account through the institutions of repre-
sentative democracy. Legislators are accountable
to the voters, who periodically decide whether or
not to return them to office. The executive—
especially presidents in political systems with a

strong separation of powers—can also be directly
accountable to the electorate. Alternatively, the
executive—especially  prime  ministers in
Westminster systems—can be held accountable by
a legislature that is capable of revoking its author-
ity. In practice, these forms of political account-
ability are fairly weak, for while politicians and
governments can be voted out of office, they typi-
cally control knowledge, agendas, and resources in
ways that make them more powerful than those
who seek to hold them to account.

Administrative accountability is an ideal within
bureaucratic hierarchies. Bureaucratic hierarchies
are meant to clearly define a specialized, functional
division of labor. They are meant to specify clear
roles to individuals within the decision-making
process, thereby making it possible to identify who
is responsible for what. Typically, individual offi-
cials are thus directly answerable to their superiors
(and ultimately their political masters) for their
actions. Administrative accountability also occurs
through ombudsmen and other judicial means for
investigating maladministration and corruption.

If administrative accountability appears stron-
ger than political accountability, it nonetheless
remains a blunt tool. Administrative accountabil-
ity provides a theoretical account of how to
apportion blame and seek redress in cases of mal-
administration. Critics of the bureaucratic narra-
tive complain, however, that it does not provide
an adequate way of assessing different levels of
performance. Moreover, administrative account-
ability has come to appear increasingly implausi-
ble as an account of that actual policy process.
The involvement of diverse private, voluntary, and
public sector actors in the formulation and deliv-
ery of policies and services makes it increasingly
difficult to say who should be held accountable
for what. Hence, recent discussions of account-
ability often shift the emphasis from the proce-
dural accountability we have just discussed to new
concepts of performance accountability.

Performance Accountability

Performance accountability identifies legitimacy
primarily with satisfaction with outputs. In doing
so, it sidesteps the problems associated with proce-
dural accountability. For example, if the state is
judged by its outputs, then there is less need to
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cling to the illusion of a distinction between the
administrative and political domains. Similarly, if
we focus on performance, we can be less concerned
that the actions of the agent are overseen and
judged by the principal.

Although the shift from procedural to perfor-
mance accountability solves some problems, it
remains extremely controversial. Prominent
debates concern how we should conceive of per-
formance accountability and whether or not per-
formance accountability adequately reflects our
democratic values.

Let us look at the question of how to conceive
of performance accountability. Sometimes, perfor-
mance accountability is understood in quasi-
market terms: Citizens act as customers, and they
express their satisfaction by buying or selecting
services delivered by one agency rather than
another. In practice, however, public agencies
often lack the kind of pricing mechanisms, profit
levels, and hard budgets that are believed to make
the market an indicator of customer satisfaction.

Hence, an alternative way of conceiving of per-
formance accountability is in terms of measure-
ments of outputs. Targets, benchmarks, and other
standards and indicators provide a basis for moni-
toring and even auditing the performance of public
agencies. Finally, performance accountability can
be embedded in horizontal exchanges among a
system of actors. Whereas procedural accountabil-
ity privileged vertical relationships such as those of
public officials and their political masters, perfor-
mance accountability is equally at home within
horizontal relationships in which various actors
provide checks and balances on one another.

Consider also the fit between performance
accountability and our democratic values. For
many people, democracy is not just a matter of
people being happy with the performance of their
government. Democracy requires that citizens par-
ticipate in making decisions and oversee their
implementation. If we take these democratic val-
ues seriously, then, surely, proper accountability
requires clear-cut arrangements such that particu-
lar officials and politicians should be answerable
respectively to elected politicians and to citizens
for their actions and decisions.

Historically, the concept of accountability has
required fairly specific answers to questions such
as: Who is accountable? To whom are they

accountable? For what are they accountable? Yet,
as policy making and policy implementation become
increasingly shared among multiple actors, the
answers to these questions are becoming less and
less clear. Who is accountable? The more we accept
that decisions are made by many actors, the harder
it becomes to believe in the fiction of attributing
causation and responsibility to one specific actor.
To whom are they accountable? To say that policy-
makers ought to be accountable to the public is
perhaps to assume the public has a more homoge-
neous voice than it actually does. For what are they
accountable? If elected politicians promote a policy,
should they be accountable for its implementation
by other actors over whom they have little control?
Conversely, if a government agency implements a
law correctly, but the law undermines performance,
then should the agency be accountable for that? If
the concept of accountability once played an
important part in democratic theory, it seems
increasingly hard to apply to political practice, and
yet, with the exception of the rather vapid idea of
performance accountability, we do not appear to
have found any substitute for it.

Mark Bevir
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AFFIRMATIVE ACTION

Although there is no universally agreed upon defi-
nition of affirmative action, the phrase usually
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refers to policies aimed at ensuring that members
of historically disadvantaged groups are among
those selected for competitively awarded benefits,
such as college or university admission, employ-
ment, and government contracts. Affirmative
action originated during the civil rights movement
in the United States as a policy to end discrimina-
tion against African Americans. Since then, other
groups have been targeted to benefit from affirma-
tive action, such as women, Native Americans,
Hispanics, and some other immigrant groups.
Always controversial, affirmative action polices
have been accompanied by philosophical, legal,
and political battles that largely have developed
into a stalemate.

History

In its original sense, affirmative action meant tak-
ing active steps to ensure nondiscrimination. The
phrase affirmative action was first used in an
executive order by President John F. Kennedy in
1961, directing federal contractors to employ
applicants without regard to race, creed, color, or
national origin. In this context, affirmative action
simply meant that employers had not merely a
“negative” duty not to discriminate but also a
positive (affirmative) duty to take steps (action) to
ensure that members of traditionally excluded
groups—particularly African Americans—did not
face discrimination in hiring or in the terms of
their employment.

In subsequent years, as the federal government
sought to enforce antidiscrimination policies, espe-
cially after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of
1964, affirmative action took the form of goals
and timetables to achieve representation of certain
groups in rough proportion to their presence in
the labor market. Such numerical goals, it was
argued, provided the only way to know whether
employers were fulfilling their legal duty to employ
qualified members of minority groups. At the
same time, many colleges and universities volun-
tarily sought to increase the presence of minorities
and women among their students. By the early
1970s, the contemporary meaning of affirmative
action was in place: It referred to policies that
sought to increase participation of minorities and
women in higher education, employment, and
government contracts.

These policies were immediately controversial.
To its supporters, affirmative action represented
the logical extension of the Civil Rights Movement,
which, in their view, sought to end the second-
class citizenship of African Americans (and, by
extension, other traditionally disadvantaged
groups). They saw affirmative action as necessary
to achieve the full and equal participation of all
citizens in the major institutions of society. To its
critics, affirmative action policies betrayed
American ideals and the ideals of the civil rights
movement. In their view, the movement aimed at
ending the use of race to discriminate and sought
to establish a color-blind society in which people
are judged by their individual characteristics, not
their group membership. In subsequent decades,
the debate over affirmative action has involved the
elaboration of these two basic views.

Arguments in Favor

Arguments in support of affirmative action are
often divided into two categories: those that
are backward looking, in that they justify affirma-
tive action by reference to the past; and those that
are forward looking, in that they emphasize the
desirable goals or ends that affirmative action
policies achieve.

The main backward-looking argument sees
affirmative action policies as a form of compensa-
tion for the history of injustice faced by African
Americans and members of other minority groups.
This discrimination and other forms of subordina-
tion and segregation constitute a violation of the
rights of the individuals affected and therefore call
for compensation. The history of unjust treatment
makes it likely that individuals who are members
of these groups are less well off than they would
have been in the absence of unjust treatment, and
affirmative action compensates them by ensuring
that minorities and women are represented in the
major institutions of society that confer money,
status, and power. Furthermore, affirmative action
has the advantage, advocates argue, of paying
compensation with “goods” (jobs, contracts, and
admission to college or university) to which no one
has yet established a title. This should make the
payment of compensation more palatable than
payment with goods that people already possess,
such as redistribution of money through taxes.
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Over time the emphasis in arguments for affir-
mative action has shifted away from the compen-
satory rationale for three reasons. First, affirmative
action policies have grown to encompass groups
that cannot point to as clear a history of injustice
as that of African Americans. Second, with the
passage of time, the period during which racial
injustice was most widely and publicly practiced
recedes further into the past. Third, in its first
major affirmative action decision (Regents of
the University of California v. Bakke), the U.S.
Supreme Court declared in 1978 that a general his-
tory of discrimination was insufficient to justify an
affirmative action policy. As a result, any legal
argument for affirmative action must find support
on other grounds.

The forward-looking rationale, which the
Supreme Court accepted and which many affirma-
tive action advocates have embraced, is diversity.
In higher education, the Court said, the educa-
tional benefits enjoyed by students as a result of a
diverse student body may justify the use of race as
a consideration in admissions. At the same time,
the Court added, while considering race as one
factor among many is permissible, specific quotas
are not.

Other forward-looking considerations have
been advanced by advocates of affirmative action:
that it creates role models for other members of
historically disadvantaged groups, encouraging
them to see themselves as capable of achieving
positions of power and status; that it is necessary
to achieve social equality; that it is needed to over-
come persistent and ongoing, if subtle or even
unconscious, forms of discrimination; and that
race, ethnicity, or gender can, under some circum-
stances, be considered a qualification for employ-
ment or admission to a college or university. In all
of these cases, proponents argue that justice
requires, or social utility is advanced by, taking
race, ethnicity, and/or gender into account in
awarding positions and contracts.

Arguments Against

Critics of affirmative action have responded to
these arguments and have advanced some addi-
tional considerations. Against the compensatory
argument, two responses have been prominent.
First, it has been argued that it is impossible to

know what any specific individual’s condition
would have been in the absence of the history of
discrimination. If this is so, then it cannot be
known whether any particular individual is enti-
tled to compensation through affirmative action.
Second, opponents argue that affirmative action is
most likely to benefit the better-off members of the
targeted groups. For example, in university admis-
sions, middle- and upper-class African Americans
are more likely to be in a position to win admis-
sion to a selective school under its affirmative
action policy. Hence, it is argued, affirmative
action tends to benefit those who have been least
harmed by the history of discrimination, those in
the targeted group least in need of compensation.

Regarding the forward-looking considerations,
critics have argued that affirmative action policies
often fail to achieve the benefits promised by their
advocates. For example, with regard to diversity,
critics charge that race itself is not a good proxy for
distinctiveness of outlook or experience. If it is true
that middle- and upper-class blacks are more likely
to be the beneficiaries of affirmative action in
higher education, for example, then their experi-
ences and social background are likely to be similar
to those of their white classmates.

Critics also claim that affirmative action has
negative consequences that outweigh whatever
benefits it might achieve. First, by taking account
of race, ethnicity, and gender, affirmative action
sacrifices merit, qualifications, and high standards.
Second, it lowers the incentives for members of
targeted groups to work hard because they receive
preferential treatment. Third, affirmative action is
divisive, pitting members of different racial and
ethnic groups against each other in a competition
for scarce desirable positions. It thereby creates
resentment and the perception that members of
targeted groups are receiving undeserved and
unfair advantages.

Finally, critics argue that affirmative action
harms two groups in particular: its intended bene-
ficiaries and the most vulnerable members of non-
targeted groups. Affirmative action is said to harm
its intended beneficiaries in a number of ways: It
reinforces stereotypes that some groups cannot
succeed on their own efforts and merits; it under-
mines the self-confidence and self-respect of benefi-
ciaries, who do not know whether they did or
could succeed without preferential treatment; and
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it places beneficiaries in settings, such as schools,
for which they are not well prepared.

The other main harm, according to critics, is to
the more disadvantaged members of the nontar-
geted groups under affirmative action. These will
tend to be the people who, in the absence of affir-
mative action, might have received the admission
or job in question but are denied these benefits
under policies that prefer members of other groups.
These individuals—poor whites, for example—are
unlikely to have benefited from past discrimina-
tion against others, and yet, they are in essence
asked to shoulder the burden of rectifying the soci-
ety’s historic injustice. At the same time, they are
likely to have overcome obstacles and to contrib-
ute to diversity—perhaps more than relatively
privileged members of targeted groups.

Mend It or End It?

In light of the controversial nature of this issue, it
is unsurprising that both supporters and oppo-
nents have proposed modifications of, or alterna-
tives to, affirmative action. In 1995, the
administration of President Bill Clinton issued a
review of the federal government’s affirmative
action policies and proposed changes to them,
without eliminating them entirely. Clinton urged
the government to mend these policies by, for
example, revising minority set-asides for federal
contracting to comply with Supreme Court rulings
requiring that such policies be narrowly tailored to
serve a compelling state interest.

In 2003, the Supreme Court stepped in again.
In a pair of cases involving the University of
Michigan, the Court struck down the undergrad-
uate admissions system, which added points to an
applicant’s score if he or she was a member of a
group targeted by its affirmative action policy.
The Court upheld, however, the law school’s less
rigid system of taking race into account as a “plus
factor” without quantifying the degree to which
this helped the applicant’s odds of admission. At
the same time, Justice Sandra Day O’Connor,
writing for the majority of the Court, stated that
race-based affirmative action policies should be
seen as temporary and that she expected they
would no longer be needed in 25 years. Some
observers saw O’Connor’s statement as naively
optimistic, but others interpreted it, not as a

prediction about the society’s likely progress toward
racial equality, but as a statement that the court
would not support affirmative action indefinitely.

In response to Supreme Court rulings narrowing
the scope of affirmative action policies, as well as
to the political climate, others have proposed alter-
natives. One proposal is to eliminate race-based
affirmative action policies, which seem particularly
unpopular and divisive, and replace them with
class-based affirmative action. Advocates argue
that this would allow the benefits of affirmative
action to be directed to individuals who have truly
been disadvantaged and have overcome adversity.

Some states have replaced race-based affirma-
tive action in the admissions process of their public
colleges and universities with policies that guaran-
tee admission to one of the state’s flagship cam-
puses for high school students graduating near the
top (usually the top 10%) of their class. This type
of policy relies on residential segregation to ensure
the admission of racial and ethnic minorities.
Critics charge that such policies rob colleges and
universities of their institutional autonomy and
often result in the admission of students who are
less well prepared than those who would have been
admitted under race-based affirmative action.

Some have proposed that colleges and universi-
ties rely less heavily in their admissions process on
standardized test scores. Proponents argue that
tests such as the SAT and ACT are not the objec-
tive measures of merit that they are often assumed
to be and that the opposition between merit and
affirmative action is a false one. They advocate
eliminating or reducing the role of test scores and
engaging in a more holistic evaluation of each
applicant. Critics argue that standardized tests are
in fact a good predictor of academic performance
and that, in any case, this proposal is not practi-
cable in light of the large number of applications
that many institutions receive.

Affirmative Action and Justice

Affirmative action policies bear on broader issues
of justice because they help shape the distribution
of benefits and burdens, opportunities and con-
straints, among members of society. The principle
of justice most relevant to affirmative action is
equality of opportunity, and it is noteworthy that
both proponents and critics of affirmative action
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appeal to (a version of) this principle. To propo-
nents, equality of opportunity requires affirmative
action in order to take account of disadvantages
that members of some groups face. To its critics,
equality of opportunity requires individuals to be
formally treated equally and judged according to
their merits.

If affirmative action is a compensatory policy,
then it is related to the topics of historic injustice
and transitional justice. To its supporters, affirma-
tive action is needed as a response to the historic
injustices of slavery and discrimination suffered by
African Americans, as well as the disadvantages
historically imposed on other groups. Hence, affir-
mative action raises questions of what a society
may do in attempting to overcome the injustices of
its past—to what extent should policy explicitly
take account of that past, and how should the
costs involved be distributed?

In yet a different light, affirmative action can be
seen in its forward-looking guise as an attempt to
pursue equality and diversity. In this respect, affir-
mative action is one instance of a more general issue,
namely, to what extent should public policy and
institutional practice take account of individuals’
membership in groups defined by race, ethnicity,
and gender? In this way, affirmative action intersects
with issues in race theory, multiculturalism, the
politics of difference, and feminism.

Andrew Valls
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AFRICAN SOCIALISM

African socialism was a doctrine adopted by a
range of African leaders at the close of French and
British colonial rule, a period of great optimism
about Africa’s potential. As African countries
gained independence, anticolonial nationalism
could no longer play the unifying and mobilizing
role that it had in the early 1950s. African social-
ism became a mobilizing slogan to unite Africans
around the challenge of development in their post-
colonial societies. The communal basis of most
African precolonial societies and the absence of a
private property tradition provided the material
and ideological basis on which African leaders
could point to an indigenous African path to
socialism, one that seemingly offered a third way
between Western capitalism and Soviet commu-
nism. This entry looks at both early theories and
eventual implementation.

Early Expressions

Unlike Marxism, a materialist historical method
based on a well-established body of theoretical lit-
erature, African socialism emerged rapidly as an
eclectic and pragmatic approach to development. Its
best-known proponents included Léopold Senghor
and Mamadou Dia of Senegal, Sékou Touré of
Guinea, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana, Tom Mboya
of Kenya, and Julius Nyerere of Tanzania.

A Colloquium on Policies of Development and
African Approaches to Socialism, held in Dakar in
December 1962, failed to produce a clear definition
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or a unified vision. The diverse participants inter-
preted African socialism to reflect the varied needs
of their respective countries. They generally agreed,
however, that precolonial Africa’s communal val-
ues and the relative absence of classes and class
struggle should form the basis for an African path
of development. Three main themes were empha-
sized: African identity, economic development, and
class formation and social control.

Senghor, probably the first to use the term,
argued that Western and Soviet materialism should
be replaced with values rooted in the continent’s
precolonial collective tradition. This African social-
ism should draw on negritude, the celebration of
black culture and the African personality. Dia saw
African socialism as a synthesis of individual and
socialist values producing a humanist outlook that
would harmonize with Christian and Muslim
beliefs and allow Africa to follow its own trajec-
tory, independent of the West or the Soviet bloc.
For the pan-Africanist George Padmore, African
socialism was part of a threefold revolutionary
movement encompassing national self-determina-
tion, social revolution, and continental unity.
African socialism should begin with communal
land ownership and cooperative agriculture, along
with joint state and private initiatives to build the
economy. The party’s task was to unite all sections
of society behind these development goals.

Implementation and Outcomes

Despite the belief that African socialism was rooted
inthe continent’s precolonial tradition, the approach
was applied to societies that had been markedly
transformed by the colonial experience in varied
ways, making the application of a single doctrine
problematic. On independence in 1957, Ghana
became a beacon for pan-African unity and African
socialism. Unlike most proponents of African
socialism, who gave primacy to rural development,
Nkrumah stressed the large-scale development of
energy resources as a means of rapid industrializa-
tion. But Ghana quickly became heavily indebted,
and Nkrumah became increasingly intolerant of
criticism. In 1964, he declared himself to be presi-
dent for life and banned opposition parties. He was
overthrown in 1966.

Guinea became independent in far more diffi-
cult conditions. Once it accepted France’s offer of

independence in 1958, it faced the complete pull-
out of the French colonial apparatus and civil
service. Guinea’s African socialism was premised
on the development of state-run mechanized farms
and market controls. But Guinea lacked the edu-
cated personnel for state-led development; at inde-
pendence, it had fewer than 50 university graduates,
a legacy of colonial policy. Its state farms foun-
dered, and price controls alienated peasants and
traders, who smuggled produce into neighboring
countries where they obtained higher prices for
their goods. As social discontent mounted, Touré’s
rule became increasingly centralized and authori-
tarian, and he remained in power until his death
in 1984.

In contrast to Nkrumah’s emphasis on state-led
development projects, Julius Nyerere, the doc-
trine’s best-known East African advocate, stressed
village-level development. But Nyerere shared
Nkrumah’s belief in a one-party state, arguing that
class divisions were foreign to Africa, that their
development should be suppressed, and that social
differences could be reconciled within a single
party. Capitalism was premised on exploitation
and Marxism on class conflict, Nyerere contended.
Socialist and democratic values were part of
Africa’s past, when all members of society contrib-
uted to production, and wealth was distributed
horizontally rather than vertically.

As leader of Tanzania, the union of Tanganyika
and Zanzibar formed in April 1964, Nyerere pro-
moted the idea of #jamaa or familyhood, in which
the extended family was the building block of
African development. The 1967 Arusha Declaration
promoted ujamaa, self-reliance, and austerity as
the key planks of African socialism. Nyerere
launched a program of villagization, the forced
relocation of rural people into collective and coop-
erative villages, as the basis for economic develop-
ment. But this proved politically unpopular and
economically nonviable. Once again, the peasants
resisted the state’s external interventions.

A. M. Babu, an influential critic, was impris-
oned by Nyerere between 1972 and 1978. In
prison, he wrote a significant appraisal of African
socialism that was smuggled out of the country
and later published as African Socialism or Socialist
Africa¢ Babu contended that African socialists,
like other African leaders, had pursued export-
oriented strategies that perpetuated Africa’s
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dependency on foreign investment and foreign aid.
He called for working-class organization and for
the development of Africa’s productive forces.
Babu’s critique signalled the intellectual demise of
African socialism, but the doctrine’s practical end
was already seen in its failed economic projects
and the repressive one-party regimes wielding
power in its name. Once in authority, African
socialists proved no more democratic than their
conservative counterparts.

African socialism should be distinguished from
a later wave of attempts to apply Marxist-Leninist
principles to African development, known as
Afrocommunism, which asserted the salience of
class struggle and closer alignment with the Soviet

bloc.

Allison Drew
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AGENCY

Agency is an important concept for political stud-
ies because it denotes the property or capacity of

actors to make things happen. Political activities
are carried out by agents, whose agency inheres in
their power to produce effects. In politics, agency
is generally reserved for human actors, and more
controversially, it is sometimes attributed only to
particular categories of person. Although they are
often treated as synonymous, human agency and
political agency are not necessarily identical:
Niccoldo Machiavelli and Max Weber, for exam-
ple, contend that rulers require special political
capacities in the art of statecraft.

Although the term agency is mainly used in
quite a straightforward way, its presuppositions
are widely contested. Who counts as an agent;
what kinds of ability are deemed necessary for
agency (are these, for example, biased in terms of
gender or ethnicity?), and how effective agents are
in determining political outcomes, all remain
sources of disagreement. Because of the close asso-
ciation between agency and conceptions of what it
means to be human, agency is implicated in some
of the most contentious issues posed by contempo-
rary political philosophers, and one’s understand-
ing of agency will have important implications for
one’s sense of the political.

Approaches to Agency

The most common approach to agency is one that
sees agents as individuals and politics as a realm
constituted by individual agents. Their agency is
ascribed to certain characteristics, among which
rationality is typically privileged. In rational choice
approaches, agents are perceived as decision mak-
ers with the rational capacity to make strategic
choices. From this perspective, all citizens might be
regarded as political agents (for instance, as voters),
although it is often more interesting to consider
elite actors, whose decisions carry more weight.

Others, in particular those inspired by Kantian
philosophy, focus on the moral agency that is
involved in being held accountable for one’s acts
and being capable of assuming responsibilities
and duties as well as bearing rights. Exercising
moral agency requires autonomy, freedom, and
logical or reflective capacities to guide normative
decisions.

Sometimes, organizations are treated as rational
agents, while in international relations, it is com-
mon to find states being treated as agents that
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make decisions about national interests. Most
exponents of individualist approaches would none-
theless maintain that individual decision makers
within organizations or states are the ultimate
source of agency.

Some Critiques

Despite their prevalence, these rather formal
approaches to agency incite significant critical
objections, among which three are especially salient.
First, agency may be recognized as a historical and
particularly modern phenomenon, which suggests
that it may accordingly be lost as well as gained.
Thinkers since Alexis de Tocqueville and John
Stuart Mill have worried about a decline of agentic
capacity in modern democracies. Once one consid-
ers empirical individuals operating within concrete
political conditions, moreover, it becomes evident
that they do not all enjoy equal or identical capaci-
ties for agency. In the history of political thought,
many categories of human—notably children,
women, laborers, imbeciles, criminals, and mem-
bers of particular racial or ethno-religious groups—
have been deemed deficient in such abilities and
therefore regarded as naturally passive or depen-
dent members of society rightfully excluded from
exercising political power.

But since the eighteenth century, agency has
mainly been considered an acquisition fostered
through education, socialization, and experience,
thus provoking demands for their provision as a
route to more inclusive models of citizenship. The
means to acquire agency and the right to exercise
it have therefore become significant political issues
in their own right.

Second, some critics contest assumptions that
political agency inheres primarily in individuals.
Marxists argue that individual agency is both a
specifically bourgeois ideal and limited by social
structures, while historical agency is exercised by
classes, among which the working class is privi-
leged. A proletarian revolution would be the first
time a class exercised full agency, inasmuch as its
historical efficacy would be matched by its acting
rationally and consciously (as a class in and for
itself) to engender social change. Critics argue, on
the one hand, that such an account relies on a
teleological view of history and, on the other, that
it is nonsensical to endow classes with agency

because their mobilization depends on the indi-
viduals who comprise them.

Third, questions about agency are often encoun-
tered theoretically in the context of the structure-
agency debate. Advocates of structuralist
approaches to politics and society argue that his-
tory is not made by individuals (or by classes
exhibiting agency) but is a consequence of struc-
tural imperatives. Individuals take up pre-existing
roles and mainly reproduce structures they neither
choose nor question. Whatever their intentions,
furthermore, these have unforeseen consequences
once their acts encounter other acts, resulting in a
largely anonymous outcome. The resulting struc-
tures may nonetheless exhibit an underlying logic
or direction of their own.

The danger here is that structures may them-
selves seem to evince agency insofar as they render
individual practices congruent with their systemic
requirements. More dialectical thinkers insist on
reciprocity between agents and structures, with
each constituting and circumscribing the other,
although critical realists insist on their separation
for analytical purposes. A more phenomenological
approach might study the hazardous appearing of
capacities for agency without guaranteeing their
emergence or deciding in advance who will bear
them. Some poststructuralists argue that from the
perspective of this conception of the fragility of
agency, traditional notions are little more than
delusions of subjectivist potency. It is also impor-
tant to distinguish between capacities for agency
and opportunities for exercising it because closed
political regimes may afford little scope for agents
to act.

Diana Coole
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AGONISM

Agonism emphasizes the importance of conflict to
politics. This can take a descriptive form, in which
conflict is argued to be a necessary feature of all
political systems, or a normative form, in which
conflict is held to have some special value such that
it is important to maintain conflicts within politi-
cal systems. Frequently, the descriptive and norma-
tive forms are combined in the argument that,
because conflict is a necessary feature of politics,
attempts to eliminate conflict from politics will
have negative consequences.

The descriptive form of agonism can be seen in
William Connolly’s criticism of pluralism in politi-
cal science. Pluralist theorists of the 1950s and
1960s had described the American political system
as one in which politics provided an arena in
which diverse groups can each equally advocate
for their preferred policies, eventually leading to
consensus. Connolly criticized this theory for
ignoring the differences of power between differ-
ent groups within American society, which meant
that politics was not simply a process for produc-
ing consensus, but rather a conflict that might
result in some groups imposing their preferred
policies on others. Connolly has since advocated
what he calls “agonistic respect,” which sees this
conflict as something to be maintained, rather than
something to be overcome through consensus.

Chantal Mouffe, on the other hand, arrives at
agonism by taking issue with the normative pre-
suppositions of contemporary liberalism, particu-
larly John Rawls’s idea that a “reasonable
pluralism” is a sine qua non of a liberal democratic
political order. According to Rawls, any liberal
polity must respect the fact that citizens will differ
as to their conceptions of the good; the pluralism
that a society must tolerate, however, is limited,
according to Rawls, by a requirement of reason-
ableness, that is, the requirement that citizens do
not seek to impose their own conception of the
good on others who do not share it. Mouffe finds
this restriction unacceptable because it lays down,

as an ethical principle that precedes politics, a
restriction on conceptions of the good, which
ought to be decided within politics. For Moulffe,
politics must involve differences about which peo-
ple are not content merely to agree to differ; a
properly political pluralism must countenance dif-
ferent positions that are genuinely incompatible
with one another, that is to say, positions that may
come into conflict with one another. For Moulffe,
when Rawls attempts to neutralize such conflict by
declaring it “unreasonable,” he thereby declares
politics itself unreasonable.

Moulffe derives this understanding of the impor-
tance of conflict to politics from Carl Schmitt.
According to Schmitt, the defining feature of the
political is the identification of a friend and an
enemy and the ensuing conflict between them.
Moulffe goes along with Schmitt’s argument that
conflict is essential to the political but argues that
conflict need not involve the identification of an
enemy whom one wants to destroy. Instead,
Moulffe sees the political as a conflict between
adversaries, who may disagree but ultimately
respect one another’s right to exist. Mouffe calls
this kind of respectful conflict agonistic pluralism
in contrast to both the antagonism of Schmitt’s
struggle to destruction against an enemy and to the
reasonable (and hence, with conflict ruled out,
nonagonistic) pluralism of Rawls.

Tim Fisken
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AL-FArABI, ABU NASR
(c. 870-950 CE)

Abu Nasr Al-Farabi (c. 870-950 CE) hailed from
central Asia but trained and worked in Baghdad.
He was the most influential member of a group of
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thinkers sometimes called the “Baghdad Peri-
patetics,” who were mostly Christians. Al-Farabi
was unusual in this group not only because he was
a Muslim, but also for his emphasis on political
philosophy. Yet his views on political authority are
grounded in his metaphysics and epistemology. In
his view, the human intellect can become perfectly
actual when illuminated by a separate Active
Intellect. The ideal ruler is a person with such an
actualized intellect. Although al-Farabi’s theory of
intellect is broadly Aristotelian, he is also following
Plato, who in the The Republic famously makes
philosophers the rulers of the ideal city. Like Plato,
al-Farabi is unclear about how perfect philosophi-
cal knowledge is to be deployed in the form of
concrete political decisions. The difficulty is espe-
cially acute for al-Farabi, given his commitment to
the Aristotelian doctrine that knowledge in the
strict sense deals with universal intelligibles, and
not the particular objects that would seem to be the
concern of the political ruler.

Apart from intellectual perfection, al-Farabi
puts an additional demand on the ideal ruler: Such
leaders should be able to persuasively communi-
cate their knowledge to the citizens of their cities.
This gives rise to the need for religion. A virtuous
religion is a rhetorically crafted version of demon-
strative philosophical truths, which conveys the
necessary beliefs to the citizens of a virtuous city.
(These beliefs will often be of a practical nature but
also include some “theoretical” beliefs such as the
proposition that God exists.) Here al-Farabi deploys
Aristotle’s distinctions among rhetoric, dialectic,
and demonstration. Whereas rhetoric and dialectic
induce mere belief, demonstration gives rise to cer-
tain knowledge. Ideal rulers, then, are in posses-
sion not only of certain, demonstrative knowledge,
but also of the means to persuade the citizens of
their city to believe the propositions they know.
Although it seems likely that al-Farabi thinks that
Islam is a virtuous religion and that the Prophet
Muhammad was an ideal ruler with certain knowl-
edge, he does not make this claim explicit. He
certainly leaves room for other virtuous religions,
which would induce the same true beliefs via a dif-
ferent sort of rhetorical persuasion.

Al-Farabi devotes considerable attention to the
question of what happens when there is no perfect
ruler. In such cities, political rule must be entrusted
to a group of people who collectively possess the

qualities of the perfect ruler. Failing that, one
should attempt to adhere as closely as possible to
the laws and decisions passed down by the ideal
ruler or rulers of the past. Again, al-Farabi would
seem to have the case of Islam in mind, where the
practice of jurisprudence serves to extrapolate and
interpret the Qur’an and the traditions handed
down about the Prophet. Al-Farabi further dis-
cusses the various types of failed city that result
when rulership is directed at, for instance, wealth
instead of being regulated by certain knowledge.
Plato would seem to be an important influence on
al-Farabi here.

Although al-Farabi has been credited with being
the founder of political philosophy in the Islamic
world, this is somewhat misleading. His main influ-
ence is in Andalusia, where Averroes adopted dis-
tinctly Farabian ideas in his Decisive Treatise. Also,
al-Farabi was not a political philosopher in the
sense of having given concrete political proposals
for running a society: Rather, his aim was to
describe the societal conditions that tend to produce
virtue and vice.

Peter Adamson
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ALIENATION

The concept of alienation is most often associated
with the work of Karl Marx (1818-1883), or in
writings related to his ideas. It starts from a con-
ception of the human essence, which is said to be
creative, loving, communal, and powerful. In par-
ticular forms of society, notably under capitalism,
aspects of the human essence come to be located
elsewhere, for example, in the commodities that
human labor produces. From here, they dominate
and oppress real human beings. Eventually, when
alienation becomes sufficiently extreme, it leads
to a revolution and the introduction of commu-
nism, a society in which the human essence has
been reappropriated by men. This entry looks at
some precursors of the Marxist concept of alien-
ation, explores Marx’s doctrine in detail, and
describes its subsequent influence.

Hegel and Feuerbach

The concept is also found earlier in the writings of
Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel (1770-1831). In
writings around 1805, Hegel made some use of a
conception of alienation very similar to that found
in Marx which remained unpublished in Marx’s
lifetime. In Hegel’s mature writings, notably The
Phenomenology of Mind (alternatively, Phenome-
nology of Spirit) and his Philosophy of History, he
sees the history of the world as the development of
Spirit (Geist). In each age the Spirit is to be found
in each level of society: civil society, (commerce),
the state, art, religion, and philosophy. The Spirit
is more explicit in the state than in civil society, in
art than in the state, and in religion than in art; it
is most explicit in philosophy. Thus, as Hegel was
living in Prussia, which he argued was the most
advanced state in history, Hegel’s philosophy is the
culmination of human history, at least up to the
time at which he was writing.

For Hegel, history is the gradual reconciliation
of Spirit with the world, its opposite, in a mediated
fashion, and hence its return from self-alienation.
The development of Spirit thus takes place in alien-
ation from itself. Its development involves the
development of Reason, which gradually comes to
recognize itself in its opposite. For Hegel, human
history is basically a process of intellectual labor.

Hegel’s ideas came to dominate German phi-
losophy in the 1830s. His followers divided
between right Hegelians, who accepted Hegel’s
own view that the Prussian state was the culmina-
tion of human history, and left Hegelians, who
thought that human history needed to pass through
a further stage, which involved the incorporation
of religion into the state. This would involve a
recognition that religion does not involve a tran-
scendent God but is a human product.

The immediate starting point of Marx’s ideas
about alienation is the thought of Ludwig
Feuerbach (1804-1872). Feuerbach was basically
a left Hegelian but departed radically from other
left Hegelians because he argued that there was no
role for abstraction. Philosophy should be a direct
copy of nature. He thought that Hegel’s account
of history and his philosophy were true, but they
needed to be inverted, meaning that the subject
and predicate would be reversed—or, more spe-
cifically, that men would be seen as developing
religion and philosophy in parallel with their own
style of life. Once these are inverted, men will wor-
ship collective humanity rather than transcendent
gods. Feuerbach avowed himself a communist,
meaning that he upheld the ideal of a community
based on love.

The Marxist Concept of Alienation

Marx’s doctrine of alienation is chiefly found in
his early writings, most notably his Economic and
Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844. His immediate
point of departure is his admiration for Feuerbach’s
philosophy, and his evaluation of Hegel at this
stage follows the same lines as Feuerbach. He
agrees with Feuerbach that religion is based on the
alienated human essence, although in The Jewish
Question (1843), he sees Christianity as reflecting
the egoism of life in civil society, while in
Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy
of Law (1843), Christianity is represented as a
de-alienated ideal.

Marx also sees the state as the alienated essence
of the citizens and offers democracy as the way of
overcoming this. As his thought develops, he
comes in his manuscript on Estranged Labor to see
the proletariat as the most alienated class in soci-
ety, possibly because the alienation of labor comes
to be seen as the central form of human alienation.
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Overcoming the alienation of the proletariat will
also overcome the alienation of other classes.

Marx is best known for his account of the
alienation of labor. He says that labor involves a
fourfold alienation. Laborers are alienated from
the act of labor, meaning that it is done under
compulsion of necessity to make money to live,
not to fulfill their creative potential or desire to
please their friends. Laborers are alienated from
the product of labor. The more effort they put
into their labor, the more its product confronts
them as something alienated from them and
dominates them. Because sensuous nature is
needed as a precondition of labor, laborers also
render themselves more dominated by nature the
more they labor. Labor is forced labor, forced by
necessity to earn subsistence. Laborers feel at
home only in the animal functions of eating and
drinking and procreating.

Besides being alienated from the act and object
of labor, laborers are also alienated from others,
who are rivals for work. Laborers are also alien-
ated from their species-being. This is a concept
taken from Feuerbach. The central idea is that we
are distinguished from animals because we are
conscious of ourselves as a species. For Marx, the
essential character of us as a species is that we
engage in creative labor. Laborers are alienated
from their species-being because this creative labor
is only a means to subsistence. Their actual labor
takes their inorganic body away from them. The
young Marx also considers that capitalists are
alienated but says that they are content in their
alienated condition, whereas for laborers, alien-
ation is a source of misery.

It is worth noting that, by this account, alien-
ation is an objective condition. Indeed, there
would be good grounds for saying that a worker
who was happy to spend almost all of his or her
waking hours sharpening pins would be more
alienated than one who hated this way of life. The
concept is thus rather different from the everyday
notion of alienation in which “the voters have
become alienated from the government” is just
another way of saying that they have become dis-
satisfied with it.

From about 1847 onward, the concept of alien-
ation plays a much less prominent part in Marx’s
writing. There was a major controversy in the
1970s as to exactly why this happened. An

influential essay by Louis Althusser argued that
there is a break in Marx’s work and that scientific
Marxism emerges only with the discarding of
alienation as an organizing concept. The majority
of Anglo-Saxon commentators rejected this claim.
Most take the view that it is demonstrably false
because the term alienation and ideas linked to it
continue to appear in writings after 1847.
Alienation is thus said to underlie Marx’s later
writings. It is held to reappear in his masterwork
Capital, either as the motive for writing the book
or alternatively in the specific discussion of reifica-
tion, the way in which, under capitalism, relation-
ships between people appear as relationships
between commodities. These assertions are
generally not very systematic.

The most extensive discussion is probably that
by Istvan Mészaros. The most systematic discus-
sion, in which the main concepts of the older Marx
are reinterpreted in terms of the theory of alien-
ation, is that by Bertell Ollman. On the other hand,
the alienation vocabulary is mainly found in unpub-
lished writings of the older Marx, and it is possible
to argue that much of it is susceptible of an interpre-
tation that does not involve the youthful concept.

Impact of Marx’s Theory

Marx’s theory of alienation was used by reformers
in the Soviet Union and China. The Marxist clas-
sics generally place very little emphasis on human
rights, particularly the rights of individuals. Instead,
there is a claim that after the revolution, the rights
of the working class collectively will be much bet-
ter respected than under capitalism. The alienation
theory was used to advocate the cause of human
rights as understood in the West. Marx’s critique
of alienated labor also raised the possibility of
criticizing features of the economy under commu-
nism, as it could be argued that labor was still
alienated in some respects.

The alienation theory has also been quite influ-
ential in the West. Western Marxism can generally
be characterized as humanist Marxism, and the
humanism is frequently introduced via a discus-
sion of the alienation theory. A central feature of
the thought of the Frankfurt School is the notion
of negative dialectics, a critique of capitalism on
the basis of a concept of human need and human
nature, which was frequently related to Marx’s
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theory of alienation. In the writings of Herbert
Marcuse and Erich Fromm, there is an attempt to
unite the insights of the alienation theory with
those of Sigmund Freud. Marcuse was the most
explicitly political member of the Frankfurt School.
Particularly in his Eros and Civilization and One-
Dimensional Man, he uses the idea of alienation to
argue that the apparently contented workers of the
West lack authentic human fulfillment.

Marcuse argues that Western society may appear
to be tolerant, but it is a repressive toleration sti-
fling dissent. The groupings most likely to trigger
off a revolution are not industrial workers but
people at the margins of capitalist society, notably
intellectuals and students but also ethnic minori-
ties such as African Americans. These ideas became
popular among the New Left and student radicals.
Fromm was a member of the Frankfurt School but
trained as a psychoanalyst. He used the concept of
alienation as a way of criticizing both Western
capitalism and Soviet Marxism. In his thought, the
concept became the linchpin of his advocacy of
democratic socialism.

The theory of alienation has also been taken up
in more mainstream studies, for example, in
Robert Blauner’s surveys of workers in four dif-
ferent U.S. industries. Blauner treats alienation as
more a subjective condition and broadly finds that
workers with more control over their conditions
of work experience greater satisfaction. This type
of approach can be tied in with ideas developed
by psychologists and applied by management
theorists.

Marx’s alienation theory was also influential in
French communism, notably in the work of Roger
Garaudy, where it became the basis both of a cri-
tique of the Stalinism of the French Communist
Party and of a dialogue with Christians. It also
influenced André Gorz, who argued for a generous
basic income, which would allow people to reduce
the amount of time they spent doing alienated
labor and instead devote themselves to more ful-
filling projects.

More recently, the concept of alienation has
been taken up in the virtue ethics of figures such as
Alasdair Maclntyre. Virtue ethics revives a central
idea of Aristotle, namely that the central object of
ethics should be the encouragement of qualities and
character that lead to human flourishing, and these
can be identified as the conception of human nature

based on creative labor and loving community that
is central to Marx’s Economic and Philosophical
Manuscripts.

Mark Cowling
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AMERICAN FOUNDING

Among the politically active classes of late-eigh-
teenth century America were well-educated men
intimately familiar with the most important
ancient pagan and modern European political
theorists and leading thinkers in philosophy,
British and international law, history, and theol-
ogy (see, for example, the remarkably expansive
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list of texts included in James Madison’s original
plan for the Library of Congress). Yet, it would be
wrong to assume that any of these authors largely
shaped the political thinking of those Americans
most active in molding the new state and national
political institutions.

Instructive in this matter is John Dickinson, a
controversial but highly regarded author and mid-
Atlantic political figure of the time. Near the end
of the 1787 Convention in Philadelphia where the
U.S. Constitution was, with difficulty, put together,
Dickinson explained the intellectual process that
had guided Americans in their move toward inde-
pendence and the creation of a new state. According
to notes made by Madison, Dickinson urged that
“experience must be our only guide. Reason may
mislead us. It was not Reason that discovered the
singular & admirable mechanism of the English
Constitution. . . . Accidents probably produced
these discoveries, and experience has given a sanc-
tion to them. This is then our guide” (Farrand,
Vol. II, p. 278). In light of such helpful guidance,
a brief exploration of the political theory of the
American founding can be best served by a short
overview of the history of the two periods of the
American founding and an exploration, not of
European theorists of prominence, but of the
actual historical terms of debate that shaped
Americans’ inherited political perspectives. Among
the most useful terms to keep in focus are now
antiquated ones like “court” and “country” poli-
tics, various but essential understandings of bal-
anced government, and old-fashioned oppositions
like authority and liberty.

The Two Periods of the American Founding

The American founding is most easily understood
as describing two periods of 12 years, each culmi-
nating in a famous document of historical and
continuing theoretical interest: the American
Declaration of Independence of 1776 and the U.S.
Constitution of 1787. Each period confronted
similar but different structural problems, contrib-
uted differently to the important theoretical
accomplishments of the American founding, and
was pulled, at times, in somewhat contradictory
directions.

During the first period, 1764 to 1776, most of
the populous North American British colonies and

the British homeland found it ever more difficult
to resolve political differences within their hereto-
fore accepted political and legal framework of
constitutional monarchical institutions, hierarchi-
cal imperial relationships, and whiggish political
theory, which had developed in the wake of the
1688 Glorious Revolution in England. This period
of crisis was dominated by claims and counter-
claims regarding the right understanding of British
and English law and constitutionalism; what con-
stituted a good or moral life and how such a life
was best politically, economically, socially, and
religiously achieved. There was no absolute divide
on these subjects between politically active men in
Britain and those in the colonies, with both sides
airing their grievances in hundreds, if not thou-
sands, of political pamphlets (see, for starters,
T. R. Adams, American Independence). In the
colonies, two essential forums for debate during
this period were the intercolonial gatherings of the
Stamp Act Congress of 1765 in New York and the
First and Second Continental Congresses, which
first met in Philadelphia in September 1774.

The second period, 1777 to 1789, was marked
by the local and international legal, political, eco-
nomic, social, and religious dislocations resulting
from a war of colonial independence and another
concurrent war among major powers of Europe.
Of possibly greatest long-term importance, how-
ever, is the push by a transnational American elite,
many of whom came to be associated with the
Federalist political party, for a stronger central,
truly national government. Strikingly, the domi-
nant national figures in the first phase of the
founding era were moved by the centralizing
nationalist or “court” view of politics more than
the earlier localist or “country” perspective (both
terms are explained below). The localist perspec-
tive was relegated, at least initially, to opposition
and backwater provincial politics. The short-lived
period of ascending “court” politics, however,
ended a decade or so after the hammering together
of the U.S. Constitution.

During these two periods and well before, the
court and country dispositions had formed two dif-
fering constellations of political, economic, and
religious norms, which had formed relatively stable
eighteenth-century schools of thought in Britain
and its North American colonies. Those colonists
who had, early on, urged separation, men like John



American Founding 19

and Samuel Adams, James Otis, Thomas Jefferson,
and Richard Henry Lee, predominantly viewed the
imperial crisis from the country (and surprisingly
culturally and economically reactionary) side,
whereas colonial moderates and Loyalists, men like
James Duane, John Jay, John Dickinson, the
Morrises, Livingstons, and Rutledges, Thomas
Hutchinson, and Joseph Galloway, along with the
British Crown and the majority in the British
Parliament, took the court (and often culturally and
economically progressive) side of this frequently
principled debate.

In the briefest of terms, advocates of country
politics opposed increased political centralization,
monetization of wealth, high-church Anglicanism,
and the development of modern economic and
political institutions that led to a diminished reli-
ance on the personal moral qualities of those in
office and in the populace. In the broadest of
terms, these men opposed what has come to be
called modernization and those who supported it.
Indeed, they often viewed their court opponents in
harsh terms as supporters of vice and corruption
and as guilty of making public life dangerously
independent of the inculcation of virtue. These two
worldviews would be most famously debated in
1787 at the end of the founding era in: numerous
newspaper editorials; various tracts that have
come to be known as antifederalist; and, most
deservedly, The Federalist, a series of 85 essays
written principally by Alexander Hamilton and
James Madison.

Articulate Americans’ approach to the imperial
crisis and their belief that the British Parliament
could not legislate for them domestically, or directly
tax them, however, rested on philosophical and
constitutional claims that went well beyond the
court/country debate and found mooring in varying
interpretations of British legal norms and institu-
tions and in the thinking of important European
political theorists. In this era of contention, most
colonial authors originally sought strategies of
redress in authoritative British political and legal
texts, polemical writings, and long-standing English
and colonial legal and constitutional precedents.
Only in the last years of increasingly deadly armed
conflict, when it became clear that the Crown and
Parliament would not accommodate multiple sov-
ereign legislatures under a common crown, did
those who had long opposed any language that

smacked of independence, most important among
them men in the mid-Atlantic commercial classes,
begin to view separation as a necessary and prefer-
able, even if undesired, alternative to what many
viewed as the legislative tyranny of the British
Parliament.

Accordingly, the preferred American language
of resistance necessarily shifted from British con-
stitutionalism, as embodied in 12 years of numer-
ous but fruitless colonial petitions and memorials
to both Houses of Parliament and the king, to the
logical alternative, the language of international
law, of natural law and rights, and the republi-
canism boldly asserted in Thomas Jefferson’s
1776 Declaration of Independence. Thus, even if
this shift in language was by many little intended
and less desired, in moving from British monar-
chicalism to natural-law republicanism, much
changed (how much, however, is anything but
obvious).

Leaving aside the large number of people who
were indifferent or chose to remain loyal to the
Crown, within the separatist ranks, there remained
powerful divisions among often largely overlap-
ping categories of geographic region, socioeco-
nomic class, and adherence to different forms of
Protestantism. Accordingly, in ways too little
noticed, it remains unclear whether all politically
active authors in the breakaway colonies used
political concepts exactly in the same way—that
is, did they always mean the same thing when
they used the same term? When rapid and demon-
strable changes in meaning over short spans of
time are added to this portrait, our ability to give
precise and static meaning to key political con-
cepts like liberty and rights becomes all the more
difficult.

In spite of these limitations in our understand-
ing, from the vantage point of the twenty-first
century, we do know that important changes devel-
oped in how key political and moral concepts came
to be understood: Most significant among them
were shifting understandings of individual liberty,
most prominently of religious liberty; a changing
relationship in the heretofore correlative linkage
between rights and duties; a merging of civil and
natural liberty and rights; and a growing national
insistence that constitutional limits be embodied in
clearly written documents. And what we find, too,
in a way that usefully illuminates the complicated
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relationship between political history and theory, is
that these epochal changes in the meaning of key
political concepts didn’t lead Americans into a war
for independence but rather, in most instances,
were an unforeseen, and for some an undesired,
consequence of the war itself. In sum, the dominant
political theory of the founding era enjoyed certain
general continuities, for example, the persistent
quest for balanced government and the rule of law,
but, as well, important regional differences and
rapid changes, often following the war, over the
relatively short span of 24 years.

Political Theory at the American
Founding: Dilemmas Confronted

In both periods, then, the dominant colonial and
early American political theory embraced inherited
British (and wholly traditional Western) norms that
held that the essential features of legitimate forms
of government, even if difficult to achieve and even
more difficult to sustain, demanded a balance
between different constituent social forces, between
governmental authority and group and personal
liberty and, under the rule of law, the prevention of
the arbitrary exercise of power by any particular
part of the population (including the majority) or
the government. Few, if any, authors or political
groups in the colonies or states would have dis-
agreed with any of this. Disagreement would and
did, however, arise over the best means to achieve
these hallowed and uncontested political ends.
Each period, too, was marked by structural fea-
tures in the politics of North America that invited
disagreement and that made a direct application of
inherited British constitutional norms and institu-
tions and of European political theory difficult, if
not impossible. In the earlier period of the imperial
crisis, the central difficulty arose from the inability
of British and colonial whig political theorists to
make sense of a world in which there were distinct
and multiple legislative assemblies under a unitary
crown. A patchwork system of federalism, even if
long-lived in colonial practice, was an accidental
development of the seventeenth century which,
when finally scrutinized by British ministers in the
middle part of the eighteenth century, was found
to lack an adequate explanatory theory that could
make sense of the actual political practices of the
colonies and their contested independence from

the British Parliament. Still more important, a suf-
ficient number of supporters in Parliament, among
Crown ministers, and even among the colonists—
with the important exception of two politically pro-
minent men from Pennsylvania, Joseph Galloway
and his more famous colleague, Benjamin Franklin—
could not be found to embrace a set of political
structures that would have led toward reconcili-
ation and a series of institutions similar to what
would, in the nineteenth century, come to be known
as the British Commonwealth.

In the second period of the founding, the struc-
tural problem that for some necessitated innova-
tive theorizing and institutional design was the
wholly popular character of the country and gov-
ernment or, to put it more strikingly, the absence
in 1780s America of inherited fixed social classes
(i.e., an aristocracy) and a legitimate monarch.
Prominent nationalists were forced, at least as
much by necessity as by choice, to transform the
inherited British imperial system of government,
with its constituent monarchical and federal ele-
ments, into a wholly popular representative form
of government. What they sought, however, was
not in spirit new: to (re)create a balanced govern-
ment in which appropriate levels of governmental
authority, long associated with the monarchy,
would exist with which to offset potentially dan-
gerous levels of personal liberty, the stuff of demo-
cratic republics and governmental dissolution. But
without a king or entrenched social classes, for
many, fresh thinking seemed necessary.

To put it most succinctly, the central challenge
confronting thoughtful Americans after the colo-
nies’ separation from Britain was how to prevent at
the national level the rise of a government lacking
in requisite balance. But not all sides understood
the problem in the same way. For those with a
more populist bent, such as Samuel Adams, Thomas
Jefferson, Richard Henry Lee, and Patrick Henry
and many others not often remembered in histori-
cal annals, the imminent danger Americans con-
fronted was from a resurgent aristocracy or
monarchy, the corrosive power of the few or the
one, or what might also be described as excessive
governmental authority. For those who, under the
new republican circumstances of 1780s America,
feared popular majorities—men whose names we
remember well today, like Alexander Hamilton,
James Madison, John Jay, George Washington,
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and John Adams—it was unbounded liberty that
was to be controlled. Both sides, accordingly,
agreed on the necessity of balancing political
authority and individual liberty but disagreed on
where the preeminent danger was likely to arise
and, necessarily, how best to resolve it. Just such a
disagreement divided many Americans of the 1780s
into federalists and anti-federalists, pro-nationalist
and pro-states forces.

Those who viewed the people and licentious
liberty as the greater danger, given the unusual
circumstances of 1780s America, had no fully
adequate guidebook that described how to solve
their dilemma, and thus, they were forced, both at
the level of institutional design and post-hoc theo-
rizing, to work with inherited institutions while
envisioning novel ways of preventing a wholly
popular government from becoming tyrannical
and arbitrary. And to a significant degree, even if
the results were often not always well understood
or fully intended and, in actuality, often the result
of parochial political forces pushing in opposing
directions, these men successfully produced a sys-
tem of representative federal republican govern-
ment that worked. This system seemed to prove
that, under proper institutional arrangements—
ones remarkably close to those that had developed
in America under British rule over most of 150
years—it was possible to produce balanced and
stable republican government, a government of
authority and liberty, but without the need for
either a king or hereditary social classes. Still, it is
doubtful that, except for a handful of unusually
forward-looking men in Massachusetts and possi-
bly Virginia, many Americans at the beginning of
this voyage of change in 1764 would have thought
this possible—the specter of the English Civil War
and its dominant figure, Oliver Cromwell, loomed
too large.

If any European political theorist understood
their problems and could offer useful guidance,
however, it was ironically a man little admired in
the first period of the crisis, David Hume. (The
only theorists to rival him in influence, if not in
theoretical creativity, and far more so in both peri-
ods, were an eighteenth-century French political
theorist, the baron de Montesquieu, and a British
legal theorist of the period, William Blackstone.)
What the world-famous Scottish philosopher pro-
vided was a theoretical justification for the clever

solution offered by Robert Walpole, prime minis-
ter in Britain for most of 25 years early in the
eighteenth century, to a similar problem faced
earlier in Britain: How, after the Glorious
Revolution, could a balanced government be sus-
tained without adequate monarchical constitu-
tional power to check that of the House of
Commons? Hume boldly defended Walpole’s
solution, worked out through trial and error, not
abstract reason. Walpole’s solution was to use the
king’s impressive financial resources to corrupt
members of Parliament by offering them paid
positions in the Crown’s service.

The irony in this, of course, is that such devia-
tions from accepted “country” norms and the
hope to avoid such corruption had moved, in part,
many American separatists toward seeking inde-
pendence from the corrupt British. Thus, the need
for Americans in the second period of the founding
to defend court-like and fully modern political
theories that, in pursuit of balanced government,
invited government officers to pursue self-centered
ends, is in striking contrast with their earlier com-
mitment to country-centered thinking and politics
and what political theorists had and have contin-
ued to describe as the traditional and necessarily
republican, that is, nonmonarchical, politics of
personal self-denial and civic virtue in service of
the common good.

The American theorist who followed Hume
most closely (here one must be careful to distin-
guish actual political institutional practices and the
theory that purports to explain them) was as active
a politician as he was a creative political thinker,
the fourth American president, James Madison.
What Madison advanced was a republican theory
of government that, without king or hereditary
social classes, hoped to prevent popular govern-
ment from becoming unbalanced, tyrannous (i.e.,
in a wholly popular government serving only the
majority’s interest), licentious, and arbitrary. His
proposed solutions were to divide the country in
such a way that the selfish interests, mostly eco-
nomic, of groups of citizens (factions) would be
offset by the similarly selfish wants and demands
of wonderfully numerous others and, at the gov-
ernmental level, the tying of the personal interests
and passions of each governmental officeholder to
the public functions of his office. Thereby, without
depending on republican or civic virtue and its
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demands for relatively selfless behavior that some
following the war had come to little expect in
either the people or the government (though rarely
by the same author), Madison outlined in a num-
ber of letters, speeches, and several essays of The
Federalist a vision of popular government, repre-
sentative federalism, which he believed would
prevent the growth of debilitating pathologies long
associated with democratic governments.

Both periods of the American founding, thus,
helped produce innovations in political structure
and their defense in theory. In the first of the two
periods, a number of important changes resulted:
(1) there was a movement away from British
unwritten natural-law constitutionalism toward
written, positive, and entrenched constitutional-
ism; (2) initial efforts were made to collapse the
distinction between natural and civil law and
rights; (3) there was a renewed embrace of repub-
licanism; and (4) there was a radical separation of
church and state at the national level and a com-
mitment to something close to equal religious
liberty at all levels.

In the second period, the dominant problem for
most moderates was how, without necessary hered-
itary social divisions, to control the people and
those in government so that neither could exercise
arbitrary power; that is, how liberty and authority
could be joined without threatening either.
America’s situation rendered it incapable of exploit-
ing either of the two sets of traditional governmen-
tal solutions: those most readily associated with
and favored by republics (and associated with
“country” thinking) and those most often found in
constitutional monarchies (and associated with
“court” politics). Yet, in ways that depended more
on inherited British and colonial norms and prac-
tices than on novel political theories, American
political leaders managed to find a way to combine
the two traditions in a creative hybrid that bor-
rowed from both and offered the world a vision of
a representative federal form of wholly popular
government that was at once balanced and free.
And this, for a relatively new country, was a rather
impressive result.

Barry Shain

See also American Revolution; Authority; Common Law;
Constitutionalism; Democracy; Hume, David; Liberty;
Publius; Republicanism; Rights; Separation of Powers
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AMERICAN PRAGMATISM

Pragmatism is the American philosophy inaugu-
rated by Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) but
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owing much of its popularity and influence to
William James (1842-1910) and John Dewey
(1859-1952). The influence of pragmatism declined
by the middle of the twentieth century but went on
to enjoy a resurgence as a result of the work of
Richard Rorty (1931-2007) and others. At the
core of pragmatism is the idea that thinking does
not aim to copy or represent the world but is itself
a form of active engagement with the world. The
political implications of this idea are controversial,
but many have thought that pragmatist ideas pro-
vide a basis for a defense of democratic values.
This entry reviews the history and central ideas of
pragmatism and then describes its implications for
political theory, especially as a justification for
democracy.

History and Key Figures

Pragmatism originated in the discussions of the
so-called metaphysical club at Harvard University
around 1870, a group attended by Peirce, James,
and others. Without using the term, Peirce devel-
oped some of pragmatism’s core ideas in a series of
essays published over the next few years, but it was
James who popularized the term, notably in his
book Pragmatism (1907). Dewey, who was
younger, wrote directly and at length on politics
and political theory and, with George Herbert
Mead (1863-1931), attempted to build bridges to
the burgeoning professional forms of social and
political science. Dewey’s longevity and wide cul-
tural and intellectual reputation within and beyond
the United States as a philosopher, political com-
mentator, and educationalist helped to make prag-
matism a prominent and influential philosophy in
the United States.

Always a controversial set of ideas, pragma-
tism’s influence waned within the discipline of
philosophy after World War IL. It had always been
the subject of savage and influential criticism from
important philosophers such as Bertrand Russell
and G. E. Moore, but it was decisively diminished
by the influx from Europe of logical empiricists,
Frankfurt School theorists, and others such as Leo
Strauss. These critics not only provided fresh, excit-
ing, and different ways of pursuing philosophy and
political theory at a time when pragmatism seemed
fusty, but also fiercely opposed its ideas (whether
or not they properly understood them).

Perhaps promisingly for its longer term pros-
pects, one of the places where it retained a vestigial
foothold was Harvard, in the work of philoso-
phers such as C. I. Lewis, W. V. Quine, Nelson
Goodman, and, in due course, Hilary Putnam. Its
renaissance at the hands of Rorty and others came
as part of, and was important for a wider contem-
porary onslaught on, foundationalist conceptions
of knowledge.

Pragmatist Themes

The term pragmatism itself has been argued over
since its birth. James, with characteristic generosity
(and accuracy), attributed it to Peirce on its first
public airing at a lecture in California in 1898. The
notoriously awkward Peirce, in turn, was so appalled
by what he considered its misuse at the hands of
James and others that he adopted the term prag-
maticism instead, which he thought was ugly
enough to be safe from conceptual kidnappers.
Pragmatism remains a contested term, and there are
well-known difficulties in formulating a set of com-
mon characteristics that pick out all and only those
figures conventionally regarded as pragmatists.

One place to start is with the title of James’s
lecture, “Philosophical Conceptions and Practical
Results,” which conveys much of the essence of
pragmatism’s message. The pragmatic maxim says
that beliefs, concepts, and theories must be linked
to experience and practice. In James’s most notori-
ous formulation, this was presented as the idea
that the truth is just what works for us. He went
on infamously to conclude that if religious beliefs
prove to be valuable for our lives, then they will,
for pragmatism, be true, a line of thought that
brought the rage of Russell down on him. In more
nuanced but also challenging versions of pragma-
tism, such as that of Peirce, the truth is what would
stand up to experience, evidence, and argument in
the long run. In its wider philosophical sense, prag-
matism embodies a set of commitments in episte-
mology. Although not every figure conventionally
regarded as a pragmatist thinks of these commit-
ments in the same way, they capture the core of a
pragmatist tradition.

The first is the idea that truth cannot consist in
the correspondence of beliefs to external reality. In
an essay on the fixation of belief, Peirce famously
considers four methods of responding to what he
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calls the irritation of doubt. If we adopt the method
of tenacity, we stick with a belief irrespective of
evidence against it. If we adopt the method of
authority, the utterances of a particular public
institution are taken as authoritative and sup-
ported by related institutions of education, censor-
ship, and violence. If we adopt the a priori method,
individuals reflect to arrive at beliefs that are
agreeable to reason. Now, the problem Peirce
identifies arises from the thought that there is
nothing external to which our beliefs ought to cor-
respond: In the absence of that, why not stick to
whatever naturally swims into your head or the
diktats of the church or state? Yet, each of these
methods, he argues, fails to allow us to revise
beliefs in the light of something beyond our cur-
rent constellation of beliefs and to respond to dis-
sident experiences and ideas. By contrast, the
method of science seeks to answer doubts by con-
fronting existing beliefs with a diverse range of
potentially recalcitrant experiences, reasons, and
arguments. Instead of truth as correspondence, we
have the idea that truth is what emerges from
properly applying a method of inquiry.

Second, although beliefs do not correspond to
or copy an external reality, this is not because
there is no reality outside our beliefs and thoughts.
Pragmatists are not idealists. Rather, they possess
a naturalistic view of inquiry as the activity of a
needy organism attempting to grapple with a real
and often problematic environment. (Pragmatists
were very interested in, and influenced by, Charles
Darwin.) Inquiry is the activity of arriving at set-
tled beliefs to remedy the uncertainties of an
inquiring agent. Agitated by some doubt, finding
ourselves, in Dewey’s phrase, in an “indetermi-
nate situation,” we respond with inquiry to arrive
at beliefs and policies of action that can assuage
these doubts. An inquirer is not a passive receiver
of given experience but an experimental agent,
intervening in his or her environment and learn-
ing from the experiences that result. Pragmatists
such as Dewey went so far as to think of logic not
as a fixed constraint on thinking but as an instru-
ment or tool we use to shape the environment and
solve problems.

Third, pragmatists reject skepticism about
beliefs and embrace what is called fallibilism. It is
not the case that there is nothing for our inquiries
to latch on to, but that any belief we arrive at may

be subject to critical revision. While any particular
belief is vulnerable to revision, this is so only by
reference to other beliefs that must be held to be
stable or settled for the purposes of judging it. To
put a belief that we have in doubt requires specific
and convincing reasons, in the same way that we
may ask for those reasons when we are asked to
adopt a new belief. Critical inquiry cannot itself
ground all our beliefs at once, so to speak. We can
begin to reason and deliberate only on the basis of
the beliefs and practices that we have—we cannot
call everything into question all at once. Fallibilism
is not meant to cast a pall of doubt over all beliefs
or any particular belief. Rather, it insists that when
we question a belief, we must do so for specific,
justifiable reasons, stimulated by actual doubts—
the real and irritating sort, not the purely notional
sort that philosophers sometimes raise. In this
way, the pragmatist views beliefs both as rooted in
history and as subject to rational scrutiny.

Fourth, knowledge for pragmatists involves his-
torical process. The criteria for what counts as
success or failure in inquiry are not given and
external to the process of inquiry but are ham-
mered out through it. We accept some methods
and practices of inquiry because they square with
our theories, and we accept theories and standards
of inquiry because they are developed in accor-
dance with the methods and practices that we
accept. This is circular but not viciously so because
it allows for progress as we try to deal with recal-
citrant experiences, arriving at new methods and
new theories as we do so.

Fifth, pragmatists tend not to privilege any
domain of inquiry. In particular, they do not sepa-
rate a realm of facts from a realm of value and
pronounce that only the former can be the subject
of knowledge. This holism is grounded in a view
that the practice of inquiry, rather than theory, is
at the heart of all knowledge and that the distinc-
tions to be drawn between different domains of
inquiry can be drawn only in the light of practice.
So pragmatists tend to reject the influential picture
of values as just a matter of subjective taste as
opposed to objective knowledge. Finally, pragma-
tists view inquiry and reasoning as collective and
dialogic activities. Only by submitting claims to
public discussion and scrutiny can we decide on
their validity. This was a theme particularly empha-
sized by Dewey and Mead.
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For opponents of these pragmatist ideas, there
remains a yawning gap between a belief’s meeting
any posited standards of success in inquiry and its
actually getting things right. Yet, among pragma-
tists themselves, as noted, there is plenty of dis-
agreement. Peirce sees rational method and the
community of inquirers as gradually arriving at a
settled belief. James and Dewey paid less attention
to the long run, suggesting (in their different ways)
that success in inquiry is whatever satisfies the
current interests of the community of inquirers.

This fault line is reproduced in recent conflicts
between pragmatists. We can distinguish neoprag-
matists such as Rorty from new pragmatists such
as Putnam. Rorty undoubtedly did the most to
impose pragmatism on the current intellectual
scene, but his own version of the doctrine has been
at least as controversial as James’s and attracted a
similar uproar. In large part, Rorty’s philosophy is
negative, attacking foundationalist accounts of
knowledge and rationality. Like other pragmatists,
he believes that there is no single way of represent-
ing the world with absolute certainty, and we
should view our beliefs as attempts not to mirror
the world accurately but to forge tools to deal with
it. Any set of tools may work for a particular
group at a particular time, but it can make no
claim to represent the way the world really is. In
his starkest statements, Rorty claims that what
gives a belief the power to justify other beliefs is
purely sociological, a matter of what others will let
us get away with saying. There is no truth or
objectivity to be had, only solidarity or agreement
within a community. Instead of seeking to line up
our beliefs with the world, we should view our-
selves as free to come up with new descriptions
and “vocabularies” and to see how these help us
achieve our ends and formulate new ends.

New pragmatists balk at this interpretation of
the pragmatist tradition, seeing it as undermining
reason and misreading the pragmatist tradition. For
them, the historical development of standards in
inquiry does not impugn their objectivity or make
this objectivity simply a matter of “what we do
around here.” Rather, our standards and practices
of inquiry can be both historical and objective.

Pragmatism and Politics

There is intense disagreement among pragmatists
about the relationship of these themes to political

theory. Peirce and James were both idiosyncratic
in their politics. Peirce, the philosophical giant of
the group, subscribed to the kind of reactionary
conservatism for which reasoned inquiry was of
little use in practical affairs. (This has not stopped
later commentators finding in his work the raw
materials for more political philosophies of democ-
racy and community.) James combined an elitist
liberalism with some sympathy for anarchism and,
notably, a powerful opposition to imperialism.

In the early part of the twentieth century, prag-
matism’s rejection of fixed foundations for knowl-
edge and reasoning was sometimes identified with
an all-out assault on reason and morality: Without
fixed standards, it was felt, the chaos of relativism,
skepticism, and nihilism beckoned. The worry that
pragmatism might unravel political values and
practices has persisted but been overlaid by other
interpretations.

Another early view of the politics of pragma-
tism appealed to the sense that pragmatism involves
general dispositions toward flexibility, relativism
about ultimate ends, ambivalence about theory, a
practical orientation, and a belief in science.
Pragmatism was seen as at base a complacent phi-
losophy, which rested on an unquestioned accep-
tance of the liberal values of the United States. In
this vein, pragmatism, and particularly Dewey, is
sometimes cast as a founder of contemporary
empirical political science, influencing such impor-
tant figures as Charles Merriam and Harold
Lasswell. There is some justice in this. An impor-
tant component in Dewey’s pragmatism is the
thought that the logic of scientific inquiry needs to
be extended to realms of social life that have been
governed by tradition or prejudice.

Yet, dominant elements in pragmatism are
squarely opposed both to a “revolt against reason”
and to the idea that political goals are beyond
rational criticism. For all pragmatists, the absence
of fixed foundations does not imply a rejection of
reason. And at least for Deweyan pragmatists,
ethical inquiry is of a piece with empirical inquiry;
in both, we should use our reflective intelligence to
improve judgment. We test our value judgments by
seeing their results and revising them in the light of
those results. Unlike other defenders of the exten-
sion of empirical theory to the social and political
sciences, pragmatists are opposed to a stark
dichotomy between the factual subject matter of
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science and the unscientific flotsam and jetsam of
thinking about value. Their emphasis on the prac-
tical and consequential dimension of social inquiry,
and against foundationalist views of knowledge,
also mean that pragmatists share ground with con-
structivists about social and political science.

Pragmatism and Democracy

For both Deweyan pragmatists and more recent
theorists, pragmatism provides the materials for a
defense of democratic values. Dewey sees democ-
racy as itself a form of social inquiry, in the prag-
matist sense. Democratic societies try to arrive at
acceptable decisions and to do so in ways that per-
mit the criteria for an acceptable decision, as well
as the decision itself, to be critically reviewed, scru-
tinized, and revisited. For Dewey, democracy is a
form of experimental inquiry in the sense that it
allows for a thoroughgoing questioning of the
prejudices and assumptions on the basis of which
decisions are made, even if, of course, much of
ordinary democratic politics does not involve this
kind of unsettling challenge. One reason why
democracy improves social judgments about what
to do is that it allows for the expression of beliefs
and interests on the part of all, through both vot-
ing and less formal mechanisms of debate, discus-
sion, and persuasion. Democracy involves the
expression of interests on the part of voters; the
vote helps to protect individuals from putative
experts about where the interests of people lie. In
the absence of this constraint, a class of experts
will inevitably slide into a class whose interests
diverge from those of the rest, and it becomes a
committee of oligarchs, making poor and unre-
sponsive judgments about what to do. Dewey
stresses the importance of argument and persua-
sion in democratic decision making.

Furthermore, the epistemic virtues of inquiry
are themselves partly constitutive of a wider con-
ception of human flourishing or growth and col-
lective autonomy. Dewey’s point is not only that
democracy allows us to arrive at a clearer view of
social problems and of possible solutions by sub-
jecting proposals to discussion and scrutiny,
although he certainly believes this. Rather, his
work also implies the stronger claim that people
can properly express their potential for growth
only within a democratic society; that is, where

they make decisions with others in terms of equal-
ity. In this way, Dewey’s pragmatism expresses an
unconventional view of democracy as a mode of
open and equal collective discussion and decision
making. What he calls the ideal of democracy as
social intelligence is different from the ordinary
view of democracy as a specific set of political pro-
cedures where each citizen has a vote and the
majority rules. (Dewey believes in this, as we have
seen, but thinks it is insufficient to capture what
is really valuable about democratic societies.)
Skeptical commentators think that it expresses too
much faith in individual and collective capacities
for critical inquiry. However, proponents of
Deweyan democracy—who find in his thought a
fruitful source of recent deliberative conceptions of
democracy—are attracted by the thought that
democracy is more than merely a procedural mini-
mum and that Dewey’s thought provides a critical
perspective on this minimalism.

Later pragmatists have tended not to take this
Deweyan account at full strength. In keeping with
the negative thrust of his epistemological writings,
Rorty’s pragmatism rejects the idea that political
views, and specifically his own social democratic
liberalism, require philosophical justification. Such
accounts make the mistake of trying to justify lib-
eral practices with reference to some universally
authoritative standard. And his pragmatism rejects
the very idea of such standards. A belief in freedom
of speech should be viewed as a local practice, and
there is no neutral standpoint outside the societies
that endorse this practice from which to evaluate it.
It does not follow that it is impossible to evaluate
other worldviews, to Rorty’s mind. Indeed, part of
what it is to be a liberal is to appraise other world-
views in particular ways—to condemn governments
that don’t allow freedom of speech, for instance.

In one sense, Rorty gives priority to democracy
over philosophy, arguing that the democratic con-
ditions for solidarity matter more than any philo-
sophical account of why democracy and liberalism
are valuable. The task of the social thinker, Rorty
asserts, is to sensitize us toward the suffering of
others and widen the circle of those with whom we
identify, not to elaborate theoretical justifications
for this concern. What Rorty calls the “liberal
ironist” combines an awareness of the historical
contingency of evaluative categories with a com-
mitment to promoting solidarity and freedom.
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Projects of philosophical self-realization, Rorty
suggests, should be confined to the private sphere.

By contrast, new pragmatists have been tempted
to squeeze an epistemological justification of
democracy out of the pragmatist concept of inquiry.
We seek true beliefs, they argue, including (given
the rejection of an a priori distinction between fac-
tual and evaluative discourse) true moral beliefs. In
doing so, we try to arrive at beliefs that are respon-
sive to, and fit with, all reasons, arguments, and
experience. This search for a well-grounded belief
involves testing claims against as wide a range of
different experiences as possible, rendering our
beliefs responsive to reasons and evidence. In par-
ticular, it requires us to search out and attend to
different perspectives and arguments in order to
test and, if necessary, revise our current conception.
This search commits us to a form of democracy.
Because we must be open to all possible sources of
experience and argument, it would be a mistake to
exclude anyone from the process of public discus-
sion and decision making on epistemic grounds.
For Rorty’s pragmatism, this way of developing
pragmatism makes the twin mistakes of thinking
that a method constrains us, beyond what we hap-
pen to agree on, and that we must come up with a
philosophical justification for democracy. In phi-
losophy and political theory, new forms of pragma-
tism retain its quarrelsomeness and diversity.

Matthew Festenstein
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AMERICAN REVOLUTION

The American Revolution occurred when 13 main-
land North American colonies split off from Great
Britain. In 1776, delegations from the 13 colonies
each endorsed the Declaration of Independence, a
document written primarily by Virginia’s Thomas
Jefferson, after a series of political disputes had
produced military skirmishes between British armed
forces and colonial militias. These political disputes
had their roots in misunderstandings about the
status of colonial charters and legislatures. Those
wishing to become independent aggressively argued
the plausibility of their positions, relying on a num-
ber of political theorists, such as John Locke and
baron de Montesquieu. Their opponents did not
concede intellectual ground, but after a bitter war,
the British government recognized the indepen-
dence of the United States. The Revolution pro-
duced new understandings of politics and political
results, which sparked debates that lasted through
the 1780s, ultimately informing the ratification
process. This entry examines some of the political
theories that were employed by the colonists in
justifying their cause, some adaptations of existing
theories, and the impact of those ideas on the early
years of the democracy.

Justifications for Revolution

Most mainland colonies possessed charters allow-
ing them to exercise a degree of self-government.
By the eighteenth century, many Americans took
these charters as a guarantee that they possessed
the “rights of Englishmen,” including a right to
representative government. They thought of their
colonial legislatures as local parliaments. The
Crown and most in the British Parliament thought
otherwise. In a series of disputes over taxation
and other issues during the third quarter of the
eighteenth century, Parliament and king insisted
that the charters had no independent constitu-
tional status. They could be changed by the
British government at will.
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The colonists felt that these claims violated their
right to self-government. Subscribing to the views
of English whig theorists like Locke and Algernon
Sidney, by 1776, many colonists were arguing that
the British government did not have the consent of
its colonial citizenry and was therefore acting ille-
gitimately and should be overthrown and replaced
in the colonies. The Declaration of Independence
clearly sounds familiar theoretical notes, borrowed
most directly from Locke. It proclaims the exis-
tence of universal natural rights, suggests that the
primary object of government is to safeguard these
rights, and asserts that when a government does
not do this, a new government may be formed.
The bulk of its text is devoted to demonstrating the
“long train of abuses” that Locke suggested were
required to revolt.

The American Revolution is often described
as having produced little notable political theory.
Because many who wanted independence also
hoped to preserve the “rights of Englishmen,”
they tended to draw heavily on theoretical views
already familiar in England. Among these were
the writings of Sidney and Locke, who in addi-
tion to justifying revolutionary action warned
of the dangers of absolute monarchy. Locke in
particular stressed the benefit of separating the
legislative branch of government from the exec-
utive branch to maintain the rule of law. The
American revolutionaries felt that this distinc-
tion needed to be reimposed, as the British
executive, King George III, had frequently
thwarted the will of the colonial legislatures.

The writings of John Trenchard and Thomas
Gordon, who wrote under the pseudonym of Cato,
were also frequently referenced. Trenchard and
Gordon had aimed to curb the influence of the
king’s prime minister in the House of Commons
during the first half of the eighteenth century.
When Parliament and king tried to exert authority
over the colonial legislatures, “Cato’s Letters”
were thought to be prescient by many Americans.
Among their assertions was that political power
almost inevitably centralizes through time, that the
powerful use patronage to get their way against
the will of the people, and that citizens have to be
extremely vigilant to protect their liberties against
those in power.

American complaints did not reference only
English political theorists. The book most frequently

cited by them was baron de Montesquieu’s Spirit
of the Laws. Montesquieu had added to Locke’s
idea about the separation of powers by suggesting
that the judiciary should be a powerful and auto-
nomous institution in republics. The law would be
formulated by the legislature, then applied in the
field by the executive, with criminal and civil
disputes ultimately adjudicated by an independent
judiciary. Americans became enamored of this idea
as they saw their legal appeals repeatedly rejected
by Crown-appointed judges. Montesquieu also
envisioned republics succeeding in relatively small
polities with citizens who shared cultural values.
Revolutionaries eagerly adopted this view, as it
allowed them to think of their newly independent
small republics as far superior to the vast, autocratic
empire commanded from Westminster.

More conservative Americans who wished to
remain part of the British Empire were under less
of a compulsion to offer intellectual justifica-
tions for their position. Nevertheless, they too ref-
erenced political theorists. The royal governor of
Massachusetts, Thomas Hutchinson quoted Locke
back to the revolutionaries, suggesting that they
had not exhausted legal remedies before engaging
in illegal acts. If individuals were allowed to volun-
tarily choose which laws to follow, Hutchinson
pointed out, there would be anarchy. Loyalists were
typically steeped in the theoretical understanding
that sovereignty was indivisible. Final decision-
making power had to be lodged somewhere, and
the only logical place for them was in the national
government. If the colonies themselves were sover-
eign, then they were really independent nations,
and the British Empire would cease to exist. They
rejected formulations of a commonwealth or a fed-
eral state as unworkable. They argued that the colo-
nies were represented in Parliament in the sense that
its members carefully considered what was best for
the empire as a whole.

Theoretical Innovations

Many who participated in the Revolution adapted
existing theories. The dispute with Britain prompted
Thomas Jefferson to consider political theory seri-
ously for the first time in his early thirties. He
ultimately integrated natural rights theory, existing
ideas about the benefits of an agrarian political
economy, and Scottish moral-sense philosophy to
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form a distinctive democratic political theory.
Jefferson suggested that citizens, and especially the
owners of small farms, were capable of cooperative
self-government. Very little political authority was
actually required. When collective decisions were
required, they would be made by the level of gov-
ernment most appropriate to the decision at hand,
including the ward, a local grouping of citizens. In
this way, few citizens would ever be severely
imposed on by the state. For more than two centu-
ries, these views have inspired libertarians and
participatory democrats.

Another notable democrat who gained promi-
nence during the Revolution was Thomas Paine.
Paine was a recent émigré from Britain, who wrote
the pamphlet Common Sense in early 1776. This
widely circulated work helped convince many
Americans to embrace independence. Its rhetoric is
more notable than its theoretical depth, but it gave
prominence to one who would go on to write sev-
eral other notable works and find a career as a
kind of global revolutionary, advocating the over-
throw of tradition and aristocracy in favor of
democracy. Paine’s fervent radicalism was an
embarrassment to the conservatives who had advo-
cated a break from Britain, particularly as they
constructed governments that looked little like the
unicameral democracies that Paine favored.

The Americans invented written constitutions
during the revolutionary period. If colonial char-
ters had offered some guarantee against arbitrary
rule, they felt that state constitutions could be
written to provide even greater protections. The
state constitutions written in the aftermath of the
Declaration of Independence set explicit limits on
government authority. Bills of rights were formu-
lated in most states. These have been distinctive
features of American constitutions ever since, and
few democracies are now without them. Because
the Americans believed that the centralization of
power was a key problem, the confederation
would need a written charter to define its limits.
This came in the form of the Articles of
Confederation, which defined the pan-state alli-
ance or government employed by the United States
for more than a decade.

Revolutionary activists reacted against British
practices, leading them to adopt positions that did
not necessarily correspond with familiar versions of
the separation of powers. Because many concluded

that the problem with Great Britain was the con-
centration of power in its monarchy, the most logi-
cal remedy was to write state constitutions with
strong legislatures and weak executives, which
almost every newly independent state proceeded to
do. Pennsylvanians went a step further and adopted
a unicameral legislature, reasoning that the legisla-
ture would then be both dominant and responsive
to its citizens.

These choices were controversial. Many came
to attribute the problems that the nation experi-
enced during and immediately after the
Revolutionary War to bad constitutional choices.
Although possessing very different views, James
Madison and Alexander Hamilton were at the
forefront of a new generation of political thinkers
who came of age during the Revolution. Many of
these individuals possessed a sense of nationalism
foreign to earlier generations. They felt that the
American states were foundering because state
legislatures were too powerful. Problems of admin-
istration prompted Hamilton to stress the need to
reinvigorate executive power. He also adopted the
Loyalist presumption that sovereignty could not be
divided. If the constituent states of a federal repub-
lic were sovereign rather than the central govern-
ment, Hamilton believed that the republic would
fail. Madison perceived that homogeneity within
states was allowing majorities within them to act
tyrannically. The central government was too
weak to guarantee citizens’ rights when they were
threatened by their state. It was also too weak to
put down popular uprisings, such as the one that
occurred in western Massachusetts in 1786 called
Shays’ Rebellion. The solution was an invigorated
national government—an “extended republic”
that split sovereignty with the states and encom-
passed many different interests and values.

Some notable individuals of the revolutionary
generation believed that traditional political theory
still had a great deal to teach the Americans, but
their arrangement of these ideas was often origi-
nal. Foremost among these thinkers was John
Adams. Adams drew on so many political theorists
in his Novanglus Letters that the Tory Daniel
Leonard dismissed them in public as a useless
“pile” of learning. Drawing on a number of
sources, some of them obscure, Adams stoutly
defended the legitimacy of the colonies’ indepen-
dent political power within the empire in the early
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1770s. From his perspective, those in charge of the
British government were either too stupid to real-
ize that the colonies already possessed political
authority or too power-hungry to admit it.

After an independence movement that he helped
engineer, Adams’s most consistent assertion was
that each legislative chamber should represent a
different economic class. The U.S. Constitution
would require that these two chambers cooperate
to make laws. A powerful executive would lend
balance to the system. This argument had been a
staple of British political thought for a century,
and it seemed to describe the British system as it
existed in 1776. With the caveat that there would
be no hereditary aristocracy or royal family,
Adams adapted this “mixed republic” ideal famil-
iar from James Harrington (and stretching back
through Niccolo Machiavelli to Aristotle and
Polybius) to his own time and place. Adams
framed Massachusetts’ constitution and he also
wrote an extensive Defence of the Constitutions of
the United States, suggesting the superiority of this
arrangement over more democratic alternatives.

In addition to these individuals, many others
were writing from a variety of perspectives. In
short, the Revolution not only prompted Americans
to borrow ideas from political theorists that would
help make their points, but also inspired as rich a
context for theorizing about politics as has ever
occurred in the United States. However, it pro-
duced consensus about very little. No one offered
a definitive understanding of what politics should

be like.

Continuing Controversies

Among the theoretical ambiguities not resolved by
the Revolution was the relationship between the
states. In theory the Articles of Confederation was
just a treaty. However, it was used to formulate
policies, which suggested a deeper relationship.
Although many individuals clung tenaciously to
the idea of state sovereignty, others embraced the
idea of a federation, in which power is divided
between constituent states and a national govern-
ment. A few, like Hamilton, hoped for a fully
sovereign national government. What to make of
this relationship became the most important polit-
ical issue of the 1780s, culminating in the contro-
versy over and the ratification of the Constitution.

This document set the terms of the debate, but
how state and nation interrelate has been a live
issue in the United States since the Revolution.

The place of revolution and protest in America
was complicated by the events of the late 1770s and
early 1780s. The United States owes its existence to
revolution. Many American politicians and theo-
rists acknowledge a right to revolution, but how
this would work in practice is often unclear.
Whether individual states can voluntarily leave the
United States was left unspecified and only defini-
tively answered by the force of arms during the
Civil War. The revolutionists relied on extralegal
political activity to point out British failings and
publicize their own alternatives. Their success
encouraged similar responses to perceived outrages
perpetrated by the new domestic authorities.

The revolutionaries’ emphasis on personal lib-
erty and their objections to tyranny carried impor-
tant implications in a society dominated by males
of British descent. Hundreds of newspaper pieces
called American citizens “slaves” of the British in
the mid 1770s. In a society where chattel slavery
was legal, the irony of this line of argument was
palpable to many, especially because the condi-
tions experienced by citizens and people of African
descent were so different. Many reasoned that
slavery could not be objected to in one context and
not in the other. Seven states moved to curtail or
outlaw slavery in the aftermath of the Revolution,
beginning with Pennsylvania in 1780.

States also eased restrictions on voting during
and immediately after the war. This was partly
because property was more evenly distributed in
the United States than in Britain but also because
the Revolution spread a more egalitarian ethos.
Those who had served as soldiers in the war
expected to participate and share in the good that
self-government might bring. Women contributed
to the war effort by doing such things as providing
supplies or money, maintaining homes and busi-
nesses while men were away at war, boycotting
British goods, and spying. When women did these
things, they were in an awkward position. The
dominant ethic of the times countenanced only a
private and domestic existence for them, not a
political one. In the aftermath of war, certain
restrictions on women were eased, most notably
strictures on divorce. Several authors also described
a new quasi-political role for women: They were to
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teach civic virtues to the boys who would become
the men of the republic.

David ]. Siemers
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ANALYTICAL MARXISM

Analytical Marxism is a movement within Marxist
theory and in various branches of social science
and philosophy that seeks to investigate and
develop some standard Marxist substantive claims
using the techniques and methods of conventional
social science and philosophy. Specifically, ana-
lytical Marxism uses the techniques of conceptual
analysis associated with analytical philosophy and
methods associated with standard neoclassical
economics. The movement had its origins in the
publication by G. A. Cohen of Karl Marx’s Theory
of History: A Defence, in 1977; in critiques of

Cohen’s work by Jon Elster and others; and in the
publication by John E. Roemer of Amnalytical
Foundations of Marxian Economic Theory in
1981. The movement has no institutional expres-
sion, as such, but for many years, a group known
as the September Group, which included the lead-
ing analytical Marxists along with other philoso-
phers and social scientists, met annually, and
much of the work that is usually thought of as
analytical Marxism emerged from that group.

Analytical Marxism represents a break with
conventional Marxist theorizing precisely in its
rejection of the view that there is a profound meth-
odological divide between Marxism and bourgeois
social science. Indeed, it represents the exact oppo-
site tendency to that of the Hungarian Marxist
Georg Lukacs, who famously argued in his book
History and Class Consciousness that the distinc-
tive feature of Marxism lies not in its substantive
conclusions about class, history, economic dynam-
ics, or revolution but, rather, in its methodological
commitments. Analytical Marxists, by contrast,
have been directly concerned with addressing the
truth and falsity of Marx’s substantive findings in
social science and have attempted to reconstruct or
salvage his arguments using the same tools that
conventional social scientists or philosophers
would use. They have placed great emphasis on the
need to state arguments clearly and in a manner
that optimizes the possibilities for rational discus-
sion and critique, and they have often character-
ized the methodological stance of other Marxists
as being obscurantist or directed toward evading
falsification. Although the analytical Marxists
were conscious and open about their rejection of a
profound methodological discontinuity between
Marxism and bourgeois social science, it is possi-
ble to point to other thinkers within the Marxian
tradition who embraced similar positions, in par-
ticular the Austro-Marxists of fin-de-siecle Vienna
and figures such as Michat Kalecki, Oskar Lange,
and Piero Sraffa.

Early Findings

In his book, Karl Marx’s Theory of History, G. A.
Cohen developed and defended a traditional read-
ing of Marxian historical materialism as outlined
by Marx in the 1859 preface to A Contribution to
the Critique of Political Economy. Until Cohen’s
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work, most analytical philosophers had thought
that historical materialism was flawed by a fatal
inconsistency. Specifically, it appeared that Marx
had been committed both to the claim that the
social and economic structure of a society was to
be explained as a function of its scientific and tech-
nological development and to the claim that
the very same structure caused (and therefore
explained) that scientific and technical progress. A
parallel difficulty was widely thought to afflict
Marx’s conception of the relationship between
social structural and political and legal superstruc-
ture. Cohen argued that these supposed inconsis-
tencies could be avoided if Marx’s explanatory
theses were taken to be instances of functional
explanation. Just as evolutionary theory might
show how the fact that birds have hollow bones is
explicable by the role those bones play in the life
and survival of the organism, so Marxian histori-
cal materialism could show that the selection of a
particular structure of social relations for a society
(and especially its system of property) was to be
explained by the role that structure would play in
developing its productive resources.

Cohen’s work was subjected to critique on a
variety of grounds. Some critics objected to it as an
interpretation of Marx, whereas others thought
that Cohen’s reconstructed historical materialism
was implausible as a reading of historical develop-
ment or philosophically flawed. In this third camp
was the Norwegian philosopher and political sci-
entist Jon Elster, who argued in a series of papers
and in his book, Making Sense of Marx, against
Cohen’s deployment of functional explanation.
Elster did not oppose the use of functional expla-
nation in principle but, rather, argued that, to be
legitimate, it had to be underpinned by more con-
ventional causal or intentional modes of explana-
tion. Whereas the theory of evolution by natural
selection provided such an explanatory underpin-
ning for biological science, Cohen had provided no
such supporting mechanism for historical materi-
alism or for the social sciences more generally.

Roemer and Exploitation

Although Cohen disputed Elster’s view that func-
tional explanation was inadmissible in the absence
of supporting microfoundations, other analytical
Marxists were keen to supply them for other areas

of Marxian theory. In particular, analytical
Marxism became widely associated with method-
ological individualism in social theory, rational
choice theory, and game theory. At the forefront of
such developments was the economist John
Roemer. In his first book, Analytical Foundations
of Marxian Economic Theory, Roemer had sought
to reconstruct Marxian economics using the tools
of neoclassical economic theory. In his second, A
General Theory of Exploitation and Class, he
employed game theory to show how the emergence
of coalitions of agents, closely resembling Marxian
classes, could be explained by the differential
endowment of such agents with productive
resources such as labor power or ownership of
capital. Roemer’s work on class and exploitation
inspired, in turn, a program of research by other
analytical Marxists, including the sociologist Erik
Olin Wright, who used Roemer’s conceptual
framework to analyze the class structure of mod-
ern capitalist societies in his book, Classes. Another
important early contribution to analytical Marxism
was made by the political scientist Adam Przeworski,
who used rational choice theory in his Capi-
talism and Social Democracy to argue that social
democratic parties are fatally driven to compro-
mise in modern liberal democracies: The need to
secure a sufficiently broad coalition to achieve
electoral success necessitates the dilution of the
socialist program.

Rational Choice Marxism

As a result of the contributions of Elster, Roemer,
and Przeworski, analytical Marxism has often been
identified with one particular substantive method
(rational choice theory) and one specific philosoph-
ical view with respect to social explanation (meth-
odological individualism). Rational choice theory
seeks to explain social phenomena as a function of
choices of rational utility maximizers. Methodo-
logical individualism is the reductionist claim that
large-scale social phenomena and institutions should
ultimately be explained in terms of the behavior of
human individuals. A commitment to such posi-
tions is characteristic of modern microeconomics,
game theory, and attempts to extend the microeco-
nomic explanation of the social beyond the prov-
ince of economics, which are the defining mark of
public choice theory and the Chicago School.
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There is a clear intellectual continuity between
some analytical Marxist work and public choice
theory. This can be seen, for example, in the simi-
larity between Mancur Olson’s writings in The
Logic of Collective Action and analytical Marxist
treatments of the problem of revolution. Whereas
Olson focused on the problem of successful trade
union mobilization, given that trade union success
is a public-good provision that is vulnerable to the
free-rider problem, analytical Marxists were drawn
to ask whether proletarian revolution, in Marx’s
sense, was not also a public good. Work by
Przeworski, Elster, and Cohen has addressed this
issue, often drawing on an early statement of the
problem by the philosopher Allen Buchanan. The
sociologist Alan Carling has also drawn on ratio-
nal choice methods to illuminate a whole series of
questions involving history, class, gender, and race
in his book Social Division.

The Turn to Political Philosophy

A further feature distinguishing analytical Marxism
from orthodox Marxism has been an explicit focus
on normative theorizing, especially surrounding
justice. The orthodox Marxist position had been
to eschew claims of justice as part of the condem-
nation of capitalism in favor of positive social
explanation, historical relativism, and assertions of
class interest. Analytical Marxists have often found
the orthodox position implausible in the light of
the collective action and free-rider problems and
have also often sought to argue that Marx himself
was self-deceived in his views about exploitation
and justice. Work by Allen Wood, which sought to
defend the orthodox view from a perspective simi-
lar to that of analytical Marxism, was later subject
to critique by Cohen and others. In addition, the
investigation and reconstruction of Marxian claims
about capitalist exploitation led to a renewed
interest in normative questions.

Central to Roemer’s work on class had been
the idea that the distribution of the means of con-
sumption was a consequence of the pattern of
ownership of productive resources. The exploita-
tion characteristic of class relations was, there-
fore, a consequence of something causally more
fundamental. Cohen, in work subsequent to his
reconstruction of historical materialism, had come
to notice that certain characteristic Marxist beliefs

about exploitation seemed to presuppose norma-
tive commitments about self-ownership that were
also at the core of the libertarian philosophy of
Robert Nozick. The paradoxical and disturbing
similarity between the foundations of socialist
thinking and those of a right-wing individualist
theory led both thinkers onto the ground of nor-
mative political philosophy. This focus was
already characteristic of other, non-Marxist,
members of the September Group, such as Philippe
van Parijs.

This turn to normative theory has borne fruit in
a number of writings. Cohen’s works of this type
include Self-Ownership, Freedom, and Equality
and If You’re an Egalitarian, How Come You’re
so Rich? Roemer has contributed works including
Equality of Opportunity. Negatively, Cohen has
sought to attack the self-ownership principles that
seemed to lie at the heart of Marxian claims about
exploitation. Positively, he has sought to replace
this with a commitment to some form of “luck
egalitarianism.” Whereas classical Marxism placed
a great deal of emphasis on the play of impersonal
social and historical forces and on the irrelevance
of morality to social explanation, in his most
recent work, Cohen has sought to place moral
commitment at the center of the socialist project.

By the 1990s, analytical Marxism had ceased to
be a live project. Elster and Przeworski had long
since left the September Group, Cohen had refo-
cused on egalitarian political philosophy, and
Roemer combined an interest in normative work
with an interest in working out the details of a
feasible market socialism.

Christopher Bertram
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ANARCHISM

Anarchism first emerged as a political movement
in mid nineteenth-century Europe, within the
socialist tradition. From this starting point, it has
developed both geographically and ideologically.
In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, anar-
chism extended across the Americas and to Japan,
China, and Australia, and as socialism came to be
identified with Marxism and/or social democracy,
the collectivist, communist, and liberal and indi-
vidualist strands of thought from which anarchists
drew their inspiration began to assume an increas-
ingly distinctive quality, supporting the rise of a
number of anarchist schools.

The significance of anarchism is often said to lie
in the revolutionary movements it has inspired:
most famously the Spanish Revolution of 1936
and May 1968. Today, anarchism is associated
with the alter-globalization movement. In addi-
tion, anarchism has had an important influence in
the arts and, in particular, on avant garde artists,
modernist movements, and literary figures such as
Oscar Wilde and Aldous Huxley.

Anarchism, like many ideologies, is an umbrella
movement, and it describes both a set of ideas and

an attitude. Yet, it is perhaps more slippery than
other political positions not only because anar-
chists eschew party political structures and the
ideological and tactical discipline that these tend to
impose, but also because they contest the possibil-
ity of defining a proper relationship between ideas
and attitudes and they disagree about the extent to
which one might or should be balanced against the
other. Analyses of anarchism in political theory
tend to fall into one of two categories: Historians
of ideas have traced the main currents of anarchist
thought, looking at the work of selected thinkers;
and political philosophers have examined anar-
chism through the analysis of key concepts. Similar
approaches have also been adopted by writers
working from within the anarchist tradition, but
since the 1960s, new trends in anarchist theory
have emerged, inspired by surrealist, situationist,
postmodernist and poststructuralist ideas, on the
one hand, and movement activism on the other.
This entry begins with a review of the original
anarchist thinkers, looks at the linkages between
anarchism, the state, and utopianism, and dis-
cusses current expressions of this perspective.

Theoretical Traditions and Approaches

Although there is disagreement about the construc-
tion of the anarchist canon, there is general consen-
sus that Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, Michael Bakunin,
and Peter Kropotkin played central roles in shap-
ing the tradition by outlining an anarchist concept of
the person (sociable, cooperative), an ideal of social
organization (nonexploitative, self-regulating), and
a theory of change (unpredictable, consciously
willed, open-ended). Proudhon was the first to
adopt the label anarchist with the intention of rec-
ommending this position and is best remembered
for describing property as theft; much of his work
was devoted to the sociological analysis of the state
system.

Bakunin is usually celebrated as a titanic, whirl-
wind revolutionary, the embodiment of the anar-
chist spirit, who famously grounded creativity in
destruction and made the abolition of God a con-
dition for anarchist freedom. Kropotkin has
emerged as the antidote to Bakunin: the measured
theorist of mutual aid who successfully challenged
the social Darwinian idea of the survival of the fit-
test to provide a scientific demonstration of the
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possibility of anarchy; equally important, he out-
lined a strategy of constant incremental change,
suggesting that revolution was only narrowly
understood as a moment of civil strife and that its
achievement lay in changing the behaviors of
everyday life.

Both Proudhon and Bakunin were involved in
well-publicized disputes with Karl Marx; in
Bakunin’s case, the argument led in 1871 to the col-
lapse of the First International. The drama and bit-
terness of these arguments are sometimes taken as a
marker of a clear and deep-seated philosophical
division within socialism. However, the develop-
ment of a specifically anti-Marxist anarchist posi-
tion owed more to Kropotkin and his contemporaries
than to either Proudhon or Bakunin; the factional
divide developing in the course of the 1880s and
1890s was finally sealed with the Bolshevik seizure
of power in the Russian Revolution.

In theorizing the anarchist position, analysts
have often highlighted the commonalities with lib-
eralism, particularly the priority attached to the
individual and the capacity for rational agreement.
For example, April Carter contextualizes anarchist
thought through discussion of Thomas Hobbes,
John Locke, and other canonical thinkers.
Thematically, Rudolf Rocker once described anar-
chism as a hybrid emerging from the two great
currents of post-French Revolution thought: liber-
alism and socialism. Unlike liberals, he explained,
anarchists saw the state as an instrument of exploi-
tation rather than a guardian of negative freedom,
yet unlike other socialists, they also rejected any
limitations on the liberal concept of freedom for
the sake of equality or the common good, however
this might be defined (Rocker dismissed republi-
canism, Hegelian ethical state theory, class
analysis, nationalism, and fascism equally).

This thematic approach has encouraged the ret-
rospective labeling of ideas as anarchist or the
extension of the epithet to writers who did not
explicitly self-identify with the doctrine. William
Godwin is probably the best known nonanarchist
to have been dubbed anarchist on account of the
perceived incompatibility of his thought with clas-
sical liberal and nascent socialist traditions. The
transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau is another
example.

Conceptual approaches to anarchism have tra-
ditionally focused on particular clusters of ideas

and their interrelationship. Thus, anarchism has
been defined as the rejection of authority/law/
government/property/violence/power or domina-
tion for the realization of freedom/equality/justice
or community. Anarchists have undoubtedly
encouraged this approach: Bakunin, for example,
declared himself a fanatical lover of liberty, brack-
eting this declaration with an equally strong
denial of the legitimacy of all formal claims to
authority. Yet, with the exception of the work of
philosophical anarchists like Robert Paul Wolff
and, more recently, the activist-centered analysis
of Uri Gordon, attempts to analyze anarchist
thought through the lens of liberal political or
legal philosophy have tended to fuel an impres-
sion of theoretical incoherence. One explanation
for this is that anarchist concepts have been
shaped as much (if not more) by engagement in
revolutionary action or protest and political debate
as they have by a concern with rigorous theory.
Although it is possible, therefore, to translate
anarchist ideas into terms familiar to political phi-
losophers, reversing the process risks attributing
to anarchists ideas that do not properly fit their
initial, intuitive understandings.

Anarchism and the State

The distinctiveness of anarchism as an ideology is
usually understood to be the rejection of the state.
Some anarchists are wary of highlighting anti-
statism as the characteristic feature of anarchism
because it raises difficult boundary problems, for
example, blurring the lines between anarchism and
the right-libertarianism of free-market capitalists
like Murray Rothbard or the left-libertarianism of
writers like Noam Chomsky. Others contest this
description on the grounds that it is overly reduc-
tive and that it appears to emphasize the negative,
destructive, and chaotic image of anarchy, exempli-
fied in the violence of the 1890s.

Drawing on the work of writers like Gustav
Landauer (a participant in the 1919 Bavarian
Revolution, murdered by right-wing counterrevo-
lutionaries), some modern anarchists (sometimes
grouped as social anarchists) emphasize anarchism’s
constructive commitment to social experimen-
tation, the development of alternative institu-
tions (especially schools, self-help, or mutual aid
groups), and the practice of consensual, deliberative
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decision-making. However, as a starting point
for analysis, the rejection of the state is usefully
inclusive—accommodating Tolstoyan Christian
anarchists, anarcho-syndicalists, individualists in
the tradition of Max Stirner, and, in recent times,
social ecologists—notably Murray Bookchin—the
primitivists Fredy Perlman and John Zerzan and
anti-anarchists like Bob Black and Hakim Bey
under the same umbrella.

Moreover, the apparent negativity of the posi-
tion has a historical significance linking anarchism,
albeit mediated by Friedrich Nietzsche and vio-
lence, to early modernist art and to the profound
cultural questioning that provided one dynamic
for the kind of experiments that social anarchists
encourage. Finally, the rejection of the state is
underpinned by two core anarchist principles: the
commitment to direct action and decentralized
federalism. The defense of these principles was
central to the debates in the First and Second
Internationals, prompting the division of socialists
into authoritarian and nonauthoritarian camps. As
the latter came to be known as anarchists, they
elaborated a critique of the state that challenged
the class theory inspired by Marx.

Anarchists argued three points: that the state
could not be defined solely in terms of class power;
that its origins and existence could not be explained
by the development of economic forces alone; and
that the state’s withering or smashing could not be
achieved through the capture of existing governing
institutions. Anarchists disagreed about how the
state might be defined, explained, and overcome
and about the conditions for anarchy, but they
were identifiable by their subscription to these
broad positions. And whether they chose to define
the state in terms of authority or exploitation or
domination or by a combination of terms, the
anarchists’ fundamental negativity pointed to
the possibility of elevating political theory outside
the constraints of sociological reality.

Direct Action and Utopianism

The principle of direct action implies a rejection of
representation. This is often understood as a rejec-
tion of representative democracy, specifically, the
refusal to participate in electoral politics (although
some anarchists defend voting in local elections in
special circumstances). On this understanding,

direct action does not preclude organization. Indeed,
direct action is consistent with the organization of
alternative institutions as a means of bypassing or
short-circuiting state bodies. And anarchists have
been involved in all manner of organizational ini-
tiatives, from worker cooperatives to mutual aid
societies and industrial syndicates.

Anarchists who accept organization are divided
on the question of violence. One view is that anar-
chist direct action implies a commitment to non-
violence because violence is the means by which
representative institutions ensure compliance, and
its use by anarchists is therefore self-defeating. The
competing view is that anarchists must be prepared
to use violence in direct actions precisely because
representative institutions will deploy repressive
force to prevent revolutionary change.

Some anarchists associate direct action with the
rejection of both organization and program. The
thinking here, inspired by Max Stirner, is that any
organization—even one without hierarchy—
threatens to constrain the individual ego by forcing
it into a straitjacket imposed by abstract categories
of thought (anarchist, worker, peasant, rebel, etc.)
not of its own making. Stirnerites and others—
including the primitivist John Zerzan—also resist
attempts to shepherd anarchists toward the adop-
tion of particular revolutionary strategies. This,
too, is a form of representation and one, moreover,
that conflicts with the commitment to respect indi-
vidual conscience: As direct activists, anarchists
take responsibility for their actions, both in con-
ception and in their realization and consequences.

A parallel set of arguments runs through anar-
chist discussions of anarchy. Some anarchists will-
ingly outline organizational frameworks for
anarchy, examining the possibilities for decentral-
ized, nonhierarchical organization and for develop-
ing through federation nonexploitative, ecological
patterns of production, consumption, and distri-
bution. Others are fearful that organization neces-
sarily involves constraint. A related fear is that
anarchism might fall into the trap of utopianism:
blueprint design, threatening the scope for indi-
vidual creativity. The relationship between anar-
chism and utopianism is complex.

Anarchists who positively embrace utopianism
as a form of revolutionary action argue the neces-
sity of demonstrating both the potential and the
superiority of decentralized forms of organization
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but deny any intention to draw up blueprints for
an anarchist society or to assert the desirability of
developing fixed or unchanging ideals of anarchy.
Yet, within the organizational anarchist tradition,
the social-ecologist Murray Bookchin defended a
thickly communitarian vision, based on a program
of socialization that many anarchists find unpalat-
able. Moreover, as postanarchists like Saul
Newman have argued, anarchist utopianism seems
to imply the acceptance of a set of assumptions
about the revolutionary subject and the nature of
revolutionary change that are constraining. From
this point of view, the attempt to outline the future
implies an understanding of the present that mis-
understands its fluidity and fails to appreciate the
ways in which power is both constructed and
inscribed in societies.

Twenty-First-Century Anarchism

The emergence of postanarchism, associated with
Newman, Lewis Call, and Todd May, has been an
important influence in twenty-first-century anar-
chist political theory and marks the attempt to
revise nineteenth-century anarchism through the
lens of a diverse set of influences including
Nietzsche, Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, Jacques
Lacan, and Jean Baudrillard. Although actually
part of the older tradition, Stirner also assumes an
important place in postanarchist thinking.

Critics of postanarchism—Benjamin Franks is
one—argue that postanarchist theory tends to
neglect the importance of economic exploitation
and class-based cleavages and that it leads to a
failure of real political engagement. Postanarchists
deny this. Insofar as modern anarchist political
theory is concerned, the rights and wrongs of the
matter are perhaps less interesting than the light
the argument sheds on the nature of anarchism in
the twenty-first century.

The debate stirred by postanarchism has helped
focus attention on what has become a primary
division in anarchist studies: the distinction between
the politics of so-called class-struggle anarchism
and the unpolitical behaviors of rebellious libertar-
ians. Notwithstanding the complex interchange of
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century anar-
chist ideas, there is a growing tendency to read this
division back into anarchist history, suggesting a
fundamental division between collectivists (or

communists) focused on the destruction of the
capitalist state system by means of revolutionary
struggle and individualists concerned with freeing
themselves from the domination of all social actors
and institutions through the construction of spaces
for self-expression.

Yet, writing in 1943, Herbert Read defined
anarchism as the politics of the unpolitical and
argued that the programmatic aspects of anar-
chism were fully compatible with the attitudes of
libertarians. Only as the creative and dynamic
intersections of anarchist political thought and
anarchistic practices give out to two increasingly
polarized alternative anarchisms is this conception
being challenged.

Ruth Kinna
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ANARCHY

Anarchy is a word of Greek origin denoting the
absence of the rule of law or (more broadly) of
settled government. The prevalence of anarchy is
the first and primary assumption of realism, a term
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given by scholars to a family of theoretical models
of interstate behavior that is central to contempo-
rary international systems theory. Realism is
founded on several pessimistic assertions about
interstate life, among them anarchy.

The argument is that, historically, the interstate
world has most often consisted of a multiplicity of
sovereign entities; these sovereign entities recog-
nize little by way of international law and have
almost no way of enforcing it. There really are no
enforceable rules of conduct—especially for strong
states. The term scholars employ to describe this
situation is anarchy. The harsh interstate environ-
ment is both literally an anarchy in the strict sense
of the absence of enforceable international law
and an anarchy in the broader sense, which
denotes violent chaos. The prevalence of this envi-
ronment, in turn, dictates that the primary goals
of individual governments are, simply, survival
and security.

There are two possible exits from anarchy. One
is the emergence of a universal empire. That is,
one state achieves universal and unchallenged
dominance and imposes a rough law and order
everywhere, to suit its own purposes and as it sees
fit. This, famously, was the Roman solution. But
the emergence of universal states is rare and dif-
ficult to achieve (as the United States has recently
found out). The second exit is through widespread
acceptance of international law, especially by the
strong states, administered—and enforced—by a
neutral international institution such as a United
Nations. But because the interstate world has tra-
ditionally been so dangerous, the voluntary accep-
tance of restraints on state conduct is unlikely.
This is especially true for the powerful states,
whose governments do not wish to give up their
hard-won advantages of power and status.
Historically, then, multipolar anarchy—an inter-
state world of multiple large powers, each pursu-
ing its own interests in a fierce competition with
few or no rules—has been the prevalent form of
interstate life.

Realists argue that the prevalence of anarchy,
rather than any internal cultural traits of individual
states, is the primary determinant of interstate
behavior. The generally harsh and competitive
international environment and the current distri-
bution of power across the interstate system are
the vital factors. The anarchy of the state system,

rather than any unique cultural attribute of any
one unit in the system, is thus the primary factor in
another fundamental realist principle: the ruthless
self-seeking that occurs on the part of all states.
This ruthless self-seeking occurs primarily because
with no international law, states must provide for
their own security. Thus, a structural anarchy is
also inevitably a self-help regime: Governments are
unable to depend on the help of others or on the
rule of law, so every government reserves the right
to be sole arbiter of what constitutes justice for
itself and the right to take up arms to enforce it.
Because the best way to provide security under
anarchy is to be powerful, self-help leads naturally
to power-maximizing behavior. In an anarchic
state-system, power-maximizing behavior is, there-
fore, the normal behavior of all states.

This means that realists are more likely to see
decision-making elites making their aggressive and
power-maximizing decisions based primarily on
(reasonable) fear, rather than on mere greed—
although such analysts often see an intense desire
for the accumulation of resources and power (i.e.,
greed) as a response to anarchy. That is, it is
grounded in a general (reasonable) fear of weak-
ness, in a desire for self-preservation in a fiercely
competitive world. In such a world, one needs
power to survive. As R. W. Sterling puts it: “States
must meet the demands of the political eco-system
or court annihilation.” This is often called the
Primat der Aussenpolitik (the primacy of external
relations in determining state behavior), as opposed
to the Primat der Innenpolitik (the primacy of
internal political, social, and cultural structures in
determining state behavior).

The combination of anarchy, ruthless self-help,
and power-maximizing behavior by all states leads
to a third realist assertion: In such an environment,
“War is normal,” to quote the leading realist theo-
retician, Kenneth Waltz. That is: War, or the
threat of war, is a normative way by which states
under anarchy resolve conflicts of interest. Those
conflicts of interest are real; they are not a mere
matter of miscommunication. And because every
state in an anarchy must be ready to defend its
interests through organized violence, this is the
primary factor leading to the development of inter-
nal cultures of militarism and bellicosity (and an
emphasis on maintaining honor, i.e., status, inter-
nationally). This is true of all states—under
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anarchy they are all functionally similar. Cultures
of militarism and bellicosity are simply a natural
adaptation to the harsh international environment,
although, in turn, they contribute as independent
variables to the prevalence of war.

But political scientists also suggest that under
anarchic conditions, there is a moment when the
danger of large-scale war is most acute: when a
sudden large shift in the distribution of power
capabilities of states occurs within a state-system.
Political scientists term this a power-transition cri-
sis. The shift can be either a dramatic increase in
the capabilities of one of the main actors or a dra-
matic decrease in the capabilities of another main
unit. But when the existing distribution of privi-
lege, influence, and goods in a system becomes
mismatched to the changing realities of power, the
result tends to be large-scale war, which in turn
creates a new structure, a new configuration of
privilege, influence, and goods—one better matched
to the actual distribution of power.

Thus, major realignments of power, influence,
and status within anarchic state systems have
tended to be accompanied by great violence: what
political scientists call hegemonic war. World War
I is a good example. Realists hold that power-
transition crises and hegemonic wars often result
from the attempt by a main actor to preserve its
deteriorating position within the system; it acts
while its governing elite feels it still can. But this
is only a trend—for realists also agree that indi-
vidual moments of decision making by govern-
ments are too idiosyncratic to be predictable.
Hence, the power-transition crisis caused by the
collapse of the Soviet Union was handled without
war, thanks to good diplomacy on both sides. But
historically, a power-transition crisis tends to lead
to hegemonic war to establish new leaders within
anarchic systems.

Modern realist thinking rose to its current intel-
lectual prominence as a pessimistic response, first, to
the circumstances surrounding the outbreak of
World War I, but even more strongly as a response
to the terrible international events of the 1930s,
which were followed by the cataclysm of World
War IT and then the onset and long persistence of the
cold war, despite many diplomatic efforts at detente.
These grim international developments seemed to
demonstrate that the other major approaches to the
study of international relations—Groatian legalism,

Wilsonian liberal institutionalism and idealism,
Marxist economism—were inadequate and even
naive instruments of analysis. Conversely, the
peaceful denouement of the cold war, and the rela-
tively high level of interstate cooperation that
accompanied it (1989-1991), led in the 1990s to a
resurgence of liberal-institutionalist (neoliberal)
criticism of anarchy theory as too pessimistic.
Liberal institutionalists argued that realist para-
digms of interstate behavior tend to underestimate
the extent of consensual community and of com-
munication, interdependence, and cooperation that
can and does exist among states under modern con-
ditions and to underestimate as well the human
desire for peace.

Realists have responded by arguing that per-
ceived national interest and little else—certainly
not altruism—determined state actions at the end
of the cold war and that the relative success and
smooth working of international institutions in
the 1990s merely reflected the fact that they were
supported by (and were useful to) the overwhelm-
ing power and prestige of the United States. They
have also pointed to the reemergence of a more
internationally assertive Russia, as well as the rise
in power of an increasingly nationalistic and
militarized China, as demonstrating the persis-
tence, pervasiveness, and ferocity of international
competition.

Another major criticism of anarchy theory has
recently emerged—a version of “the linguistic
turn” that has affected so many scholarly fields.
International relations constructivists now argue
that anarchy theory, rather than being a sober
comment on harsh real-world problems, consti-
tutes instead an artificial and arbitrary discourse
of competition and violence. This violent dis-
course has itself a detrimental effect on the inter-
national system because of its destructive impact
on the expectations and perceptions of states-
men—and thus, eventually, on their actions. In
other words, the harsh paradigms of realist dis-
course constitute a self-fulfilling prophecy. But the
world of states is not an objective fact, a given that
ineluctably forces itself on the individual units
(states) within it; rather, it is a world socially con-
structed by human beings acting on specific ideas.
The interstate system may be an anarchy without
a guiding authority or effective means of enforcing
international law, but anarchy is what you make
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of it, and the pessimistic theorizing of realism can
and should be combated, replaced by a new com-
munitarian discourse of interstate relations. Once
such a communitarian discourse of international
relations replaces pessimistic and destructive anar-
chy discourse, this might, in turn, construct a new
and more benign international environment—as,
constructivists argue, similar communitarian dis-
courses have accomplished in the past, especially
in the Middle Ages.

Realists, while acknowledging the impact of
discourse on state action, have answered that this
line of thinking gives too much power to words.
They argue that the prevailing medieval commu-
nitarian discourse actually had little practical
impact on the rivalrous and warlike real-world
actions of medieval states within their anarchic
state-system. Moreover, the originators of con-
structivism were mostly American scholars writ-
ing in the 1990s, in a world that the United States
dominated and a society that (extraordinarily in
history) had little experience of what it felt like to
be acted on violently and decisively by the out-
side, by others. Only intellectuals ensconced in the
safety of the American world of the 1990s, of
expected—or rather, unconsciously assumed—
complete security before Sept. 11, 2001, could
have doubted that a state’s need to establish secu-
rity against a rivalrous and hostile world without
law and order was a real need, and not merely a
matter of destructive discourse.

Arthur M. Eckstein
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ANCESTRAL TRADITION
(Mos MAIORUM)

In ancient Rome, mos maiorum (ancestral tradi-
tion) was an unwritten behavioral code that
defined and regulated all aspects of Roman con-
duct within and without the community. In itself,
mos is strictly speaking a personal judgment or
inner disposition; it may indicate a habit, which is
neither good nor bad. Terence, a Roman comic
playwright who lived in the second century BCE,
encapsulates the neutral meaning of 70s in a pro-
verbial line: “‘as many men, so many minds’ every-
one has his own mos ” (Phormio 454). However,
as ancient grammarians explain, the transforma-
tion of mos from an individual choice into custom
(consuetudo) is generated by two main factors:
social acceptance of the practice and its exercise
and repetitions over time (Macrobius Saturnalia
3.8.9-12 citing Varro, Festus, and Vergil).

The maiores, the ancestors who gave rise to the
greatness (maiestas) of Rome, constitute the com-
munity that accepts personal choices and trans-
forms them into custom. Recent studies have
identified them as those members of individual
gentes (groups of families that shared the same
name and ancestors) who had served as public
magistrates. Because they belong to the past, they
establish with those living a dual relationship of
homogeneity and superiority. They act as the
group that confers communal value to individual
choices and grants authority to certain actions,
establishing what deserves to become a custom.
The mos maiorum, says Festus (a Roman gram-
marian of the second century CE), is “the practice
of our fathers, that is the memory of the past
especially with regards to religion and ancient
cults” (Festus 1.46.3 Lindsay). Once the ancestors
have accepted certain forms of behavior, its rep-
etition over time conferred the status of custom
on it.

The example of Julius Caesar is illuminating.
During the celebration of his Gallic triumph,
Caesar, passing along the Velabrum, accidentally
fell off his chariot. From then on, each time
he took his seat on a chariot, Caesar established
the habit of thrice repeating a certain formula in
the hope of securing a safe journey. This became
“a practice that, to my knowledge”—says Pliny
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the Elder, Roman author of the first century
CE—*is done by many people at the present day.”
(Pliny Naturalis Historia 28.4.21).

Mos maiorum included a vast range of actions
that were accepted and justified in its name. For
example, custom prescribed that a legislative
proposal could not be presented for voting to
the popular assembly without having first
received the Senate’s approval. This mos became
such an integral part of Roman political practice
that the magistrate who did not comply was
accused of subversive behavior. Custom also
established the accepted behavior at theater, dic-
tating the actors’ dress code as well as the audi-
ence’s behavior at the end of a show. Custom
also prescribed many educational and military
practices and exercised a considerable role in the
spheres of religion and law. Despite being an
unwritten code, the ancestral tradition at Rome
could also function as source of law (Quint.
Institutio Oratoria 12.3.6).

Although of a distinctive oral nature, the mos
maiorum was transmitted to new generations
through a diverse range of means, which, reaching
the diverse echelons of society, gave it the possibil-
ity of playing a cohesive role within the commu-
nity. Keeping record of yearly events, adoptions,
wills, inheritances, and other matters, the accounts
of the pontifices, the highest Roman religious offi-
cers, indirectly recorded ancestral customs, mainly,
but not only, on religious matters. Both historiog-
raphy and poetry also played an important role in
the transmission of the 70s, which was codified in
examples, short stories, and memorable sayings
embedded within historical narratives or poetic
figures. To the uneducated audience that did not
have access to these written forms, the mos maio-
rum was handed down via the topography of the
city of Rome, funerary rituals, and deliberative as
well as forensic oratory. In Rome, individual spots
could remind the passer-by of memorable acts of
the ancestors, while during funerary processions,
the ancestors of the deceased, impersonated by
actors wearing masks and dressed according to
the magistracies once held, reenacted for those
present the glory of the ancestors’ deeds. In the
open-air Forum, crowds gathered to hear judicial
proceedings and to be informed on issues on
which they might be called to deliberate. On these
occasions, magistrates and those who received

their approval to speak publicly evoked examples
of the past to support their cause or to undermine
that of their opponent.

The criterion that led to the establishment of a
specific behavior as mos was its importance for the
preservation of the commonwealth. In this sense,
it is possible to say that the mos maiorum per-
formed a selection among the stories of the past to
create a collective Roman memory, which was
functional to the commonwealth and corrobo-
rated its civic ideals. However, this idea of what
was useful to the preservation of the common-
wealth varied in time and depended on the socio-
political context in which it was applied. These
two factors, together with the variety of means of
transmission, create the distinctive fluid character
of the mos maiorum.

Despite this undefined nature, the mos maiorum
functioned as a behavioral paradigm in Roman
society: Actions that conformed and adhered to it
were commended and justified, whereas those that
departed from it were condemned and reprobated.
In the historical work of Cato the Elder, statesman
of the third through second century BCE, names of
individual families were erased from the historical
record, and a pantheon of nobles that belonged to
the whole Roman people was thus constructed.
The mos maiorum was adopted to identify the
whole Roman community versus the non-Romans
(e.g., the Gauls), while in the conflict between the
optimates (members of the conservative elite) and
the populares (members of the ruling group
demanding change), each group claimed to be the
true depositaries of the Roman ancestral tradition
to the exclusion of their adversary. A past trend in
scholarship underlined the role of the ancestral
tradition as immutable and defined law, which
functioned as precedent to legitimize actions and
behaviors. Current studies, however, tend to
emphasize its fluid nature and its openness to par-
tisan interpretation.

The peculiar nature of the mos maorium is
that it limited the permissible extent of change
and what it saw as radical innovation, while
being, by its own very nature, dynamic and open
to modifications.

Valentina Arena
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ANCIEN REGIME

Ancien régime literally means the prior or former
regime, but the most common English rendering is
“old regime” or simply ancien régime. Over time,
the phrase has acquired both a literal and a meta-
phorical significance. The original French term
was coined to refer to the political and social
order that existed before the French Revolution of
1789. Indeed, the first important uses of the term

were by the revolutionaries themselves, such as
the radical journalist Jean-Paul Marat and the
Jacobin leader Maximilien Robespierre.

This circumstance itself helped lend a pejorative
connotation to the term because its users aimed to
legitimize their ongoing overthrow of the old
order. Quickly, however, this literal usage came to
be accepted as merely descriptive. Conservatives
such as Joseph de Maistre (Considerations on
France, 1796) and moderate liberals such as
Benjamin Constant (On the Strength of the Present
Government of France, and on the Necessity of
Rallying to It, 1796) or Germaine de Staél (On the
Present Circumstances That Might End the
Revolution, and on the Principles That Should
Found the Republic in France, 1797) were already
using it in this fashion in the 1790s.

The richest definition of the ancien régime
appeared in Alexis de Tocqueville’s 1856 book,
L’ancien régime et la révolution (The Old Regime
and the Revolution). Tocqueville took the term as
a description of the French political and social
order before 1789 and served notice, even in the
preface, that the formative influence of the ancien
régime on the character and trajectory of the revo-
lution itself would be a central question in his
work. Since that time, theorists and comparativists
have frequently analyzed the independent and dis-
crete status of the old regime in something like
Tocqueville’s fashion.

In scope, the phrase has sometimes seemed to
refer to a political and social order that included
the Middle Ages and early modern period. More
often, however, ancien régime means a regime that
existed between the end of the Middle Ages and
the revolution. Different authors have dated the
beginning of this putatively distinct regime in dif-
ferent ways, some locating it in the fourteenth
century, others from the end of the Hundred Years
War (1453), still others from the establishment of
the Renaissance monarchy (1498 or 1515) or even
the absolute monarchy of the Bourbons (1598).

There is perhaps as much diversity of opinion
about the attributes of the ancien régime as about
its chronology. Some put the emphasis on the
political, defining that period as one characterized
by absolute monarchy buttressed by a religious,
even divine-right form of legitimacy. Because most
European governments were monarchical until
World War I, this political definition must place
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the emphasis on the social and religious underpin-
nings of the monarchy.

Others, however, use the term to refer more to
the social hierarchy that existed before the revolu-
tion of 1789. Most societies in prerevolutionary
Europe were structured around juridical distinc-
tions between functionally defined classes, or
orders (¢tats in French): the first estate (clergy), the
second estate (war-fighting nobility), and the third
estate (commoners). The theory was that the clergy
pray, the nobility fight, and the commoners work
and that this arrangement was sanctioned by God.
Broadly speaking, this functional definition of soci-
ety disappeared as an explicit principle of legitima-
tion in or shortly after 1789, even if landed
nobilities continued to exist and to exercise consid-
erable power in regimes as various as England,
Germany, and Russia thereafter.

It is worth noting that the term ancien régime is
rarely used to describe the old economic order.
Economic historians use a number of different
markers to distinguish between modern and pre-
modern, most of which are at best indirectly related
to the social and political attributes of the ancien
régime, as that term is generally employed. Some
emphasize the Industrial Revolution, which began
before the French Revolution and was mostly inde-
pendent of it. Others stress the commercial revolu-
tion of the post-Columbian Atlantic. Here, too, the
concept of commercial society was a feature of
eighteenth-century thought, and some critics of the
ancien régime in fact advocated an expansion of
the values and institutions of commercial society.

Although the term is French and was designed
to make sense of French experience, it has been
readily extended (as indicated in the foregoing) to
other European countries that had similar institu-
tions: monarchies, aristocracies, hierarchical social
orders, established churches, elements of serfdom,
and the like. Indeed, Arno Mayer argues for the
essential continuity of such a broadly defined
ancien régime right up to 1914, when the confla-
gration of World War I swept aside all the mon-
archies and empires—notably the Hohenzollern in
Germany, the Romanov in Russia, the Habsburg
in Central Europe, and the Ottoman in southeast-
ern Europe and the Middle East—once and
for all.

Henry C. Clark
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ANCIENT CONSTITUTIONALISM

Ancient constitutionalism is a related set of medi-
eval and (especially) early modern doctrines, gen-
erally opposed to royal absolutism, state
centralization, and the doctrine of reason of state,
in the name of a traditional fundamental law.
Ancient here means “previous, old,” as in the
French ancien of ancien régime; the law and con-
stitution that are being appealed to, remembered,
or invented were medieval, not ancient in the
sense that refers to classical Greece or Rome.
Indeed, the ancient constitution was also often
referred to as the Gothic constitution, Gothic
itself being a term often used during the (Greek-
and Roman-oriented) Renaissance to refer to the
nonclassical, feudal, Germanic centuries that pre-
ceded it, as in the Gothic art and architecture of
the twelfth to fifteenth centuries. Gothic was often
a derogatory term, the Visigoths and Ostrogoths,
like the Vandals and other Germanic tribes, being
remembered as barbaric destroyers of Roman
civilization. But ancient constitutionalists would
sometimes proudly appeal to an imagined history
that included the Germanic tribes, who had a free-
dom in their primordial forests that the subjects of
absolute Roman emperors lacked.

Ancient constitutions, as imagined or constructed
by early modern ancient constitutionalists, were
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not the unified written documents with clear status
as fundamental law that we now associate with the
word constitution. There were complex mixtures
of written charters and codes of public law (Magna
Carta, for example), customs, evolved institutions,
feudal oaths, and political compromises newly
described as fundamental law. The key intellectual
move of an ancient constitutionalist argument was
usually to identify some exercise of central or royal
power as novel and innovative and disruptive of
some long-established rule, custom, law, or prac-
tice and as therefore illegal or illegitimate. Appeals
to ancient constitutions were, therefore, not always
coherent or compatible with one another, to say
nothing of the historical record; defenses of aristo-
cratic privileges and defenses of urban liberties
could sit uncomfortably with one another, for
example, since during the Middle Ages, urban lib-
erties were asserted against local feudal lords at
least as much as against distant kings.

Ancient constitutionalism probably had its
greatest influence as a set of doctrines in seven-
teenth- and early eighteenth-century England. The
ideas that a Saxon (that is Germanic) common law
had governed England since before the time of the
absolutist Norman conquest, that Magna Carta
had restated what were already old rules and rights
at English law, and that Parliament as an institu-
tion had for centuries held the authority to grant
or withhold consent to taxation and legislation
provided a baseline against which the Stuart kings
could be said to be illegally innovating. Ancient
constitutionalism thus formed part of the founda-
tion of Parliamentarian and Whig ideologies; the
execution of Charles I and the chasing from the
throne of James II were both characterized as
restoring a good and old legal-political order. In
the seventeenth century, Thomas Hobbes was an
important opponent of all parts of ancient consti-
tutionalist thinking: He held that customs did not
become law with age; that neither Parliament nor
common-law judges could have any more author-
ity than what a sovereign king granted them; and
that the privileges of provinces, cities, and aristo-
crats alike were discretionary grants, not enforce-
able rights. In the late eighteenth century, David
Hume, especially in his widely read multivolume
History of England, subjected ancient constitu-
tionalist history to devastating criticism. While
Hume thought that the post-Glorious Revolution

regime that we now think of as an emerging con-
stitutional monarchy was a good one, he was also
quite sure that it was a new one, not a restoration
of whathe took to be feudal barbarism. Nonetheless,
ancient constitutionalist ideas retained a grip on
the English historical imagination.

The ancient constitutionalist style of argument
was nonetheless in evidence throughout early
modern Western Europe. As central state authority
grew, struggles between the center and traditional
provinces or cities or regional aristocratic lords
were common. So, too, were struggles between
kings and parliaments or estates representing the
aristocracy, the clergy, and the cities or common
people. Political rhetoric, and sometimes devel-
oped political theory, often criticized absolutism in
the name of the old order and institutions. These
disputes were most famous in France: The
sixteenth-century Calvinist monarchomachs theo-
rized in an ancient constitutionalist style, and so
did the eighteenth-century parlementaires, whose
resistance to royal power, protection of aristo-
cratic immunity from taxation, and insistence on
summoning the long-defunct Estates General
precipitated the French Revolution. Baron de
Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws, published in
1748, offered an ancient and Gothic constitution-
alist reconstruction of French constitutional his-
tory and argued that a respect for the traditional
rights and privileges of intermediate bodies pro-
tected the rule of law within a monarchy and
differentiated it from despotism.

While ancient constitutionalism was in a sense
logically tied to the customs of one particular
place, there was considerable cross-fertilization.
Monarchomach tracts were translated and pub-
lished in English as bolstering Whig arguments.
Montesquieu drew on English experience, and
Edmund Burke wrote that England had preserved
the ancient constitution of Europe and therefore
that France could have rebuilt on its own constitu-
tional foundations using English institutions as a
model, as an alternative to revolution.

From the French Revolution through the early
twentieth century, almost every European state
broke with its legal and political past in a radical
way. Moreover, the development of written,
enacted constitutionalism, while it drew on
Montesquieu and other ancient constitutionalist
sources, apparently offered the possibility of
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limiting the state and binding it to the rule of law
in a more determinate and more democratic way,
not dependent on either conflicting customs or on
aristocratic privilege.

Jacob T. Levy
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ANCIENT DEMOCRACY

Democracy began with the ancient Greeks. While
a few prior kingdoms and city-states of the ancient
Near East may have included a degree of commu-
nal or popular decision making in government,
nowhere outside Greece did the process rise to the
level of democracy. Greek democracy first
appeared in a few city-states of the archaic period
(c. 700-480 BCE), became more common during
the succeeding classical period (c. 480-323 BCE),
and continued in the Hellenistic era (323-31 BCE)
before declining precipitously during the time of
Rome’s hegemony (from c. 196 BCE on). Greek
democracy powerfully influenced political theory
and practice in antiquity and has continued to do
so to the present day.

What It Meant

The Greek word for democracy was demokratia,
involving the root words demos, or people, and
kratos, power. The Greeks conceived of demokra-
tia as that form of city-state constitution in which
the people—especially the masses of ordinary citi-
zens (the demos) rather than the wealthy elite—
controlled the deliberative process and held
decisive political authority. Ancient writers usu-
ally contrasted demokratia with forms of govern-
ment involving rule by a small class of privileged
citizens (oligarchy, aristocracy) or rule by one
man (monarchy, tyranny).

The demos expressed its control in the demo-
cratic city-state in various ways. Most directly, the
demos ruled through meetings of a popular assem-
bly, a body to which all citizens were invited. Most
Greek city-states (or poleis, as the Greeks called
them) regularly held assembly meetings of some
kind. However, assemblies in democratic states

e required little or no property for attendance and
in some city-states even offered payments to
encourage poorer citizens to join in;

e allowed anyone to speak at the meetings, not
just designated officials;

e had essentially unlimited purview and decisive
authority, so that decrees of the assembly carried
the full force of law.

The demos expressed further control in the city-
state through the court system: Juries were manned
by ordinary citizens and often ruled on political
matters, not just narrow issues of civil or criminal
law. In addition, democracies kept governing offi-
cials and councils on a short leash, with brief terms
of office (typically a year or even less) and multiple
mechanisms for oversight and discipline by the
demos. Many officials were chosen by lot from
citizen volunteers; others were elected in desig-
nated meetings of the assembly.

The concepts of freedom (eleutheria) and equal-
ity (various Greek terms typically with the prefix
iso-) animated Greek democracy, and both appear
prominently in discussions of demokratia by
ancient authors. Freedom meant not only freedom
from oppressive internal or external political con-
trol, but also freedom in the positive sense of the
ability to live as one wishes. Equality expressed
itself in the idea that people in a democracy should
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rule themselves in turn because all citizens were
capable of making contributions to the public wel-
fare and all deserved a voice in public matters.

How It Worked

Ancient critics of demokratia—who far outnum-
bered its supporters in the surviving literature—
judged that too much freedom and equality existed
in democracy, leading to licentious behavior, social
upset, and poorly considered decisions from a
poorly educated collective citizenry. Socrates,
Plato, and Aristotle all had serious doubts about
the wisdom of democratic government (although
Aristotle not as implacably as Plato), and they
bequeathed their concerns to later theorists.
Historical writers such as Thucydides and
Xenophon also portrayed demokratia in largely
negative terms. The historian Herodotus, however,
wrote somewhat more favorably of the constitu-
tional form and its ideals of freedom and equality,
extolling the power it gave Athens and contrasting
it with the ugly despotism of the Persian king.

Athens presents the most famous case of ancient
democracy. Arising with the reforms of Cleisthenes
(c. 507 BCE), Athens’s democratic government
became one of the hallmarks of the state and
remained so even as the city grew into an imperial
power in the course of the fifth century. Defeat in
the Peloponnesian War in 404 BCE led to a brief
episode of repressive oligarchy, but demokratia
soon returned to Athens and continued through the
rest of the classical era. Democracy also flourished
elsewhere in the Greek world, although a paucity
of historical sources leave other examples less well
understood than the Athenian version. Demokratia
probably began in the middle of the sixth century
BCE in one or more city-states, including Chios,
Megara, or Cyrene; by the fifth century, major
regional powers such as Syracuse and Argos joined
Athens in adopting the constitutional form and
retained it for long periods of time.

Compared to the theory and practice of modern
democracy, ancient demokratia seems radical in
some ways and conservative in others. Given the
widespread practice of slave holding in the ancient
world and the routine exclusion of women from
politics, ancient democracy naturally excluded both
from participation, narrowing its ambit. On the
other hand, for the free male citizens to whom it

applied, demokratia enabled far more intense and
direct political influence than citizens of modern
representative systems can hope for. The smaller
scale of the Greek city-state—usually ranging from
a few hundred to a few thousand citizens—made
possible something close to true citizen self-
government, ruling and being ruled in turn.

Eric Robinson
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ANIMAL ETHICS

Does it matter morally whether animals suffer or
live long happy lives? Do animals have moral
rights? The moral status of animals has become an
increasingly important topic, with the morality of
hunting, scientific experimentation on animals,
and eating meat particularly widely discussed.
This entry first discusses the contractualist view
that animals have moral status and then examines
several approaches to the status of animals: utili-
tarian, rights-based, and virtue-based. It is assumed
throughout that many animals are capable of feel-
ing pain, pleasure, and suffering; this assumption
is defended in detail and depth by David DeGrazia
and in a collection of papers edited by Marc
Bekoff and Dale Jamieson.

Contractualism and the Claim
That Animals Have No Moral Status

According to some moral theories, animals lack
moral status. Animal pain or suffering, as such,
does not matter morally unless it has some impact
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on creatures that do have moral status. A well-
known and influential moral theory that has this
implication is contractualism. According to con-
tractualism, morality can be understood as a con-
tract between rational creatures who can accept
and abide by the terms of the contract. Because
most (perhaps all) animals cannot make and
choose to fulfill contracts, they neither possess
moral responsibilities nor have moral status them-
selves. Eating animals, experimenting on them,
even torturing them for fun is morally acceptable,
considering the impact on the animals alone.
Contractualism has been defended recently by
T. M. Scanlon and, with specific reference to the
moral status of animals, by Peter Carruthers.

Of course many contractualists do not believe
that torturing animals for fun is morally accept-
able, and they can offer a number of explanations
why it is wrong, namely, that it has implications
for the treatment of people, who do have moral
status. First, some animals (such as farm animals
and pets) are owned by people, and it is wrong to
damage their property. Second, torturing animals
for fun may be bad for your character. By doing
so, you will become callous and cruel and more
likely in the future to torture people, which would
matter morally.

From the contractualist perspective, these are
genuine reasons not to harm animals, but they are
not very strong. Many animals do not belong to
people, and it may be that harming animals has
only a weak or even negative correlation with
harming people (e.g., taking out your frustration on
the cat may make you less likely to take it out on
your child, in which case you would have reasons
for harming the cat, according to contractualism).

Moreover, contractualists, who insist that
rationality and the ability to make and to decide
to fulfill contracts are essential to moral status,
are faced with a dilemma. Some humans are not
rational; some have mental capacities similar to or
even lower than many animals. Either contractu-
alists must accept that these humans have no
moral status, or they must explain why these
humans have moral status, but animals with the
same or greater mental capacities do not.
Contractualists have struggled to give a credible
answer to this dilemma. This has led one promi-
nent contractualist, Scanlon, to suggest that con-
tractualism is not an account of the whole of

morality. Scanlon suggests that an important part
of morality, “what we owe to each other” is con-
tractualist, but there is also “morality in the broad
sense,” which includes moral reasons not to harm
animals or to cause them unnecessary suffering
and which is not contractualist at its basis.

Utilitarianism

According to utilitarianism, it is morally right to
maximize happiness and morally wrong to do oth-
erwise. Utilitarianism implies that all creatures
capable of happiness or suffering have moral sta-
tus, in the sense that their happiness and suffering
counts equally, whether they are human or animal.
An action can be morally wrong, according to
utilitarianism, simply because it causes suffering in
animals, even if humans benefit from it; such
actions are wrong if there is an alternative action
that would result in more happiness overall (e.g.,
where the animals do not suffer and the humans
still benefit).

Many utilitarians recognized that this moral
theory had important implications for the treat-
ment of animals, but the issue was raised particu-
larly forcefully by Peter Singer in a number of
works, but most notably in his book, Animal
Liberation.

Animal Liberation was first published in 1975.
It has sold more than 400,000 copies and is one of
the most widely read and influential works of
political philosophy of the twentieth century. Singer
claims that we are guilty of speciesism, a prejudice
toward humans comparable to the prejudice of sex-
ists and racists. The book aims to question our
treatment of animals and to encourage us to change
our attitudes and practices toward them.

But it is important to note that in Animal
Liberation, Singer does not appeal to utilitarian-
ism, which he recognizes is a very controversial
moral theory. Instead, he sets out a principle of
equality, which he claims many people (not just
utilitarians) will accept. According to this princi-
ple, regarding the pain (or pleasure) that animals
feel as less important than the same amount of
pain (or pleasure) felt by humans cannot be mor-
ally justified. Singer believes some pains are worse
than other pains, but only if they are more intense
or longer lasting. Your pain is not worse than mine
because you are more clever or more self-aware or
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because you happen to be a human rather than an
animal. In other words, the badness of a pain is
not affected by other features of the being that
feels the pain.

Avoiding speciesism does not require us to
believe that there are no differences between
humans and animals that matter morally.
According to Singer, the life of a normal human is
worth more than the life of a normal animal. He
thinks that the life of a self-aware being, capable
of abstract thought, of planning for the future, of
complex acts of communication, and so on, is
more valuable than the life of a being without
those capacities. One reason for this is that a crea-
ture with those extra capacities will be able to
form many preferences for the future and those
preferences will be frustrated if the creature is
killed, whereas a creature that has a less sophisti-
cated mind, which cannot think about the future,
can form fewer preferences that would be
frustrated if it were killed.

Because humans typically have more complex
and sophisticated minds than most animals, it fol-
lows that it is normally worse to kill a human or let
one die than to do the same to an animal. But not
all humans are “normal.” There are humans who
are no more self-aware, no more capable of abstract
thought, of planning for the future, of complex acts
of communication, and so on than many animals,
and Singer believes that it is morally right to treat
those humans as we would treat animals.

Itisimportant to note thatin Animal Liberation,
Singer does not speak of animal rights, and he
does not accord animals absolute rights not to be
harmed. If there were significant benefits from an
animal’s suffering, it could be morally right to
impose that suffering on it, and Singer is prepared
to accept this consequence. This is compatible
with utilitarianism (and with Singer’s principle of
equality).

For example, Singer strongly criticizes the thou-
sands of experiments performed on animals every
year that make it certain the animals will suffer
and die, without any certainty, he claims, that any
human lives will be saved or that humans will ben-
efit at all. He does not, however, suggest that
experimentation on animals should be outlawed
completely. Rather, only those experiments serv-
ing a clear and urgent need should continue, and
the remaining research should be replaced by

research not involving animals. He supports
(although he does not use these terms) what have
become known as the three Rs: replacement (of
experiments involving animals of high mental
capacity with experiments involving animals of
lower mental capacity), refinement (of experiments
involving animals so that they cause as little suffer-
ing as possible), and reduction (of the number of
experiments involving animals).

There are different versions of utilitarianism,
and they have different practical implications for
the treatment of animals. According to act utili-
tarianism, an act is morally wrong if an alternative
act would produce more overall happiness.
According to rule utilitarianism, an act is morally
wrong if it is forbidden by a set of rules that, if
generally accepted in society, would produce more
overall happiness than any alternative. Consider
now whether you should eat a chicken that has
been raised in poor conditions on a factory farm.
Suppose that you would gain pleasure from doing
so, and your refraining from doing so would make
no difference to the practice of factory farming.
According to act utilitarianism, eating the meat is
morally permissible, perhaps even morally required,
because doing so produces more happiness than
the alternative. But if, as is plausible, a rule ban-
ning factory-farmed meat would produce more
overall happiness than one allowing this practice,
then rule utilitarianism would require you not to
eat the meat.

Utilitarianism is well-placed to defend the moral
status of animals. But it does not follow from any
version of that theory that harming animals is
wrong, whatever the consequences. As a result,
some philosophers have developed alternative
approaches to animal ethics that protect the inter-
ests of animals more strongly. According to these
theories, animals have rights.

Rights Theories

According to rights theorists, animals have rights,
usually including a right to life. Whereas utili-
tarianism morally permits killing animals if the
benefits are sufficiently great, if animals have a
right to life, it is wrong to kill them whatever the
consequences.

One of the best worked out theories of animal
rights is Tom Regan’s The Case for Animal Rights.
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According to Regan, any creature that is a “subject
of a life” has a distinctive kind of value that he calls
inherent value. A subject of a life is a creature that
has “beliefs and desires; perception, memory and a
sense of the future, including their own future;
preference and welfare-interests; the ability to initi-
ate action in pursuit of their desires and goals; a
psychophysical identity over time; and an individ-
ual welfare in the sense that their experiential life
fares well or ill for them.”

Because higher mammals (such as pigs, sheep,
cattle) are subjects of a life, they have inherent value,
and they have a right to life. Killing and eating these
animals is always wrong. Scientific experimenta-
tion on these animals is always wrong, whether for
cosmetics or medical research. Reduction and refine-
ment of experiments are not appropriate responses,
only elimination. Even if we could save more lives
by medical research involving animals, it would be
wrong to use them for this purpose. Regan is aware
that not all animals are subjects of a life. Those that
are not may not have inherent value, so it may not
be wrong to use them in these ways.

Rights theorists like Regan typically argue that
animals have rights in the same kind of way that
utilitarians argue that animals have moral status.
They point out that we accord rights to humans
who have mental capacities similar to certain ani-
mals and argue that, to be consistent, we must
allow that those animals have rights, too. It may,
however, be more helpful to consider individual
rights and their basis in order to consider whether
animals have those rights. For example, a discus-
sion of the basis of the right to life can be found in
Alison Hills. But since the question of whether all
humans have moral rights and, if they do, the basis
of those rights is extremely controversial, and so it
is not straightforward to draw conclusions about
animal rights.

Virtue Theory

Utilitarianism and rights theories have been the
most important approaches to animal ethics. But
some moral philosophers have begun to develop
alternative accounts. In particular, some have sug-
gested that thinking about virtues can be a fruitful
way of addressing animal issues. Vices such as cru-
elty and callousness and virtues such as beneficence
and justice are clearly relevant to questions of the

treatment of animals. In addition, Roger Scruton
appeals to a virtue of piety in his discussion of how
we should treat animals. And Rosalind Hursthouse,
in a brief comment in her book on virtue ethics,
suggests that eating meat may be an instance of the
vice of greed. Although this approach is promising,
it is not developed as fully as utilitarian and rights-
based theories of the moral status of animals, and
it is not yet clear exactly what practical implica-
tions virtue ethics has for the treatment of animals.
Further work is needed to determine the similari-
ties and differences between this approach and
those already considered.

Conclusion

The treatment of animals is an important mat-
ter, both practically and philosophically. Animal
farming is a very large practice, involving mil-
lions of animals; scientific experimentation on
animals involves far fewer but still substantial
numbers of animals. It is an urgent question how
these practices should be regulated and, indeed,
whether they should be legally permitted at all. In
recent years, the United Kingdom has changed its
laws regulating the uses of animals to protect
animal welfare, but activists who campaign on
behalf of animal welfare believe that the restric-
tions should be even stronger, whereas farmers
and scientists who use animals in their research
emphasize the benefits of these uses of animals to
human beings.

Philosophical questions about the moral status
of animals are important because they force us to
reflect on the basis of moral status quite generally,
including the moral status of humans. They have
implications for the very heart of moral theory. It
is very plausible, as even some contractualists
admit, that the suffering of animals matters mor-
ally and that animals do have moral status. It is
much harder to say whether they have rights, in
part because it is controversial exactly which
rights we humans have—if any—and why. It is
likely that these difficult issues will not be settled
soon, and so it may be worth exploring alterna-
tive approaches to animal ethics, including those
suggested by virtue ethicists.

Alison Hills

See also Animality
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ANIMALITY

Animality denotes the characteristics of animals as
opposed to plants or to humans. Although in the
life sciences, humans are considered one type of
animal, in philosophy and in everyday practice,
animality continues to be defined against human-
ity. This entry first explores Aristotle’s emphasis on
rationality and self-government as the capacities
that set human beings apart from animals. Medieval
thought further elaborated this view, portraying
human beings as superior to animals and as entitled
to absolute dominion over them. René Descartes
and Immanuel Kant, too, held that animals were
inferior and lacked any rights. In the nineteenth
century, however, a new perspective emerged, one
that stressed similarities between humans and ani-
mals in terms of the capacity to suffer. In the twen-
tieth century, some thinkers have focused on the
relationship between humans and animals and the
extension of rights to animals.

Aristotle on Animality

Until relatively recently, the meaning of the term
animality within the history of Western political

thought was constant. For centuries, Western
philosophical conceptions of animality were domi-
nated by the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle’s
idea that humans are unique among the animals
because of their ability to govern themselves, both
as rational individuals and as political groups or
nations. Whereas other animals are governed by
natural instincts, humans are self-governing, he
maintained. Aristotle (384-322 BCE) called
humans zoon politikon, which means political ani-
mals. He argued that humans, as the only animals
capable of politics and self-government, have the
right of dominion over all other lower animals. He
wrote that nature makes all animals for the use of
man. Aristotle said that humans and other animals
were distinct in that only humans have speech
(even if animals have voices), rationality, and eth-
ics. Therefore, he concluded, “man is the most
excellent of all living beings.”

Aquinas on Animality

Aristotle’s theories of animality were given an
even more radical form in the writings of medieval
philosopher and theologian Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274 CE). Aquinas argued that man is
rational and animals are not; man has absolute
dominion over animals, which were given to him
by God, and therefore, man may kill or dispose of
animals as he pleases. In other words, man has no
direct ethical or moral obligations to animals
whatsoever. Aquinas believed that there is no duty
to animals and that God put animals on Earth for
men to use.

Modern Philosophy

Modern philosophers René Descartes (1596-1650)
and Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) continued to
drive a wedge between animality and humanity.
Descartes argued that animals are like machines
that merely react to stimuli but do not have any
true responses. He maintained that because ani-
mals are incapable of language and of knowledge,
they are inferior to man. He said that animals do
not have immortal souls; only humans do.

Kant also proposed that animals are inferior to
man because they are incapable of reason. He con-
cluded that we have no direct ethical duties to ani-
mals, although we may have indirect ethical duties
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to them if by harming them we harm their owners.
Kant also argued that people who harm animals
may become callous and thereby become accus-
tomed to harming living beings, including other
people. In this regard, harming animals may indi-
rectly lead to harming people, in which case it is
ethically wrong. Kant argued that if we have a duty
to animals, it is only because our behavior toward
animals affects our actions toward other humans.
We learn to be good to each other by being good to
animals, and cruelty to animals can lead to cruelty
to humans. But, Kant also says that if a man shoots
another man’s dog, it is a moral wrong done not to
the dog but to the owner of the dog.

The view that humans have (or should) over-
come their own animality and that they are radi-
cally different from animals because they are
capable of reason, understanding, language, ethics,
politics, sympathy, imagination, and various other
characteristics associated with humanity (includ-
ing having a soul) was the dominant view until the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries and the begin-
ning of what is called the animal rights movement.
German philosopher Johann Herder (1744-1803)
even claimed that man’s upright or erect posture is
what makes him unique and results in everything
else associated with being human. Herder says that
man has the most perfect organization of powers
because of the perspective he gains through his
upright posture.

Nineteenth-Century Views on Animality
Origins of the Doctrine of Animal Rights

In the nineteenth century, there are notable excep-
tions to Herder’s view, particularly as articulated in
the philosophy of Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900). In addition, the
nineteenth century saw the first organized attempts
to protect animals with the emergence of animal
protection associations in England and the United
States. English philosopher Bentham argued that
like humans, animals are also capable of suffering,
even if they are not capable of language or rational
thought. Because of this, people have obligations
not to harm them. He suggested that someday ani-
mals may acquire rights withheld from them now;
the day may come when the treatment of animals
is viewed like the treatment of slaves, who were
once subjugated but eventually liberated. Just as we

now believe that it is wrong to enslave humans,
someday we may believe that it is wrong to enslave
or slaughter animals.

Nietzsche

Nietzsche actually proclaimed the virtues of ani-
mality over rationality; in various ways, he argued
that the valuation of reason over the body has had
deleterious effects on human culture, which is
plagued by guilt and shame about its natural ani-
mality. He maintained that valuing the mind over
the body or humanity over animality makes us
both weak and sick. In his typical ironic and poetic
fashion, he suggests that human evolution has
made us awkward like sea animals when they had
to become land animals or perish. Human animals
were reduced to what he calls their most fallible
organ, consciousness; where once they could rely
on their animal instincts, now they had to think
and therefore became weak. Nietzsche also sug-
gests that the virtues that are considered the pin-
nacle of human culture are derived from animal
virtues; all moral values can be traced to animals,
including courage, goodness, and strength. Turning
on its head the view that morality is distinctly
human, Nietzsche claims that our greatest virtues
come from our animal instincts and not the repres-
sion of those instincts, as his predecessors argued.

Nietzsche was one of the first philosophers to
challenge the very man-animal or human-animal
opposition that inaugurated Western philosophy.
Traditionally, humans are conceived of as opposed
to animals as the result of repressing animality;
and humanity is valued as higher or superior to
animality. Nietzsche reverses this valuation and
puts animals and animality higher than humans
and humanity. It could be argued that this
extreme reversal of the traditional philosophical
view of animals was intended to make us think
about the arbitrariness of the absolute borders we
draw between ourselves and other species.
Nietzsche reminds us of our own animality and
animal natures, which cannot—and should
not—be eradicated. He challenges us to think
about life as dynamic and fluid in ways that can
only be reduced, and evacuated of their richness,
by our tendency to categorize everything into
neat columns or oppositions, including the
human-animal binary.
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Freud

Reminiscent of Nietzsche, the father of psycho-
analysis, Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), proposed
that humans have bodily drives that evolve out of
our animal instincts. In other words, our animality
does not disappear when we become civilized,
social, political, or self-governing. Rather, aggres-
sive instincts must be redirected into socially
acceptable activities. Freud claims that we become
human through the repression of animal instincts,
which in humans are expressed in indirect and
sublimated forms.

Darwin

Both Freud and Nietzsche were influenced by
the theories of naturalist Charles Darwin (1809-
1882), who proposed that humans evolved from
lower animal forms, that humans share many
characteristics in common with other animals, and
that animals also possess forms of reasoning,
intelligence, and emotion. Today, the basic prin-
ciples of Darwin’s theory of evolution are still
accepted by the scientific community, although
they are contested by various religious groups
because of the presumption that being closer to
animals is being further from God. This presump-
tion is based on an oppositional hierarchy between
humans and animals that does not allow a being
to be both human and animal and holds humans
to be superior to animals.

Twentieth-Century Views of Animality
Singer and Regan

The oppositional hierarchy between humans
and animals that dominated the philosophical
scene for centuries changed dramatically in the
twentieth century with some philosophers’ reac-
tions to factory farming, mass animal slaughter for
food production, and scientific experimentation on
animals. Although there were many precursors in
the nineteenth century, the beginning of what is
now called the animal rights movement is associ-
ated with the publication of contemporary
Australian philosopher Peter Singer’s (1946— ) book
Animal Liberation (1975). Following the discourse
of the civil rights movements, Singer argues that
our treatment of animals is a kind of species-ism on

par with racism or sexism. In the first paragraph of
Animal Liberation, echoing Bentham, Singer claims
that humans have enslaved and tyrannized animals,
which he compares to the enslavement of black
people. Like Bentham, he argues that someday we
will see that the enslavement of animals is also
morally wrong.

He argues that all animals are equal. In 1983,
American philosopher Tom Regan (1938- ) pub-
lished another important book in the animal rights
movement outlining a moral theory that demands
that we extend rights to at least some animals. He
argues that because both animals and humans
have interests, animal welfare and human welfare
do not differ in kind. He argues that all creatures
are subjects of their own lives and therefore deserve
respect. Since then, there have been many debates
and ongoing discussions of issues around animal
rights among philosophers working in the Anglo-
American tradition.

Deleuze and Guattari

At the same time, however, philosophers work-
ing in the European tradition, particularly French
philosophers, have taken a different approach
toward our relations with and obligations toward
animals. Most notably, Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995)
and Félix Guattari (1930-1992) (who co-authored
several books) and Jacques Derrida (1930-2004)
follow a more Nietzschean line of thought in
rethinking the very boundary between human and
animal. Rather than argue that animals are like
humans and therefore should be given rights like
humans—the type of argument made by propo-
nents of animal rights—these philosophers try to
articulate different conceptions of human, human-
ity, animal, and animality. They challenge us to
question the meaning of these terms and our
assumptions about such categories and to think
about how these assumptions affect our actions.
Whereas animal rights philosophers usually com-
pare animals to humans, making humans the stan-
dard against which animals continue to be
measured, these philosophers reject humanism or
any philosophy that measures everything, includ-
ing animals, in relation to humans.

Deleuze and Guattari suggest that the boundar-
ies separating humans, animals, and machines are
becoming increasingly blurry and fluid as our
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interdependence becomes more pronounced. They
discuss multiplicities, packs, and assemblages to
indicate how what we have taken to be individuals
are really interconnected and can form shifting,
changing groups that act in concert. Human life
and history have become so intertwined with ani-
mals and machines that we misrepresent our expe-
rience when we insist on clear lines between them;
we reduce the richness of our experience when we
stake out territories of the animal or of the human.
Deleuze and Guattari propose that humans are
becoming animal and animals are becoming human;
and the relationship between human and animal is
reversible. They insist that a stable boundary can-
not be drawn between human and animal.

Derrida

Like Deleuze and Guattari, Derrida argues that
we cannot draw an absolute borderline between
human and animal. Rather, he argues that there
are multiple, shifting, unstable borders between
different sorts of animals, including human ani-
mals. We use the term animal to refer to vast num-
bers of different species, from ants to zebras. In his
first posthumously published book, Derrida main-
tains that the very word animal does violence to
the multiplicity of nonhuman animals, some of
which may have more in common with humans
than they do with each other. He also says that
humans may be the most beastly of animals. Unlike
proponents of animal rights, Derrida is not arguing
that animals are like humans, but rather there are
more differences between species than the one
between so-called humans and so-called animals.
Derrida also suggests that the entire history of phi-
losophy revolves around the wrong-headed oppo-
sitional hierarchy man-animal. Derrida’s work is
sparking what could be the latest trend in philoso-
phers’ thinking about animals and animality.

Kelly Oliver
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ANTI-FOUNDATIONALISM

Anti-foundationalism is a doctrine in the philoso-
phy of knowledge. In most versions, it asserts that
none of our knowledge is absolutely certain. In
some versions, it asserts more specifically and more
controversially that we cannot provide knowledge
with secure foundations in either pure experi-
ences or pure reason. Anti-foundationalism appears
to be compatible with a wide range of political
sciences—from rational choice to ethnography—
and an equally wide range of ideologies—from
conservatism to socialism. Nonetheless, in prac-
tice, it has come to have a close relationship to
critical approaches to the study of politics.

Philosophy

The term anti-foundationalism is of recent popular-
ity. It is used to refer to any epistemology that
rejects appeals to any basic ground or foundation of
knowledge. Anti-foundational epistemologies thus
include many that predate the recent spread of the
term itself. Examples of anti-foundationalism surely
include much postmodernism, poststructuralism,
and pragmatism, as well as much of the analytic
philosophy done in the wake of W. V. O. Quine or
Ludwig Wittgenstein.

Anti-foundationalism commonly leads to vari-
ous other philosophical positions. The most wide-
spread are meaning holism, social constructivism,
interpretivism, and historicism. Let us consider
them in turn.

Given that we cannot have pure experiences, our
concepts and propositions cannot refer to the world
in splendid isolation. Concepts cannot directly
represent objects in the world because our experi-
ences of those objects must in part be constructed
using our prior theories. Thus, anti-foundationalists
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conclude that concepts, meanings, and beliefs do
not have a one-to-one correspondence with objects
in the world but rather cluster together in whole
webs. While anti-foundationalists have defended
many different epistemologies, from pragmatism to
radical skepticism, many of them conclude that we
cannot justify isolated propositions; rather, any
justification of a knowledge claim must be one that
applies to a web of beliefs or research program.
These kinds of epistemological ideas inspire anti-
foundational critiques of the positivism and naive
empiricism found in much political science.

The meaning holism associated with anti-foun-
dationalism has implications for social ontology.
Meaning holism implies that our concepts are not
simply given to us by the world as it is; rather, we
build them by drawing on our prior theories in an
attempt to categorize, explain, and narrate our
experiences. Thus, anti-foundationalists typically
uphold social constructivism. They argue that we
make the beliefs and concepts on which we act and
thus the social world in which we live. This social
constructivism asserts not only that we make the
social world through our actions, but also that our
actions reflect beliefs, concepts, languages, and dis-
courses that themselves are social constructs. This
constructivist ontology inspires anti-foundational
critiques of the reified and essentialist concepts
found in much political science.

Meaning holism feeds into anti-foundational
analyses of social explanation. It undermines
reductionist attempts to explain actions by refer-
ence to allegedly objective social facts without
reference to the relevant beliefs or meanings. The
crucial argument here is that because people’s
beliefs form holistic webs and because their experi-
ences are laden with their prior beliefs, we cannot
assume that people in any given social location will
come to hold certain beliefs or assume certain
interests. To the contrary, their beliefs, including
their view of their interests, will depend on their
prior theories. Thus, anti-foundationalists con-
clude that social explanation consists not of reduc-
ing actions to social facts but of the interpretations
of meanings in the context of webs of belief, dis-
courses, or cultural practices.

Social constructivism also feeds into anti-
foundational analyses of social explanation. It
undercuts a scientism in which social explanation
appears as a quest for ahistorical causal links. The

crucial argument here is that because beliefs and
concepts, and so actions and practices, are histori-
cally contingent social constructs, we cannot ade-
quately explain them in terms of a transhistorical
correlation or mechanism. Human norms and
practices are not natural or rational responses to
given circumstances. Thus, many anti-foundation-
alists conclude that social explanation contains an
inherently historicist moment. Even those concepts
and practices that seem most natural to us need to
be explained as products of a contingent history.

Political Science

To understand the implications of anti-founda-
tionalism for political science, we should distin-
guish between philosophy, method, and topics. As
we have just seen, anti-foundationalism supports a
social philosophy characterized by holism, con-
structivism, interpretivism, and historicism. This
social philosophy provides a stark contrast to the
lukewarm positivism of much political science. It is
clear, in that respect, that anti-foundationalism
offers a major challenge to political scientists to
clarify and defend the philosophical assump-
tions that inform their work. Yet, to challenge
political scientists to rethink their philosophical
assumptions is not necessarily to require them
to reject their favored methods or topics. Anti-
foundationalism cautions political scientists to reflect
on the data they generate; it does not tell them that
they must or must not use particular techniques to
generate data on particular issues.
Anti-foundationalism itself should lead us to
recognize that it does not require or preclude par-
ticular methods or topics in political science.
Meaning holism implies that our beliefs or con-
cepts form a web. Thus, it is possible that political
scientists could reconcile anti-foundational philos-
ophy with any given method by suitably modifying
their other beliefs or concepts. Political scientists
can make their favored techniques of data genera-
tion compatible with anti-foundationalism by
modifying their other beliefs so as to suggest that
the data they generate is saturated with their prior
theories and involve holistic and constructed webs
of meaning that are to be explained by interpreta-
tions that include a historical moment. Founda-
tionalists may insist on particular techniques,
arguing that these techniques generate pure facts
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and others do not. Anti-foundationalists, in con-
trast, should allow that all kinds of techniques
generate theory-laden data that we can accept or
challenge in narratives.

Anti-foundationalists might choose to undertake
critical studies that reveal the historical contin-
gency and partiality of beliefs that present them-
selves as naturally given or inherently rational.
Equally, one might imagine anti-foundationalists
relying on large-scale surveys to generate data from
which to postulate certain beliefs of which they
then offer a historical explanation. Or one might
imagine them using formal models to explore the
outcomes that arise from actions based on particu-
lar beliefs and desires, and even then postulating
particular beliefs and desires on the grounds that
doing so best explains certain observed outcomes.
No doubt any anti-foundationalists who used
behavioral or rational choice approaches to politi-
cal science would have to allow that the stories
they told were provisional ones that related actions
and practices to socially constructed webs of mean-
ing. But there is no reason why their provisional
stories should not rely heavily on surveys, statisti-
cal analysis, or formal models.

It is worth adding here that anti-foundationalism
might even prove compatible with only slightly
modified versions of the forms of explanation
associated with behavioralism, institutionalism,
and rational choice. Anti-foundationalism is, of
course, incompatible with a naive belief in the
validity of explanations that treat data as pure
facts to be explained in ways that reify practices so
as to treat them as natural, fixed, or inherently
rational. However, political scientists might accept
an anti-foundational analysis of social explanation
while offering ad hoc or pragmatic justifications
for explanations couched in terms of reified con-
cepts. Perhaps they might argue that such simpli-
fied explanations are more able to generate
policy-relevant knowledge than are nuanced
accounts of historical contingency and diversity:
They might defend aggregate, formal correlations
between poverty and race, gender, marital status,
and education on the grounds that these help the
state to develop policies that alleviate poverty.
Equally, of course, anti-foundationalists might
respond by arguing that the dangers of basing
power and policy on essentialist concepts and for-
mal explanations always outweigh the benefits of

acting on simplified correlations or models, or they
might argue that other approaches to policy for-
mation are capable of generating similar or more
substantial benefits. For now, however, the impor-
tant point is that anti-foundationalism itself does
not conclusively resolve such arguments in a way
that rules out all possible uses of reified or essen-
tialist concepts in formal correlations and models.

Critique

While anti-foundationalism in principle could be
combined with all kinds of approaches to politics,
in practice, it is associated more or less exclusively
with those that are inspired by critical traditions of
inquiry. The impact of different critical traditions
on various strands of anti-foundationalism, includ-
ing governmentality, post-Marxism, and social
humanism, does much to explain their respective
focus on particular concepts and topics.

In general, we may say that whatever their dif-
ferences, anti-foundationalists have developed a
broadly shared research program. That research
program contains at least the following four
themes:

1. A commitment to studying meanings (beliefs,
discourses, and traditions) as constitutive of
social and political practices

2. A belief in the contingency and contestability of
meanings, and so an opposition to claims that a
culture, web of beliefs, or practice is natural,
inexorable, or inherently rational

3. A commitment to historical explanations of
meanings, where historicity conveys
contingency, thereby undercutting appeals to
formal models, fixed institutions, or reified
social patterns

4. A use of historical critiques to reveal the
contingency of webs of belief, which understand
themselves as natural, inexorable, or inherently
rational.

As these themes suggest, anti-foundationalists
portray government as a historically specific and
contestable endeavor. They highlight the impor-
tance of exploring the changing meanings that
constitute economic, political, social, and cultural
practices in broader postimperial and transnational
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settings. They encourage studies of changing pat-
terns of governance and conceptions of politics,
notably how practices of statecraft are conceived in
relation to their objects of intervention. They
encourage studies of how society and its discon-
tents have been understood, especially in the con-
text of traditions of social thought and protest and
their role in framing patterns of sociality, inequal-
ity, and resistance. And they encourage studies
of the role of the cultural domain in these trans-
formations and the separation of culture as a dis-
crete realm with its own institutions, forms, and
conventions.

Mark Bevir
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ANTIGONE

In ancient Greek legend, Antigone was the
daughter—and the sister—of Oedipus, the mythi-
cal king of Thebes who tore out his eyes after
discovering that he had unwittingly killed his
father and married his own mother, Jocasta. The
most famous account of Antigone’s story is in
Sophocles’ Theban trilogy: King Oedipus (per-
formed c. 427 BCE), Oedipus at Colonus (per-
formed posthumously in 405 BCE), and Antigone
(performed before its thematic prequels in 441 BCE).

Aeschylus also touches on the Theban legend in
Seven Against Thebes.

Aeschylus’ tragedy tells the story of the mortal
conflict between Antigone’s brothers, Polyneices
and Eteocles, which forms the prologue to the
events detailed in Antigone. In Sophocles’ play,
Antigone comes into conflict with the new king of
Thebes, Creon, the brother of Jocasta, when she
insists on burying Polyneices against Creon’s direct
order. Antigone’s significance has been seen as
lying in her advocacy of the importance of family
loyalties, in positing a conflict between human and
divine law, in representing an early account of the
demands of conscience against socially imposed
obligations, and in raising the question of the role
of women in public life.

Following the death of Jocasta and the expul-
sion of the now-blind Oedipus from Thebes, which
occur at the end of King Oedipus, Antigone,
despite being the younger of the sisters, accepts
responsibility for the care of her father and accom-
panies him on his wanderings. By the time of
Oedipus at Colonus, Oedipus is a very old man.
During that play, Ismene seeks her father out in
Athens to tell him of the impending battle between
her brothers for control of Thebes. Unable to pre-
vent this, Oedipus dies, and the play ends with
Antigone resolving to return to Thebes to try to
stop her brothers from destroying each other.

In Antigone, we learn that both brothers were
killed in the battle and that Creon, while granting
Eteocles full burial rights, has deemed Polyneices a
traitor and demanded that his body be left where
he died, as carrion meat. Antigone tries to persuade
Ismene to help her bury Polyneices; Ismene refuses,
claiming that as a woman she is not strong enough
to oppose male decrees, and Antigone disowns her
for failing to carry out her familial duties.

Once Antigone has buried Polyneices, she is
brought before Creon, who orders her to be impris-
oned, despite the pleading of Haemon, Creon’s son
and Antigone’s lover, in a cave from which she can-
not escape. Ismene now wishes to take the blame
for the burial too, but Antigone refuses to allow
her to share the credit for this act of sisterly devo-
tion and explains that, as both her parents were
dead, her brother was irreplaceable and her duty to
him therefore exceeded even that owed to a hus-
band or a child. Entombed in her cave, Antigone
kills herself. When he discovers this, Haemon kills
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himself too, as does his mother, Eurydice. Too late,
Creon is left to despair of his stubbornness.

Toby Reiner
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APOCALYPTIC IDEAS

Basic to any understanding of apocalyptic ideas is
a distinction between their use in the contexts of
social and cosmic disruption and their use in con-
texts of disclosure and revelation. Both of these
usages can claim some basis in the primary biblical
apocalyptic text, whose opening is “The revelation
(apocalypse) of Jesus Christ” (Revelation 1:1). On
the one hand, on those occasions when we find
words like apocalyptic or apocalypse used relating
to cataclysmic events, we can see the influence here
of the Book of Revelation as a whole, which is full
of colorful descriptions of the disasters that over-
take humanity before the coming of the millennium
and the descent of the New Jerusalem from heaven
to Earth. Such usage is based on the content of the
Book of Revelation, which is largely (but by no
means entirely) concerned with the upheavals that
have to precede the new age, beliefs that were typi-
cal of much contemporary expectation about the
future in both Christianity and ancient Judaism.
In the New Testament, we find ideas similar to
those in the Book of Revelation in passages like
Matthew 24-25, Mark 13, and Luke 21. On the
other hand, we find apocalyptic used in something
like its literal sense, where it means a disclosure of
things that had hitherto been hidden. In such usage,
it is the form of the Book of Revelation that

determines the usage, as divine mysteries are unveiled,
whether by vision or dream or some other extraor-
dinary means, to a privileged seer. In the New
Testament, we find ideas similar to these in Mark
1:10, Galatians 1:12 and 16, and Acts 10:11.

The apocalypse is a particular literary type
found in the literature of ancient Judaism, charac-
terized by claims to offer visions or other disclo-
sures of divine mysteries concerning a variety of
subjects. Usually, in Jewish and early Christian
texts, such information is given to a biblical hero
like Enoch, Abraham, Isaiah, or Ezra. There is an
enormous variety of material contained in the
ancient apocalypses. If we approach them as reve-
lations of divine secrets, whose unveiling will
enable readers to view their present situation from
a completely different perspective, we shall best
understand their distinctive character.

Origins of Apocalyptic Ideas

The origins of apocalyptic literature have been
much debated. Some consider apocalyptic work to
be the successor to the prophetic texts of the Old
Testament and particularly to those about the
future of hope of the prophets. The concern with
human history and the vindication of Israel’s hopes
in Revelation all echo themes from the prophets,
several of whom have contributed widely to
Revelation’s language, particularly Ezekiel, Daniel,
and Zechariah.

Some see a subtle change in the form of that
hope in the apocalyptic literature as compared
with most of the prophetic texts in the Bible. It is
suggested that the future hope has been placed on
another plane, the supernatural and otherworldly
(e.g., Isaiah 65-66 cf. Revelation 21 and 4 Ezra
7:50). But evidence for such a change from the
earthly to the supramundane is in fact not wide-
spread. More important is the subtle change of
prophetic genre in the later chapters of Ezekiel,
with its visions of a New Jerusalem, and the highly
symbolic visions of early chapters of Zechariah
and the cataclysmic upheavals of the last chapters
of the same book and the probably late eschato-
logical chapters of Isaiah 24-27 and Isaiah 55-66.
Also important is the emergence of the apocalyptic
heavenly ascent evident in passages like 1 Enoch
14. The glimpse into heaven, which is such a key
part of John’s vision from Chapter 4 onward, has
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its antecedents in the call visions of Ezekiel 1 and
10 and Isaiah 6, as well as the parallel glimpses of
the heavenly court in 1 Kings 22 and Job 1-2.
Antecedents of the apocalyptic literature have
been found in the Wisdom books of the Hebrew
Bible (such as Job or Proverbs, and, in the apocry-
phal literature, the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach),
with their interest in understanding the cosmos
and the ways of the world. We have some evidence
of these concerns in apocalyptic texts as they are
concerned with knowledge, both of the mysteries
of the cosmos and of the secrets of the divine pur-
poses (e.g., 1 Enoch 72ff). The interpretations of
dreams, oracles, and astrology, as well as the abil-
ity to divine future events, were the activities of
certain wise men and those loosely called magi in
antiquity. But what distinguishes the wisdom dis-
cerned in a book like Daniel 2(2:44) is that this
understanding comes through divine revelation.

Social Setting and Function

Often, apocalyptic ideas are linked with minority or
marginal groups, and while this may be true at cer-
tain points in history, interest in apocalyptic ideas
also attracted many in the theological and scientific
mainstream. Thus, apocalypses were not the pre-
serve of the religious mainstream, and several have
turned up in the gnostic library discovered in Nag
Hammadi in Egypt, where they are attributed to
apostles like Paul, Peter, James, and John. A sig-
nificant part of the Book of Daniel has to do with
the royal court in Babylon, and Chapter 2 offers an
interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. Here
are men who have a good reputation in the land of
their exile, although they are part of a minority that
may be subject to persecution (Daniel 6:10) and
there are limits on what the Jews described in these
stories are prepared to compromise. There is often
an antagonistic attitude to the state. We find this in
Revelation 17-18, where the apocalyptic vision of
Rome as a whore seated on the beast (cf. Revelation
13) unmasks the pretensions and seductions of
power. In this situation, the only strategies are resis-
tance and withdrawal (18.4).

Differing Types and Function

The variety of material found in apocalyptic texts
is crucial for understanding their interpretation.

Many books claim to be revelation of divine mys-
teries, but their form differs markedly. Even within
the Bible, there is a significant contrast between
Daniel in the Hebrew Bible and the Book of
Revelation in the New Testament. While both con-
tain the kind of imagery typical of visionary texts
(beasts, heavenly scenes), Daniel, unlike Revelation,
also contains extensive comment by an angel who
accompanies Daniel, explaining the meaning of the
visions. This is most clearly seen in Daniel 7, where
Daniel’s vision of terrible beasts and their judg-
ment by God is linked with the destiny of a perse-
cuted group of Jews. This kind of explanation is
not as frequent in Revelation. It is to be found
occasionally (e.g., 4 and 7), but most of the images
are left unexplained. This leaves considerable
room for later interpreters to make of these images
what they will, uncontrolled by any directions in
the text.

Both Daniel and Revelation are primarily vision-
ary rather than auditory. What is written is what
the apocalyptic seer sees in his dreams or visions.
Other texts, however, also include much more
auditory material, in which an angel or even the
divinity communicates the contents of divine
secrets. We find this particularly in 2 Esdras (one
of the books in the Apocrypha). Whatever its
meaning, in Revelation, the authority of the book
was guaranteed (22:18). It is a vision that came
from the heavenly Christ and has the same level of
authority as earlier scripture. Communication
whose authority is based on direct communication
from heaven is of crucial importance for under-
standing the significance of such texts.

The Qur’an, which purports to be a revelation
to the prophet by the angel Gabriel, is a communi-
cation of what Muhammad heard. The words
themselves are of importance as they are angelic
words whose authority is guaranteed by their
source. Of course, they have to be interpreted and
applied, but unlike the visions, there is less room
for maneuver concerning their meaning.

Characteristics

Apocalypses manifest several characteristics.
Dualism in the form of sharp contrast between
different principles: truth and falsehood, light and
darkness, and heaven and Earth. Spatial catego-
ries offer a good example. The contrast between
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the world below and the world above is very
typical. Indeed, the Book of Revelation concerns
the seemingly stark contrast between heaven and
earth in this age, which is to be overcome in the
next when heaven comes to earth, and the New
Jerusalem descends from heaven to earth. This
kind of outlook means that the values of the sur-
rounding culture and institutions are often sus-
pect. Understanding the true nature of a culture
requires an apocalyptic or revelatory dimension
to discern the demands of eternity in history.
Linked with this, hope for the future offered
another world as the destiny for believers and as
a contrast to the humdrum life of religious
conformity and predictability.

“Acting Out” Apocalyptic Ideas

Apocalyptic speculation (When will the End come?
What is the origin of the universe? Who are the
enemies of God? and the like) has been a perennial
feature of human culture. Alongside such specula-
tions and the visionary sanctions that sometimes
supported them, some apocalyptic ideas go beyond
intellectual discussion and become the basis of a
conviction that the apocalyptic image is to be acted
out in history. We see this, for example, in the way
in which the image of the woman clothed with the
sun in Revelation 12 led several prophetic women,
most famously Joanna Southcott in 1814, to
believe that they had been called to fulfill this bib-
lical prophecy. Southcott believed herself to be the
incarnation of this biblical symbol and to be acting
out the woman’s predicted pregnancy. Such exam-
ples of the “acting out” of biblical texts are often
found in the interpretation of apocalyptic texts
and may have roots deep within the Bible itself,
where Jesus in the gospels is reported to have
linked himself with the apocalyptic image of “one
like a son of man” who would come with the
clouds of heaven (Mark 14:62, cf. Mark 13:26).

Apocalypse and Authority

The claim to visions or related ways of discerning
the divine will for individuals, communities, or
even the wider world has always been problematic
for all religions, despite the fact that the three
Abrahamic faiths all have visionary experiences as
their basis. The problem is, however, that

continued recourse to visions problematizes what
seems to be the fundamental apocalyptic revela-
tion. Thus, unique revelations in the past, either to
Moses on Sinai, Mohammed from the Angel
Gabriel, or the visions central to the lives of Jesus
and Paul and, of course, to the apocalypse of John
of Patmos have to be set apart and later claims to
know God through apocalyptic revelations down-
graded or even questioned.

As both Judaism and Christianity sought to
define themselves, over against each other and het-
erodox movements within each religion, there was
an appeal to an ancient deposit of tradition,
whether the law of Moses and the tradition of
interpretation it set in train, or the faith once
manifested to the apostle and handed down via
reliable teachers, which then acted as the criterion
for any claim to subsequent revelation. In Judaism,
claims to mystical experience were controlled
through the rabbinic schools, and Catholic
Christianity found ways of incorporating or exclud-
ing charisma. However, the incorporation of
claims to visionary insight in religious traditions
left open the possibility that future claims to apoc-
alyptic revelations might be licensed by the very
traditions that were meant to control charisma.

A Taxonomy of Apocalyptic Interpretations

It is possible to map the different forms of apoca-
lyptic interpretation in a heuristic taxonomy,
which takes the form of two intersecting axes. On
the one hand, there is what one may describe as an
allegorical form of interpretation, in which the
images of the book are decoded as if they were
ciphers that are encrypted and need to be rendered
in a more transparent language. The interpreter
presents the meaning of the text in another, less
allusive form, showing what the text really means.
Thus, the beast from the sea in Revelation 13
might be interpreted as the Roman imperial system
(if relating to past events) or some future eschato-
logical, Antichrist figure (if the book relates to an
end-time scenario).

There is, in addition, a peculiar form of alle-
gorical interpretation in which individuals act out
details of the text, in effect decoding the text once
and for all in their person and at a particular
moment in history. This kind of actualizing inter-
pretation has a long history. We find it in the New
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Testament, where Jesus is reported as saying that
John the Baptist is the Elijah who is to come
(Matthew 11:14). Thus various women have
thought of themselves as being the woman clothed
with the sun (Revelation 12) and so chosen to be
the eschatological messiah.

On the other hand, there is a form of analogical
interpretation in which the interpreter uses the
images as illustrative analogies, by juxtaposing
situations with the apocalyptic images so that the
latter may illuminate the former. It is a form of
comparison, therefore, rather than an enigma that
needs to be solved. In contrast with decoding, this
kind of interpretation preserves the integrity of the
apocalyptic image rather than translating it into
another medium and thereby rendering it redun-
dant by the link with a particular historical person-
age or circumstance. Thus, the image may
potentially be used in different ways and in differ-
ent circumstances over and over again. In this form
of interpretation, the Book of Revelation is less a
map of the end of the world and more a collection
that, at least in principle, might be a resource for
the religious life in every generation. Thus,
Jerusalem and Babylon are less ciphers of some
kind of end of the world scenario and become
instead a means of challenging readers about the
choices facing them.

Christopher Rowland
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AqQuiNnas, THomAs (1225-1274 CE)

Thomas Aquinas considers all the major ques-
tions of philosophy and theology and makes some
significant contributions to political thought.
Although his concerns are always in the first place
theological, he attends to questions of political
philosophy in his Aristotelian commentaries, at
appropriate points in his systematic works, and in
occasional works composed in response to requests
from political leaders. It can be argued that, with
Aquinas, political philosophy emerges as a distinct
discipline, a development stimulated by his appli-
cation of Aristotle’s criteria for properly scientific
thought.

The Importance of Aristotle

In the 1240s, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics was
first fully translated into Latin. Aquinas attended
Albert the Great’s lectures on the Ethics at Cologne
between 1248 and 1252 and returned to his notes
from these lectures when preparing his own full
commentary on the Ethics between 1270 and 1272.
Although known in part from the beginning of the
twelfth century, the Politics also was first fully
translated in the 1240s. Aquinas began a commen-
tary on this work in 1268, but it was unfinished
when he died in 1274.

Through his commentaries on the Ethics and
the Politics, many key political ideas are either
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reaffirmed or introduced into the discourse of
Western political thought. The human being, says
Aristotle, is by nature a political animal, animal
civile, which Aquinas glosses as a social and polit-
ical animal, animal sociale et politicum (De regno
I, 1). Two of the most important ways in which
this social and political nature is expressed are
communication and friendship.

Communication

For Aquinas, communicatio facit civitatem, com-
munication establishes the city (In II Politicorum
c.1). Communication has, in the first place, its
obvious meaning. The human being is the linguistic
animal, Aquinas says, the one capable of speech
and therefore of handling issues of justice and
injustice. Communication also refers to the sharing
of life and goods, a sharing found in the family
(domus), which already entails diverse communi-
cations between people in the village (vicinia
domorum), which involves a higher level of com-
plexity in relationships, and supremely in the state
(civitas). The state represents the highest level of
communication and community toward which
both individuals and other forms of community
naturally tend.

Friendship

Friendship is treated at length in the later books
of the Ethics. The common welfare with which
communities and their leaders are concerned is not
just the sum of the welfares of individual members.
It is, says Aquinas, formally different, the welfare
of a whole that is qualitatively and not just quan-
titatively greater than the sum of its parts. The
function of government and law is to promote this
common welfare, and yet, everyone is involved in
it because human beings living together share vir-
tue and not just material goods. This is why friend-
ship is central to Aquinas’s political philosophy,
the best kind of friendship, founded on a shared
desire for the good and not just on utilitarian or
individualistic concerns.

The Aristotelian provenance of this politics of
friendship is obvious. What is original with Aquinas
is the use to which he puts it in his treatment of
charity. Aelred of Rievaulx anticipated him, writ-
ing a treatise on Christian friendship inspired by

Cicero’s De amicitia, but Aquinas complements
this with a “politics of charity” in which Greek
political thought is combined with what the New
Testament (John 15:15: “no longer servants but
friends”) and the fathers of the church (Augustine’s
City of God) say about a community established
on friendship and love.

The Purposes of Politics

In his commentary on the Politics, Aquinas says
that politics is the highest of the practical sciences.
It concerns itself with all of human life because the
state is ordered to the highest of goods (In I
Politicorum ¢.2). It is just as clear, however, that
politics has this perfection because it is at the ser-
vice of an end beyond itself. In his commentary on
the Ethics, Aquinas says that politics will inevita-
bly become empty agitation if it does not aim at
something that is not political: “The whole of
political life seems to be ordered with a view to
attaining the happiness of contemplation. For
peace, which is established and preserved by virtue
of political activity, places the human being in a
position to devote himself to contemplation of the
truth” (In X Ethicorum 11).

In Summa theologiae, Aquinas says that a per-
son is not completely ordered to the political com-
munity (LI 21,4ad3). The good human being and
the good citizen are not simply identical—this
excludes all totalitarianism—but if a state forms
the good citizen it contributes to the formation of
the good human person. Aquinas says there is
nothing more perfect in nature than “person,” a
conviction that is of profound relevance for the
treatment of individual human persons (Summa
theologiae 129,4).

Themes in Aquinas’s Political Philosophy

Besides the commentaries on Aristotle, Aquinas
presents his political thought in his systematic
theological works and in a number of occasional
writings. He wrote a short treatise for the duchess
of Brabant and a longer one for the king of Cyprus
(De regno, or De regimine). In these, he speaks
about the practical responsibilities of governing,
says that political authority is natural to human
communities and accepts that political govern-
ment may take a number of different forms. His
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best-known work is Summa theologiae, which
deals with political ideas, particularly in his treat-
ments of law and of the cardinal virtues.

Law

Aquinas’s definitive treatment of law is found
in Summa theologiae (111 90ff.). Law is a rational
and promulgated prescription for a common good
made by one who has responsibility for the com-
munity whose good it is. The eternal law is God’s
Providence or plan for the world, and natural law
is the way in which intelligent creatures are sub-
ject to it. Weaving together diverse strands of
tradition about natural law, Aquinas regards it as
a matter of reason as much as nature because the
distinctive characteristic of human nature is its
rationality. Intelligent creatures, therefore, take
part in Providence by providing for themselves
and others.

The first principle of natural law is “good is to
be done, evil is to be avoided”; this is the first prin-
ciple of practical reasoning, reasoning about action.
Reason spontaneously apprehends as goods those
things toward which the human being has a natural
tendency. An order of secondary principles of natu-
ral law arises from human tendencies toward the
goods of nature, of animal nature, and of rational
animal nature.

Government

One who has responsibility for a community
makes the law (Summa theologiae 111 90, 3).
Without such a one, the common welfare would
not be served because each would be intent on
personal interests. Responsible citizenship includes
the duty of all to participate in appropriate ways.
In speaking of the virtue of prudence, Aquinas says
it is required by those who have responsibility for
different kinds of community as well as by those
whose task is to be subject to authority within
communities (Summa theologiae 1111 50).

By his time, various forms of constitution and
civil society had developed under the influence of
feudal ideas and practices. Key principles of the
rule of law as well as various forms of representa-
tive government were already in place. The idea of
contractual obligations between governors and
governed was part of the general understanding of

political authority, and Aquinas thought those
responsible for the common good have the task of
promoting the education of good citizens (Summa
theologiae 1.11 105,3ad2).

For Aquinas, authority is legitimized not only
by its institution but also by its exercise. Laws
might be properly enacted by a legitimate author-
ity but lose their character as law if they are
unjust. Such would be the case where a govern-
ment enacted laws whose purpose was to further
its own selfish desires rather than the common
welfare. Such laws are acts of violence, Aquinas
says, rather than laws, and have no obligation in
conscience. A government that acts in such a way
is a tyranny and in certain circumstances should
be resisted, provided the people do not suffer
more from the disturbance than from the tyranny
itself (Summa theologiae 1LI1 42,2ad3). He
believed any form of constitution—monarchical,
aristocratic, or democratic—could become tyran-
nical if it became partial and ceased to act for the
common welfare.

Natural Law

Natural law, the human being’s way of being
subject to the eternal law, presupposes a creature
that is intelligent, free, and creative, subject to that
law in a way that is not simply passive, but rather
critical and creative, as the history of political
thought and practice itself illustrates. Things may
be added to the natural law that were not realized
before, and things may (rarely) be taken away
where it is not possible to observe a secondary
command of natural law absolutely (Summa theo-
logiae 111 94,4). The need for creative and critical
engagement arises also because no law covers all
cases, and something that is true most of the time
(ut in pluribus) may not apply in a particular case
(Summa theologiae 1.11 94,4).

Some virtues are specifically concerned with the
ability to recognize exceptional circumstances and
to judge when the spirit of a law is best served by
acting against its letter. Prudence itself is such a
virtue, assisted by two lesser virtues of good judg-
ment, what Aristotle calls synesis and gnome
(Summa theologiae 1111 51,3-4). The virtue of jus-
tice is assisted by equity, epiekeia (Summa theolo-
giae 1LII 120), the ability to follow common sense
in the observance of positive laws.
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Private Property

The particular case of private ownership of
material goods will illustrate Aquinas’s natural
law thinking. He believes that nature primarily
intends the holding of things in common. Experience
shows, however—and in this he agrees with
Aristotle and Augustine—that the purposes of pos-
session are best achieved through private owner-
ship. He distinguishes ownership from use. If
ownership may take the form of private property,
property thus owned must still be regarded as
common in the sense that one must be ready to
share it with others in need.

Human beings have an absolute natural right to
use material things to conserve their being; protect,
nourish, and educate their children; and live in soci-
ety with others. They owe this right to their cre-
ation by God, who has supreme dominion over all
things as their creator and who shares this domin-
ion with the creature made in God’s image and
likeness. That this should take the form of private
ownership is a decision of human beings as they
develop particular forms of society. Members of
religious orders, for example, own things in com-
mon, and other forms of more or less corporative
possession are conceivable.

Like coercive force, private property is a good
thing in a fallen world. It is a quasi-natural right
for Aquinas, established by the law of nations (ius
gentium) and therefore something between natu-
ral law and positive law. Possession is not a matter
of positive law only, purely conventional or con-
tractual. But neither is it a primary precept of the
natural law that ownership should be private. It is,
therefore, a relative rather than an absolute right,
the form of possession human reason has discov-
ered to be most suitable for the management of
material things (see Summa theologiae 1.11
66,1-2).

Virtue and Community

The tradition of four cardinal virtues, central to
Plato’s Republic, is also found in the Bible (Wisdom
8:7). Ambrose of Milan and others placed these
virtues at the center of Christian moral life in the
world, and Aquinas follows this tradition.

In treating of justice (Summa theologiae 1LII
57ff), Aquinas deals first with the notion of right,
ius. To be just means willing to all people what is

their right or due. This is in relation to property,
first, and also to due process, the right to life,
bodily integrity, one’s good name, and truth.
Aquinas accepts capital punishment as a society’s
way of defending itself. His contribution to just-
war theory is found within his account of the vir-
tue of charity (Summa theologiae 1LII 40).

The ancient virtue of fortitude or courage
(Summa theologiae 1LI1 123ff) is transformed so
that, for Christendom, the martyr rather than the
soldier represents the supremely courageous per-
son. Courage is not just a private matter, as it
includes virtues such as magnificence and magna-
nimity, forms of confidence in undertaking and
sustaining large and long-term projects.

The virtue of prudence (Summa theologiae 11.11
47ff) is required if we are to act well in view of the
overall good of our lives. It is required in special
ways by those who have responsibility for a com-
munity. Taking counsel is an essential part of
prudence to be done also by those who govern.

The fourth cardinal virtue, temperateness
(Summa theologiae 1LII 141ff), likewise has social
and political aspects, being concerned with self-
indulgence and cruelty, for example, as well as
gentleness and modesty.

Aquinas prefaces his treatment of these virtues
with an account of the theological virtues of faith,
hope, and charity, the virtues required for life in
“the city of God.” The cardinal virtues may be
taken as presenting a natural or secular morality,
the kind of dispositions essential if human beings
are to live together successfully in this world. In
one place, Aquinas refers to the cardinal virtues as
“political virtues,” a phrase he finds in the
Macrobius commentary on Cicero’s Republic. It
refers to the four cardinal virtues as they are found
in the active and practical life (Summa theologiae
LII 61,5).

His Legacy

The contribution of Aquinas to political philoso-
phy goes far beyond his treatments of natural law
and just war, important as these are. His use of
Aristotle’s thought contributed significantly to
establishing the notion of the citizen as an indi-
vidual human person with inherent dignity and
rights, naturally entitled to participate in the
social and political order. His thought challenges
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positivist and utilitarian understandings of law as
well as totalitarian tendencies in government.
Because ideas of human rights emerged from ear-
lier understandings of natural right and natural
law, it seems essential that Aquinas’s political phi-
losophy be kept in mind in any attempt to
strengthen the intellectual basis for a theory of
human rights.

Vivian Boland
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ARENDT, HANNAH (1906-1975)

Hannah Arendt, daughter of secular Jewish par-
ents, studied phenomenological and existentialist
philosophy in Weimar Germany with Edmund
Husserl, Karl Jaspers, and Martin Heidegger (with
whom she had a brief affair). In 1933, she fled
Germany for Paris. Arendt’s disillusionment with
philosophy was no doubt due in part to her dismay
at Heidegger’s support for the Nazi regime while
rector of the University of Freiburg from 1933 to
1934. When war broke out between France and
Germany, she was briefly interned as an enemy
alien in France before emigrating to the United
States in 1941.

Arendt made her name as a political theorist in
the United States after the war through her writ-
ings on totalitarianism, violence, the public sphere,
revolution, and civil disobedience. She coined the
controversial phrase, “the banality of evil,” to
characterize the thoughtlessness of Nazi war crim-
inal, Adolf Eichmann, whose trial in Jerusalem she
reported on for The New Yorker in 1961.

Arendt’s contribution to political theory can be
encapsulated in terms of her conception of the
political. By identifying politics with public free-
dom and the disclosure of a world or social reality,
she makes the political an evaluative term accord-
ing to which actions and modes of thought can be
criticized as unpolitical, apolitical, or antipolitical.
According to the contemporary liberal philosophy,
political community has an instrumental value
insofar as it secures for its members their rights to
life, liberty, and property. Politics refers to the
strategic interaction (within limits set by the state)
that determines who gets what, where, when, and
how. And political philosophy is properly con-
cerned with specifying the principles of justice
according to which the benefits and burdens of
social cooperation should be distributed in a well-
ordered society.

Hannah Arendt views this as an antipolitical
view of politics. For her, politics does not properly
concern strategic competition or cooperative inter-
action for private gain but rather enactment of
public freedom by acting in concert. The purpose
of political community is not to secure private
freedoms. Rather it has an intrinsic value insofar
as it establishes a space of appearances within
which we can achieve public recognition and con-
stitute a shared social reality. And the role of the
political theorist is not to lay down the laws that
are to provide a framework for political action
but to judge the significance of political events for
the world she or he shares with others. These
themes can be traced in Arendt’s discussion of the
right to have rights, her political anthropology,
and the theory of judgment she was working on in
the final years of her life.

The Right to Have Rights

According to Arendt, the world became aware of a
right to have rights when it was confronted in the
interwar period by a new category of human
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beings who had been deprived en masse of their
citizenship and as such were forced to live outside
all legal structures. The predicament of stateless
people was not that their human rights had been
violated. Rather, they found themselves in a situa-
tion of rightlessness. According to the natural law
tradition, we are supposed to possess universal
human rights by virtue of our common human
nature and regardless of our membership in par-
ticular political communities. The legitimacy of the
state rests on the extent to which it recognizes these
universal human rights and secures their enjoy-
ment within a determinate political community.

Yet, the predicament of stateless people seemed
to show the opposite. It was only by virtue of
their citizenship that individuals could be said to
have any rights at all. In the modern world, to be
forced out of political community was effectively
to be expelled from humanity. Those deprived of
their home and legal status in one state found
themselves in concentration camps in the states to
which they fled. As Arendt put it, the world
found nothing sacred in the abstract nakedness of
being human.

Arendt describes the experience of rightlessness
in terms of the loss of a place in the world in which
one’s opinions might be significant and one’s
actions effective. This twofold deprivation corre-
sponds to those two traits in terms of which
human nature has traditionally been understood.
For Aristotle, to be human was to be both a speak-
ing animal (capable of distinguishing between
right and wrong) and a political animal (that could
realize its nature only by participating in political
community). In describing the dehumanization of
stateless people, Arendt radicalizes Burke’s critique
of human rights, insisting that we depend on
political institutions not just for recognition of our
rights but for recognition of our humanity.

Arendt’s analysis of the perplexities of the
rights of man is aporetic. On the one hand,
Arendt invokes Burke to critique the very idea of
human rights as grounded in an abstract concep-
tion of the human. For Arendt, there is no such
thing as an unchanging human nature, a universal
essence that commands the moral respect on
which human rights are grounded. By nature,
human beings are fundamentally different and
unequal. We become equal only as members of a
political community.

On the other hand, however, Arendt invokes the
right to have rights as a primordial human right:
the right never to be excluded from political com-
munity. But this leads to a puzzle. If human rights
can be said to exist only insofar as they are the
product of political association, what is the ground
of the right to have rights? If to be deprived of citi-
zenship is to be rightless, on what basis might a
stateless person claim a right to have rights?
Arendt’s analysis rules out understanding the right
to have rights as a prepolitical moral right to a set
of legal rights. Rather, the right to have rights is
best understood as protopolitical. It refers to a fun-
damental presupposition without which politics is
not possible and the violation of which evinces an
antipolitical politics. Indeed, Arendt defines the
newly recognized crime against humanity as the
violation of precisely this right.

The Space of Appearances

Arendt’s analysis of the perplexities of the rights of
man presupposes the Aristotelian distinction
between mere life (zoe) and political life (bios
politicos) that underpins her analysis of politics in
The Human Condition. Here she argues that the
dignity of politics depends on the constitution of a
space of appearances in which individuals can real-
ize their humanity through public action and
speech. She writes approvingly of the Athenian
view of politics as agonistic, involving a struggle to
achieve excellence by participating in a public con-
test among equals. The Greeks provide an insight
into a basic mode of being in the world whereby
human beings are able to overcome the futility of
mere biological existence and the meaninglessness
of instrumental rationality through a struggle for
public recognition. Through this struggle, individ-
uals both distinguish themselves in their singular-
ity and disclose a shared social reality. Moreover,
individuals enact their freedom by initiating some-
thing new. The purpose of political community is
to preserve a space of appearances in which human
freedom can be realized.

Arendt’s revival of an idealized vision of the
Athenian polis can appear anachronistic and anti-
modern. Yet, Arendt does not hold up the classical
view of political community as a model for moder-
nity. Rather, she turns to the Greeks to provide a
political anthropology, which plays a role in her
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political theory analogous to that of the state of
nature in social contract theory. Like other existen-
tialists, such as Sartre, Arendt debunks the idea of
human nature while nonetheless holding that cer-
tain universal conditions shape human experience.

In particular, she traces three modes of activity
(labor, work, and action) that correspond to three
basic conditions that define human existence (life,
worldliness, and plurality). We labor out of neces-
sity to sustain and reproduce life (zoe). Beyond
satisfying the needs of the body, labor remains
futile, caught in the endless natural cycles of pro-
duction and consumption. The activity that redeems
labor from this futility is work. Work (poiesis)
involves fabrication of material objects that pro-
vide a measure of permanence to human existence
by constructing a world of things to house a cul-
ture. Because it is concerned with fashioning things
from nature according to a given end, work entails
an instrumental rationality. But this means that
work cannot establish meaning because it deter-
mines the value of things only as means toward
further ends. Action (praxis) redeems work from
the predicament of meaninglessness because it is
an end in itself. Through acting and speaking in
public, human beings invest the material world
fabricated through work with significance and
establish a web of human relationships. Action
presupposes plurality: It is only because the world
appears differently according to the many perspec-
tives that individuals bring to bear on it that poli-
tics is possible at all. The end of politics is the
disclosure of an intersubjective world from the
plurality of opinions that emerge when people
gather to speak and act in concert.

Arendt turns to the Greeks to recover the pri-
mordial experience of action in order to critique
the modern tendency to misconstrue politics in
terms of work (liberalism) or labor (Marxism).
Moreover, she describes the antipolitical politics of
totalitarianism in terms of this same misidentifica-
tion of politics with labor (biopolitics) and work
(the attempt to remake society according to the
logic of an idea). Such an antipolitical politics is
driven by resentment of human plurality; it treats
society in the same way as nature, to be improved
and reshaped in the image of an ideal. Arendt’s
metaphor of political community as a space of
appearance provides a countervision to the Nazi
death camps, which she describes as holes of

oblivion. The concept of the political, on this
account, refers to the mode of acting in concert
through which this space of appearances is brought
into existence and the commonness of the social
world is disclosed. Whereas the political depends
on institutions for its preservation, the space of
appearances is primordially dependent on political
action: It is there wherever men and women come
together to act and speak in public, but it begins to
disappear with each individual’s withdrawal from
the public realm. If the right to have rights can be
said to have a ground, then, it is in this space of
appearances, which is, in an important sense, prior
to institutions.

Reflective Judgment

Although Arendt was deeply concerned with what
we often now describe as the grave human rights
violations of the twentieth century, it is striking
that she resists couching her own critique of mod-
ern politics in terms of rights. This reticence is
best understood in terms of her desire to look on
politics with eyes unclouded by philosophy. A
political theory of human rights would adopt pre-
cisely the legislative perspective that she attributes
to the tradition of philosophy. For Arendt, the
philosophical tradition since Plato has been ani-
mated by a resentment of the political realm, in
which the necessary truth (episteme) sought by the
philosopher and arrived at through careful rea-
soning becomes one contingent opinion (doxa)
among others.

This has led philosophers since Plato to under-
stand their role using the model of the wise legisla-
tor, who would establish through reason the
fundamental principles according to which the pol-
ity should be organized. Arendt rejects this legisla-
tive political philosophy as antipolitical because it
views plurality as a problem to be managed rather
than a condition of possibility for realizing our
humanity. Rather than recognizing the dignity of
politics, such a philosophy seeks to subordinate the
freedom of action to the compulsion of reason.

In turning her attention to judgment in her
later work, Arendt sought to develop a political
theory that was not a philosophy of right. While
Arendt identifies Kant’s practical philosophy with
the legislative mode with which she takes issue,
she turns to his theory of aesthetic judgment to
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recuperate what she takes to be Kant’s unwritten
political theory. For Arendt, aesthetic judgment
and political judgment are closely related because
they aim to derive the general concept from the
particular rather than subsuming the particular
under a pre-given rule. This is crucial if we are to
understand the significance of events rather than
assimilating them under our received categories
of understanding.

Reflective judgment involves the mental opera-
tions of representation and reflection. Through
representative thinking, we overcome the immedi-
ate subjectivity of direct perception by transform-
ing what we want to judge into a thought object.
The impartiality achieved through representative
thinking differs from the universality sought by the
philosopher because it is achieved by imagining the
object from a manifold of partial perspectives of
significantly situated others. In representing the
thought object from a multiplicity of perspectives,
we are liberated from the private conditions that
constrain our own subjective response.

The impartiality that is achieved through repre-
sentative thinking prepares the way for reflection,
by which we combine the particular with the gen-
eral. In Arendt’s view, all of our political concepts
originate in a particular historical incident, which
then becomes exemplary so that we perceive in
this particular what is valid for more than one
case. Because political theory is properly con-
cerned with judging the significance of unprece-
dented events, a particular is given for which a
general needs to be found: The particular must be
brought to rather than subsumed under a concept.
This is possible by way of example, according to
which an event or act can be taken to exemplify a
general principle so that it discloses generality
without surrendering its particularity. In saying,
for instance, that “courage is like Achilles,” we
refer to a general aspect of human experience
without abstracting this entirely from the particu-
lar circumstances in which it appeared. In judging
in this way, we appeal to common sense (or sensus
communis) which we share with others, which
refers not simply to existing standards and preju-
dices but our shared sense of the world. As such,
reflective judgment does not merely confirm com-
mon sense but reconstitutes it by reinventing exist-
ing categories or deriving new concepts for making
sense of the world we share in common. This

arguably is precisely what Arendt does in her dis-
cussion of the perplexities of the rights of man, in
which she seeks to understand the unprecedented
situation of stateless people and what it reveals
about our modern political situation.

Andrew Schaap
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ARISTOCRACY

The term aristocracy derives from the ancient
Greek aristokratia, or “rule by the best.” In mod-
ern usage, it normally designates a ruling elite
whose political powers and wealth are invested
with titles and privileges and transmitted through
hereditary succession. Modern parlance reflects
the term’s original meaning insofar as it plays on a
moral contrast between aristocratic powers, legiti-
mated by the responsibility and self-restraint sup-
posedly attendant on good breeding, and oligarchic
powers, acquired through ambition, calculation,
eager new money, and similar vices, which are
thought to prevail in self-appointed or otherwise
illegitimate regimes.
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In ancient Greece, however, no actual group of
people or government was known officially under
the designation aristocracy. Exclusive gentile clans
of the kind familiar from later European history,
with hereditary status and landholdings that
depended on royal grant or sanction, never existed,
despite the longevity and pretence of some promi-
nent families. The term aristocracy was coined no
earlier than the fifth century BCE to denote a type
of political system or constitution in which author-
ity and moral excellence were inherently con-
nected and attainable by few. Its usage probably
was uncommon outside the sphere of theory,
notably the debates on the relative merits of differ-
ent constitutions, which had been triggered by the
twin Athenian innovations of radical democracy
at home and empire over Greek communities in
the Aegean. Accordingly, although ancient aris-
tocracy could not have had a real institutional
legacy, the concept itself enjoyed a rich afterlife in
both political analysis and polemic. This entry
considers the three contrasting and complemen-
tary conceptions of aristocracy prevalent in differ-
ent forms and periods from antiquity to the
present—aristocracy as a constitution, a class, and
a theory of elite leadership.

Aristocracy as a Constitution

The term aristocracy can be traced back in classi-
cal literature to the Peloponnesian War of 431 to
404 BCE, a prolonged conflict between two inter-
state leagues led by the two foremost powers of the
Greek world, democratic Athens and oligarchic
Sparta. Our main source for the period, Thucydides,
was surely not alone in trying to explain this con-
flict in terms of the political organization and
interests of the two polities involved, although the
flaws that the crisis revealed on either side were
too numerous to permit praise and blame along
ideological lines. As a result, it became necessary
to supplement the existing quantitative classifica-
tion of constitutions into monarchy (rule by one
man), oligarchy (rule by few), and democracy (rule
by the people) with a qualitative scale, either (as in
Thucydides) through the use of adjectives or (in
Plato) through the invention of new compound
words, such as plutocracy (rule by the wealthy),
timocracy (rule by the ambitious), and cheirocracy
(rule by the worst).

The precise meaning of aristocracy could vary
according to author or context: (1) In literary
records of Socrates’s dialogues (Xenophon,
Memorabilia 4. 6. 12), the term denotes a positive
variant of oligarchy, in which the “few” rich and
powerful prioritize consistently the well-being of
the whole community; (2) In Plato’s work (e.g.,
Republic 4. 445d), aristocracy features as an ideal
constitution alongside, and closely akin to, monar-
chy, or rule by a single “best” man; (3) According
to Thucydides (2. 37. 2) and the fourth-century
BCE orator, Isocrates (Panathenaicus 131-2), aris-
tocracy was in fact a subspecies of democracy, in
which the masses had voted the best men into
office and willingly submitted to their rule, a state
of affairs that was widely thought to have pre-
vailed sometime in Athens’s glorified past, under
the “ancestral constitution,” and to persist among
more traditional societies, such as the Spartans and
the Carthaginians.

In Aristotle’s works, all three meanings occur:
Aristocracy can be defined absolutely, as an ideal
constitution on a par with monarchy, or in relation
to oligarchy and democracy. In comparison to his
predecessors, however, Aristotle elaborates more
systematically the sociological factors that give rise
to actual aristocratic governments (especially in
Politics 1293b). As actual governments, these are
necessarily of the relative rather than absolute kind:
a mixed constitution in which the negative tenden-
cies of oligarchy and democracy have been tem-
pered by greater numbers of citizens and by wealth,
or rather the good judgment and moderation
resulting from good education and the leisured life-
style of the landowning citizen. This combination
of free birth, landed property, and moral excel-
lence, subsumable under eugencia (good birth),
ensured according to Aristotle an altruistic interest
in the common good that could be expected neither
from the poor many nor from the newly rich, who
having gained their wealth through commerce had
no real stake in the community. The major differ-
ence in political procedure between aristocracy and
democracy concerned the methods employed to
allocate offices: Whereas selection by lot and pay
for office were the key features of radical democ-
racy (as practiced in classical Athens), election was
by nature aristocratic, for it introduced an element
of deliberate choice that was inevitably in favor of
the “best” (Politics 1300b4-5).
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Historians of the ancient world still use the
term in its classical sense to describe political
organizations in early Greece and republican
Rome. Greek aristocracy is the conventional name
for the regimes in early Greece that were domi-
nated by a few prominent families, whose landed
property and authority appear to go back to the
relatively isolated and impoverished communities
of the early Iron Age. Whether or to what degree
political influence was guaranteed or institutional-
ized remains, however, open to question. While
archaic poetry and the law codes known from
inscriptions and later literary records may attest to
conflicts between old lineages and new wealth,
reconstructions of the preceding aristocratic period
depend on problematic inferences from much later
constitutional histories, which were prone to
exaggerate the traditionalism of early societies
(see, for instance, the Aristotelian Athenaion
Politeia 3, describing Athens’s first constitution by
Drako), and from terms of hereditary descent in
the political organization of classical city-states,
interpreted as relics of a past order controlled by
great families.

Roman aristocracy refers to the nobiles (known
men) from a restricted set of about 50 families,
who ruled the republic practically among
themselves through privileged access to the consul-
ship. Although a relatively homogeneous group
with status-defining lifestyles and forms of self-
representation, the nobiles remained—despite their
class-like character—primarily a political group:
that is, a caste of “born leaders” who were com-
pelled to serve the state by both high birth and
social expectation.

The divergence of public authority and social
standing, which aristocracy is now often taken to
imply, manifested itself for the first time under the
empire, as financial and military policy had
become the preserve of the emperor, and executive
posts in Rome and the provinces were allocated to
members of a hereditary senatorial estate and a
lower equestrian order, whose titles depended on
imperial grant.

Outside classical scholarship, aristocracy retained
its theoretical meaning until the Enlightenment.
Thus, in Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws (1748),
aristocracy still signified a republic in which privi-
lege was the highest cause of liberty and the chief
reason for entrusting legislative powers to the

well-born. Later usage, however, focused by and
large on social interpretation, as foreshadowed in
Aristotle’s concern with the economic sources of
aristocratic virtue and the issue of rightful leader-
ship in democracies.

Aristocracy as a Class

When modern historians and social scientists speak
of aristocracy, they usually mean a class whose
distinction from the rest of society is founded on a
system of unequal distribution of privilege. This
usage goes back to the Enlightenment and the
political agitation of the run-up to the French
Revolution, when aristocrat became a party desig-
nation balancing democrat. Used in an openly
social and hostile sense, aristocracy implied undue
accumulation of wealth and morally unjustifiable
prerogatives—a closed establishment with heredi-
tary titles and entitlements to landed property,
goods, obligations and offices.

At the core of this perspective is the notion that
aristocracy is a euphemism, forged by those who
wished to obscure economic interests and give a
favorable picture of oligarchy. The approach
found its culmination in formalist economic anal-
ysis of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
notably orthodox Marxism, according to which
any given aristocracy is identifiable as a class and
its cultural expression reducible to a system of
labor organization and asymmetrical distribution
of wealth.

The outcome of such egalitarian rationalism is
probably right and wrong at the same time. On the
one hand, the power elites commonly known as
aristocracies, whether Greek, Roman, or European,
were inclined to seriously downplay the significance
of wealth in their formation. Even in the blood
aristocracies of the Roman Republic and Europe,
hereditary principles hardly ever amounted to com-
plete closure to newcomers: Some system of recruit-
ment was necessary, if only to offset the difficulties
of succession and demographic self-replacement.
Furthermore, at first sight, European aristocracy
seems to lend itself quite well to economic analysis
due to its shared historical origins in medieval
feudalism—a socioeconomic system based on an
entrenched perception of hierarchies and reciprocal
obligations whereby a king or other overlord
granted land to his followers in return for loyalty
and services.
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However, the persistence of aristocratic power
long after the feudal system and serfdom had been
abolished shows that the link between economy
and society was not as straightforward as envi-
sioned by Marxism. Indeed, different European
aristocracies showed themselves surprisingly adapt-
able to new sources of commercial and industrial
wealth and new forms of bureaucracy and admin-
istration, which opened alternative routes to power,
despite loss in overall economic standing. The
greatest shortcoming of formalist analysis is, how-
ever, that it fails to capture the cultural significance
of wealth, above all leisure, and the scope it offered
in fostering new forms of conspicuous display to
mark social pre-eminence.

Scholars from across the disciplines now prefer
to consider aristocracies as dynamic elites rather
than monolithic classes, a nonessentialist stance
that provides greater opportunities in explaining
the social energies and modes of distinction through
which prestige was maintained. Ultimately, this
view of aristocrats as masters of rarefied skills and
symbolic capital is more accommodating to the
fact that, throughout history, the majority of
people readily accepted elite claims to special
hereditary virtues as justifying the right to rule.
Eugenicist views in the works by Plato and
Aristotle (Republic 495d-e; Politics 1335b) indi-
cate how easily experiences from animal breeding
gave way to commonsensical explanations of
noble birth and excellence.

Aristocracy as an Elite Theory

The idea developed by Socrates and Aristotle—that
the voluntary adoption of aristocratic leadership
could transform and enhance democracies—
contained the seeds for an elite theory anticipating
modern counterparts in some basic points. No
doubt, this theory evolved from a conservative
desire to explain how and why traditional wealth
and privilege ought to translate into political pre-
eminence, despite the rapidly changing circum-
stances under Athenian democracy. Our extant
sources are fairly uninformative on how precisely
this democratic challenge was formulated and
dealt with, most likely because ancient democracy
was never presented in a systematic theory.

Our only notable exception comes from Plato’s
literary record of a dialogue between his teacher

Socrates and the Sophist Protagoras. Protagoras
argued that every freeborn man possessed an
inborn capacity for political judgment (politike
tekbne), which was different and independent
from the technical expertise normally concentrated
among the wealthy and well-connected. From this
distinction followed logically the democratic
maxim that every citizen should have a say in
political debates, and no one should possess
special privileges in government.

In his later Republic, Plato seems to deal with
this kind of challenge when he argues that demo-
cratic government was systemically defective
because it expected ordinary citizens to make
judgments about what was good for the whole
community. Such decisions required expert knowl-
edge, which, he maintained, ordinary citizens did
not possess and were indeed in no position to
acquire, as they were lacking the very capacity to
apprehend the Truth. In essence, Plato countered
the challenge of radicals like Protagoras by con-
tending that opinion was worthless without
authoritative knowledge of the kind found among
educated elites.

This distinction between opinion and expert
knowledge is implicit in the policy making of most
representative governments and nongovernmental
organizations of the modern West. In standard
practice, decisions on policy are left to experts,
who are periodically checked by an election or
shareholder meeting, when broader sectors of the
public are canvassed and given a choice between
competing groups of experts. It seems perfectly
sensible that the greater complexity of modern
institutions and technologies should call for ever
greater numbers of experts and areas of expertise.
In general, modern elite theory approves of this
development, arguing that the formation of elites,
for instance, in political parties and bureaucracies,
is both inevitable and necessary for the successful
functioning of complex organizations.

Yet, recent history has offered more than
enough examples to illustrate the extravagant fail-
ures in store when policy developed by financial,
military, and other experts is allowed to go
unchecked by the voice of a public that has been
given a chance to form its own opinion. The
ancient debate on aristocracy and democracy has
lost little of its relevance: Indeed, in its modern
rendering in terms of mass and elite, the classical
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Athenian way of handling the relationship between
knowledge and political authority has been seen as
offering a possible model on which to reform
modern practice. In this model, most forcefully
presented by Josiah Ober, the key to Athens’s suc-
cess was the ability of her institutions to utilize the
expertise of volunteer advisers, who were con-
stantly competing for public recognition and
approval for policy proposals put forward in open
assemblies, rather than in the closed corridors of
power in modern governments.

This model is attractively consistent with the
evidence from epigraphy and prosopography attest-
ing to the continued influence of elite networks and
individuals from prominent families in, for instance,
financial administration, diplomacy, and military
policy. Other commentators are no less justified to
identify this evidence with a de facto aristocracy,
which dominated government through the defining
upper-class skills of speech writing and delivery—a
reminder that the classical taxonomy of institutions
was developed to draw ideological distinctions
between communities and provide orientation in a
political landscape that was vastly more compli-
cated than most ancient theorists wanted it to be.

Caspar Meyer
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Elite Theory; Feudalism; Plato; Thucydides
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ARISTOTELIANISM

Aristotle is one of the greatest philosophers who
ever lived and arguably the most influential. The

Aristotelian tradition has had an enormous impact
on the history of Western philosophy and political
thought over the last two millennia. Moreover,
Aristotelianism is a living tradition. There are
political philosophers writing today who believe
that Aristotelianism provides a vital resource for
those seeking to address contemporary political
problems in the age of globalization.

The Political Thought of Aristotle

The most significant of Aristotle’s works for
political theorists are his Nicomachean Ethics
and his Politics. Of particular interest are
Aristotle’s view of human nature, his analysis of
the concept of justice, and his commitment to the
principle of constitutional government and “the
rule of law.”

Human Nature and Ethical Life

At the very beginning of his Politics, Aristotle
asserts that man (anthropos) possesses an essential
nature. According to Aristotle, man is by nature a
“social and political animal” (zoon politikon).
What Aristotle means by this is not simply that
human beings are naturally gregarious. Rather, in
his view, man is an ethical being—one that is des-
tined to live an ethical life. In Aristotle’s opinion,
individual human beings undergo a process of
development over time. They develop and become
more mature. At the end of this process, they fully
actualize the potential for ethical life that they pos-
sessed at the beginning. To live such a life is the
telos, that is to say, the final purpose or ultimate
goal in life, which Aristotle associates with the
notion of what it is to be a human being. To say
that individuals have achieved this end is but
another way of saying that they have finally
arrived at that state or condition Aristotle refers to
as eudaimonia. This term is often translated as
happiness but is perhaps better rendered by the
term fulfillment or completion.

There are two dimensions to ethical life as
Aristotle understands it. The first is that an ethi-
cal life is a virtuous life, one devoted to the cul-
tivation of the virtues. The discussion of this lies
at the heart of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.
Indeed, the emphasis that Aristotle places on these
virtues has led many contemporary Aristotelians,
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notably Alasdair Maclntyre, to characterize his
views by the label “virtue ethics.” The second,
which is more directly relevant to political theory,
is the emphasis that Aristotle places on the impor-
tance of just one of these virtues, justice. For
Aristotle, an ethical life is above all else a life of
justice.

Ethical Life and Justice

Aristotle’s account of justice in his Nicomachean
Ethics has never been bettered and is still in use
today. Aristotle distinguishes between justice in
general and justice in particular. He explains the
meaning of the concept of justice in the latter
sense by reference to the notion of equity. Broadly
speaking, for Aristotle, justice in this sense is a
matter of treating like cases alike and unlike cases
differently. However, this provisional character-
ization needs qualifying in two ways. First, those
whose circumstances are considered to be alike, or
who are considered to be equals, must really be so.
That is to say, they must be alike in some ethically
relevant respect. Second, if it is true that treating
unequals differently might in certain circumstances
be justified because there is some relevant differ-
ence between them, nevertheless, the difference in
the treatment must be one of due proportion.

Aristotle goes on to consider two areas in which
this view of justice has an application, which he
refers to as the spheres of rectificatory justice and
of distributive justice, respectively. In the first of
these, it is assumed that all those concerned are
citizens of a particular city-state or polis. They are,
therefore, equals in the eyes of the law. This pre-
sumed equality is something that each citizen
ought to respect in his dealings with his fellow
citizens. If he does not in fact respect his fellow
citizens as his own equals, for example, by com-
mitting an act of murder or theft, then he commits
an injustice. In these circumstances, the laws of the
polis must rectify this injustice so that the initial
balance of equality, which was presumed to exist
between these two citizens, is restored.

So far as distributive justice is concerned,
Aristotle assumes that all problems of this kind
have three component elements. First there is some
“good” that is to be distributed. Second, there is
some target group of population among whom
this good is to be distributed. Third, there is some

criterion or standard of relevance that identifies a
particular quality or characteristic the possession
of which might be used to justify an unequal dis-
tribution of the good in question, provided this
differential treatment is duly proportionate.

Explicitly or implicitly, Aristotle appeals to this
theory of justice throughout his Politics. For
example, he uses it to justify what he refers to as
natural slavery. In his view, masters and slaves are
not equals in the eyes of the law and are, of course,
treated differently by it. Moreover, masters do not
treat their slaves as their own equals, or as they
themselves would wish to be treated by the slaves,
should their positions be reversed. It seems evident
that they would not themselves wish to be enslaved.
The master-slave relationship, therefore, is far
from being reciprocal. It is a one-sided and
unequal relationship that, Aristotle appears will-
ing to concede, would rightly be considered unjust
if those associated with it were in fact equals.
According to Aristotle, however, at least so far as
natural slavery is concerned, there is no injustice
involved here because, in this particular case, mas-
ters and slaves are not equals “by nature” but
unequals. Aristotle acknowledges, however, that
certain “anonymous opponents of slavery” in
ancient Athens disagreed with him about this issue
and condemned slavery because they considered it
to be unjust.

Justice, Constitutionalism, and the Rule of Law

Aristotle and Constitutionalism

Aristotle employs this theory of justice in his
Politics when discussing the problem of how dif-
ferent political constitutions ought to be classified.
The starting point here is the problem of who
should rule or who ought to rule in a just society.
Aristotle considers this to be a problem of dis-
tributive justice, where the good to be distributed
is political power and the target group or popula-
tion is the citizen body as a whole. However, when
it comes to the question of what the relevant stan-
dard of distribution ought to be, Aristotle observes
that different societies answer this question in dif-
ferent ways, and it is for this reason that there is a
variety of types of political constitution.

Aristotle goes on to identify six types of political
constitution. We can, he argues, differentiate
between those societies that are ruled by the one,
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the few, or the many. Moreover, in each case, we
can have rule that is either in the interest of the
ruled or in that of the rulers. If we take those
constitutions where rule is in the interest of the
ruled, then we have kingship, aristocracy, and pol-
ity. If we consider those constitutions in which rule
is in the interests of the rulers, then we have tyr-
anny, oligarchy, and democracy. In Aristotle’s
view, what is wrong with oligarchy and democ-
racy, in particular, is that in such societies the
wrong standard is used for the distribution of
political power. In oligarchical societies, this stan-
dard is wealth, whereas in democratic societies it is
citizenship. Both of these types of constitution
overlook the fact that the appropriate standard is
merit. The rulers ought to be those who are virtu-
ous and wise and therefore “the best” at doing this
particular job. In the case of democracy in particu-
lar, Aristotle associates this type of constitution
with the idea of “the tyranny of the majority.” In
such societies, he asks, what is to prevent the mass
of the citizen body, who are propertyless, from
passing a law that would confiscate the property of
the few citizens who are rich?

Of these six pure types of constitution, Aristotle
appears to prefer that of aristocracy, or rule by the
best (aristoi). He accepts that polity or rule by the
many, not in their own interests but in the interests
of all, is a theoretical possibility. However, it is
unlikely to occur in practice and, if it did, would
almost certainly deteriorate into democracy. So far
as practicalities rather than pure theory are con-
cerned, Aristotle suggests that a mixed constitu-
tion, or a polity in a second sense of that term, is
to be preferred. Such a constitution would include
input from the demos or the people, but this would
be held in check somehow by the parallel influence
of the minority of citizens who are assumed to be
virtuous and wise.

The classification of constitutions developed in
Aristotle’s Politics had an enormous impact in the
later history of political thought. In seventeenth-
century England, Thomas Hobbes engaged seri-
ously with it in his Leviathan (1651). So too did
Montesquieu, in eighteenth-century France, in his
The Spirit of the Laws (1748). Aristotle’s ideas
were also taken very seriously by the republican
theorists who drew up the U.S. Constitution, who
intended it to be a mixed constitution in the sense
indicated above.

Aristotle and the Rule of Law

There are times when Aristotle connects the
notion of justice with that of the rule of law. For
example, when discussing the idea of justice “in
general” in the Nicomachean Ethics, he associ-
ates it with the notion of obedience to law.
Moreover, when he goes on to discuss the con-
cept of justice in its particular sense, along the
lines indicated earlier, Aristotle thinks of this in
terms of “rule following.” The idea of treating
like cases alike is not simply a rudimentary
account of what justice involves; it is also an
account of what is involved in the idea of “fol-
lowing a rule.” Indeed, Aristotle seems to have
taken the view that the pattern of reasoning
involved when someone is addressing a practical
problem of ethics, specifically, a problem of jus-
tice, is the same as that involved when someone is
developing a theoretical argument based on the
principles of formal logic. In Aristotle’s view,
there is, therefore, a close connection between
being just and being rational.

Aristotle, then, was a staunch defender of the
idea of the rule of law, which he identified as being
the basic principle of all constitutional govern-
ment. In his view, even those types of constitution
of which he disapproves in his Politics because
they are not the best, such as oligarchy and democ-
racy, are to be preferred to a situation in which
there is no rule of law at all. Oligarchy and democ-
racy might be said to participate, in their own
limited way, in the idea of justice. This commit-
ment to the principle of the rule of law is perhaps
Aristotle’s greatest legacy for the later history of
political thought.

Some commentators, for example, Alasdair
Maclntyre, have suggested that Aristotle’s “vir-
tue ethics” attaches very little importance to
moral rules or laws. It might be argued that this
view does not take sufficient account of what
Aristotle says about the virtue of justice in his
Nicomachean Ethics and that this reading artifi-
cially separates what Aristotle insists must be
treated together, namely questions of ethics, on
the one hand, and questions of politics, on the
other. In Aristotle’s opinion, at least in the final
analysis, the standard of justice that all citizens
ought to follow is provided by the principles of
political justice (politikon dikaion) or the laws of
their own polis.
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Aristotelianism and Medieval
Political Thought: Thomas Aquinas

On several occasions, there has been a resurgence
of interest in Aristotelianism. On each occasion,
Aristotle’s ideas have been taken up and adapted
to a new set of circumstances, while also being
modified. In this way, Aristotelianism as an intel-
lectual tradition has developed over time. It has
been transformed in and through the very same
process of historical evolution that preserves its
continuity.

The first of these periods of revival occurred at
the high point of the medieval period, with the
rediscovery and translation of a number of
Aristotle’s writings. It is associated especially with
Western Europe and the Catholic Church. The
most important figure here is Thomas Aquinas
(c. 1225-1274), whose monumental Summa
Theologiae (1265-1274) was intended to be an
encyclopedic survey of knowledge of all things,
including issues of ethics and politics,
considered from the standpoint of medieval
Christianity.

Aquinas has an important part to play in the
history of Aristotelianism after Aristotle because it
is largely through Thomism, or through Aquinas’s
attempted theoretical synthesis of the philosophy
of Aristotle with Christianity (of reason and faith
or revealed religion) that Aristotle’s ideas were
handed down to later thinkers. The extent to
which Aquinas considered Aristotle to be an
authoritative source on all matters is indicated by
the fact that he refers to Aristotle, not by name, but
as “the philosopher.”

With regard to Aquinas’s ethical thought and its
relationship to that of Aristotle, the most signifi-
cant point is that Aquinas’s thinking is law based.
For Aquinas, the starting point for deliberation
when addressing ethical problems is the natural
law, which he takes to be a framework of princi-
ples or moral rules that individual agents have an
obligation or duty to follow. More than one com-
mentator has suggested that the importance
Aquinas attaches to the existence of such moral
laws is not to be found in the writings of Aristotle
himself but is a later addition, which comes either
from the Christian religion or from Aquinas’s
engagement with Roman law.

This argument comes in two versions, the first
usually associated with Maclntyre’s virtue ethics

and the second with Leo Strauss and his notion of
natural right. Although his views on this subject
are not entirely consistent, Maclntyre occasion-
ally suggests that Aristotle’s ethical thought is
distinctive because it is not legalistic. It is an ethics
that attaches little or no importance to the idea
that being ethical is a matter of obedience to law
or rule following. According to Maclntyre,
Aristotle attaches more importance to character,
and the cultivation of virtue than he does to moral
rules or laws. Given this, it is not too surprising
that MaclIntyre takes the view that the concept of
natural law has relatively little part to play in
Aristotle’s political thought, which is based on his
ethics. In Maclntyre’s opinion, there is, therefore,
a significant difference between the views of
Aristotle and those of Aquinas with respect to this
particular issue.

In Maclntyre’s account, it is with the later
thinking of Aquinas, when Aristotelianism is
revived and Aristotle’s ideas are combined with the
belief system of Christianity, that a new way of
thinking emerges about the nature of ethical and
political life. From then on, Aristotelianism became
associated with the view that ethical conduct is
indeed a matter of obedience to law, or of doing
one’s duty as this is defined by the natural law.
Moreover, the Christian theologians of the Middle
Ages associated this morality of rules or laws with
the notion of the divine law or the commandments
of God. At this time, it was commonly held that
there could be no law without a lawgiver. These
medieval theologians took the view that law must
be the product of some act of will, and in the case
of natural law, the lawgiver could only be the
Christian God.

Like those of MacIntyre, the views of Strauss on
this subject are also not entirely consistent with
one another. Indeed, Strauss holds two quite dif-
ferent views at different times. Strauss’s first
understanding of the relationship between Aristotle
and Aquinas, and therefore of the history of
Aristotelianism, is similar to that of Maclntyre in
certain respects but differs from it in others.
According to Strauss, on this first reading, Aristotle
is the direct source of inspiration for the Thomistic
theory of natural law. He should not, therefore, be
understood as someone who subscribes to a moral-
ity without laws, or an ethics without rules.
Aristotle is not an advocate of virtue ethics in the
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sense in which MacIntyre understands that notion,
at least some of the time.

In Strauss’s view, however, although both
Aristotle and Aquinas attach importance to
moral rules, there is nevertheless a fundamentally
important difference between them. This is so
because Aquinas considered the basic principles of
ethics to be laws whereas Aristotle did not. In
Strauss’s account, Aquinas saw these moral rules
as being the commands of a lawgiver (specifically
the Christian God), whereas Aristotle (being a
pre-Christian thinker) could not possibly have
done so. According to Strauss, then, Aristotle was
not an advocate of a doctrine of natural law, in
the strict sense of the term. He was rather an
advocate of a doctrine of natural right, more spe-
cifically, of the classic conception of natural
right.

It is arguable that Strauss, at least on this first
reading of his views, attaches more importance
than Maclntyre does to the continuities between
the ethical thought of Aristotle and that of Aquinas
as opposed to the discontinuities. It should, how-
ever, be noted that although Strauss’s understand-
ing of the history of Aristotelianism emphasizes
the importance of the notion of natural right, this
is not the same thing as attaching importance to
the notion of natural rights (in the plural). As
Strauss understands it, a doctrine of natural right,
understood in the classic sense of Aristotle, is a
doctrine of duties rather than of rights. The prin-
ciples of natural right indicate simply what ought
or ought not to be done in a given situation.
Aristotle’s classic notion of natural right, there-
fore, is not to be associated with the notion of
rights, understood as the property or possessions
of isolated, atomic individuals. According to
Strauss, it is with figures like John Locke in the
modern era, from the seventeenth century onward,
that the natural law tradition, or the doctrine of
natural right, took a turn in this direction, at
which point it parted company with Aristotle and
with Aristotelianism.

Contemporary Aristotelianism

Broadly speaking, there are three types of contem-
porary Aristotelianism: liberal, conservative, and
radical.

Liberal Aristotelianism

A number of Aristotelians who were writing in
the second half of the twentieth century can be
associated with the liberal political tradition. One
group, associated especially with the name of
Jacques Maritain, argues that Thomism was an
important source of inspiration, not just for the
development of natural law theory after Aristotle,
but also, more specifically, for the emergence of the
modern doctrine of natural rights. For those associ-
ated with this first group, then, Aquinas was an
important precursor of the type of natural law
theorizing that can be found in the writings of lib-
eral thinkers such as Locke in the seventeenth cen-
tury. Indeed, John Finnis has suggested that Aquinas
himself can be considered a liberal thinker, his view
of the relationship that ought to exist between the
individual and the state being similar to that of
John Stuart Mill in his essay On Liberty. It should,
however, be noted that Maclntyre, who is perhaps
the most widely known and influential Aristotelian
thinker writing today, has rejected this view. Not
only does Maclntyre reject the notion of natural or
human rights, he also maintains that this notion is
of little or no importance for anyone wishing to
understand the political thought of either Aristotle
or Aquinas.

A second category of liberal Aristotelians has
argued that Aristotle’s ideas, especially his defense
of the principle of constitutionalism or constitu-
tional government, again perhaps filtered through
the writings of Thomas Aquinas, have had an impor-
tant part to play in the history of political thought
in the United States and that they are a prerequi-
site for understanding the republican principles
that have underpinned the U.S. Constitution since
the time of the founding fathers. This group
includes Strauss and contemporary Straussians
such as Harry V. Jaffa, at least on the first account
of Strauss’s understanding of Aristotelianism
referred to earlier.

Most recently, a third group of liberal Aristotelians
has emerged, associated especially with the name
of Martha Nussbaum. Like that of Aristotle him-
self, Nussbaum’s political philosophy rests on a
commitment to the belief that there is such a thing
as human nature, which might be associated with
a definite end or telos. In Nussbaum’s view, if indi-
vidual human beings are to flourish, or to achieve
that state of well-being or eudaimonia referred
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to by Aristotle, then certain criteria need to be
satisfied. Nussbaum identifies a list of 10 basic
capabilities and associated entitlements, which, in
her view, all human beings possess. A life that
allows each individual to exercise all of these capa-
bilities to the full, Nussbaum argues, is morally
preferable to one that does not. Moreover, she
rejects the idea that such a commitment might be
justified using utilitarian or consequentialist argu-
ments, suggesting that her own capabilities
approach has a lot in common with that adopted
by those who believe in natural or human rights.
Nussbaum maintains that, suitably adapted,
Aristotle’s ideas help to provide the theoretical
justification for a commitment to a program of
welfare interventionism, which, if implemented in
practice, would lead to a significant redistribution
of wealth and other resources, not only within the
territorial boundaries of individual nation-states,
but also more widely within the global political
community.

Nussbaum has a number of critics. For exam-
ple, her views bring her into conflict with at least
some of the ideas of John Rawls because she
defends what Rawlsian political philosophers
would refer to as a substantive or “thick” rather
than a “thin” theory of the good. Nussbaum has
also been criticized by contemporary poststructur-
alist or postmodern philosophers, who deny that
there is such a thing as human nature and who
reject her endorsement of the principles of moral
universalism and essentialism. According to this
second criticism, some of the beliefs Nussbaum
builds into her view of life, which she claims are
good for all human beings, are not universally
applicable at all, but rather historically and cultur-
ally relative. They are, Nussbaum’s critics allege,
Western rather than human values.

Conservative Aristotelianism

There is also a conservative Aristotelianism
today. Commentators such as Russell Hittinger
have an understanding of Aristotle’s ideas and
their contemporary significance that is informed
by the teaching of the Catholic Church. A primary
focus of attention for these commentators is again
the Thomistic notion of natural law, which they
use to justify their view that certain actions or
practices, such as those associated with abortion,

euthanasia, homosexuality, and reprogenics, are
not a private matter for individuals to consider in
the light of their own consciences, as liberal think-
ers argue, but a public matter that ought to be
legally regulated (that is to say, proscribed) by the
state. When these Thomist Aristotelians appeal to
the notion of natural law as an important tool of
ethical deliberation, their emphasis is more on the
duties they think this moral law places on indi-
vidual moral agents rather than on any rights with
which it might be associated. Unlike liberal
Aristotelians, then, they reject the view that indi-
vidual moral agents should be allowed to decide
in conscience where their own duties lie when
considering issues of this kind.

Other conservative Aristotelians have no con-
nection with Catholicism and little interest in
Thomism. Perhaps the most influential of these in
the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries
have, again, been Strauss and his followers, at least
according to a second account of Strauss’s under-
standing of Aristotle and of the Aristotelian doc-
trine of natural right. The reading of Aristotle
advanced in Strauss’s Natural Right and History
is, at least according to this second account, closely
associated with contemporary neoconservative
political thought in the United States. This is so
because, as Strauss understands him, Aristotle
maintains that the principles of natural right are
mutable or changeable. That is to say, they do not
have a universal application. Whether or not they
apply in any given situation depends on the cir-
cumstances, and in certain exceptional situations,
the obligation to obey these moral imperatives can,
for reasons of state, legitimately be set aside. Thus,
far from defending the basic principles of constitu-
tional government and of the rule of law,
Aristotelian political thought on this reading of
Strauss might be used to justify their suspension.
On this second account, then, Strauss’s under-
standing of Aristotle’s doctrine of natural right
lends intellectual support to the neoconservative
claim that the political situation in the United
States after the events of September 11, 2001, con-
stitutes such a state of exception. It provides a pos-
sible justification for the domestic and foreign
policies of the George W. Bush administration,
especially in relation to its treatment of alleged ter-
rorists in the detention center at Guantanamo Bay,
which others have argued is an unjustified abuse of
their human rights.
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Radical Aristotelianism

Recently, we have seen the emergence of a radi-
cal form of Aristotelianism, one strand of which is
associated with MacIntyre. Kelvin Knight refers to
this as revolutionary Aristotelianism, and his
understanding of it has been endorsed by Maclntyre
himself, who rejects the view that the virtue ethics
he develops in After Virtue (1981) has conservative
political implications.

According to those associated with this group,
Aristotle’s ideas might be used to defend a radical
critique of existing society and its institutions.
Some of those who read Aristotle in this way have
a tendency to connect his ideas to those of Karl
Marx. As in the case of Marx, at the heart of this
radical Aristotelianism lies a critique of capitalism.
Maclntyre, for example, takes the view that the
organizational principles on which any capitalist
society is based make it extremely difficult for
those living within it to practice the Aristotelian
virtues. By bringing the ideas of Aristotle and
Marx together in this way, Maclntyre might be
seen as contributing to an ongoing project carried
out by others, one that is devoted to an exploration
of the intellectual relationship between Marx and
Aristotle. Controversially, those associated with
this project argue, first, that Marx and Marxism
might be associated with a definite framework of
ethical beliefs and, second, that this framework is
an Aristotelian one. When Maclntyre first devel-
oped his Aristotelian virtue ethics in the 1980s, he
would have had little sympathy with such a proj-
ect. However, that is not the case today.

Tony Burns

See also Aquinas, Thomas; Aristotle; Equity; Marx, Karl;
Natural Law; Natural Rights; Republicanism; Rule of
Law
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ARISTOTLE (384-322 BCE)

According to an ancient biographer, Aristotle
(384-322 BCE) slept with a bronze ball in his
hand poised over a pan; when the ball dropped,
the rattling of the pan would wake him. What he
did with all of that time awake was to make fun-
damental contributions to many fields of study
and to do more than anyone since to set the
agenda for Western philosophy. For readers 16
centuries later, there could be no doubt who was
meant when Thomas Aquinas referred simply to
“the Philosopher” or Dante to “the master of
those who know.”

Ancient booklists make clear that the majority
of Aristotle’s works, including most of his works
on politics (including the books On Justice, On the
Statesman, On Kingship, and a collection of 158
constitutions), have long been lost. Of the surviv-
ing works, the Nicomachean Ethics and the
Politics have been especially important for politi-
cal theory. The theory to be found there is remark-
able for being simultaneously sensible and
systematic and for its emphasis on both the natural
and ethical dimensions of politics.

At 17, Aristotle went to Athens and became a
member of Plato’s academy. He remained there for
20 years, until Plato’s death in 347. A few years
later, Aristotle joined the court of the king of
Macedon, Philip II, probably as tutor to his son,
known to history as Alexander the Great. Aristotle
went back to Athens in 335 and set up his own
school of philosophy, the Lyceum. Both his long
apprenticeship with Plato and his foundation of a
school to rival that of his teacher resonate in his
extensive engagement with Plato’s arguments.

When we turn from Plato’s dialogues to
Aristotle’s texts, it is easy to overlook their dialec-
tical character and to be impatient with their dif-
ficulty. “Learning is painful,” Aristotle says in the
Politics (VIIL.5), and he sometimes writes as if to
assure his students that they are learning. Ancient
readers, however, were as exorbitant in their
praise of Aristotle’s style (Cicero refers to his
“golden river of speech”) as modern readers have
been stinting (a nonetheless admiring Thomas
Gray wrote in 1746 that “he has a dry conciseness,
that makes one imagine one is perusing a table of
contents rather than a book: It tastes for all the

world like chopped hay”). This is because Aristotle
was best known in antiquity for his polished pub-
lic works, often dialogues, whereas the works now
extant were akin to programmatic drafts or lecture
notes and were subsequently edited by others.
There is something compelling about the elliptical
manner Aristotle reserved for his philosophical
intimates, but it is an acquired taste and requires a
complex stomach.

It will help, however, to recognize that the ten-
sions and the doubling-back that we see in
Aristotle’s work often emerge as he first tries to
discover what is worthwhile in one opinion that is
held by the many or the wise, and then moves on
to another on the same subject as a way of homing
in on the truth. Together with a recognition that
our text occasionally papers over a gap or pre-
serves two attempts at the same topic, this helps to
account for the “on the one hand . . . on the other
hand” character of the work. Because “more or
less everything has been discovered” (Politics 11.5),
he believes that we should proceed by considering
the practices and positions that we have inherited.
These, together with Aristotle’s own reflections on
them, refer to and relate to one another in complex
ways, and the organization of his political theory
is accordingly more like a fractal than a linear
series of points.

The Nature of the City-State

At the outset of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle
suggests that the science (epistémé, a broader term
than our science) proper to grasping the best good
is political science. The other sciences are subordi-
nate to the control of political science, and although
the good of the individual and the good of the city-
state (polis) are the same, that of the city-state is
greater because it includes the good of individuals.
Ethics itself, Aristotle says, is a kind of political
science or political philosophy. Only mature stu-
dents are suited to study political science because
its premises are based on experience. Many of
these premises hold good usually rather than uni-
versally, and in such cases, the political scientist
will fulfill his role if he can indicate the approxi-
mate truth. The end of such study, however, is not
truth or knowledge, but action. An activity like the
systematic analysis of contemporary constitutions
(politeiai, political systems or regimes) is meant to
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have a role in bringing about not just knowledge,
but betterment. When such knowledge is assimi-
lated by a human being with characteristically
human ends, that person’s actions will then be dif-
ferent and more accurately inclined to the good. In
this sense, the conclusions of political science are
political actions.

Aristotle opens the Politics with the claim that
every community, including every city-state, is
established for the sake of some good (for we do
everything for the sake of what we hold to be
good). The city-state is the community with the
greatest authority and so aims at the most author-
itative and highest good. To demonstrate his
claims about the specialness of politics and its ori-
entation toward the good, Aristotle makes the
surprising move of looking backward at how the
city-state naturally develops from its component
parts. Individuals are brought together by a natu-
ral urge, and those who cannot live without one
another form a dyad; a conjugal pair arises, for
example, from the urge to reproduce.

Aristotle argues that a similarly primitive and
natural pairing is that of master and slave. This is
natural not because it is a forceful domination but
because the survival of the slave is furthered by the
intelligent foresight of the master and that of
the master is furthered by the physical labor of the
slave. In contrast to Socrates’ claim that all rule is
for the benefit of the ruled, however, Aristotle
argues that while a natural slave benefits from
rule, masterly rule is essentially exercised for the
master’s own benefit. Aristotle maintains that
mastery over natural slaves is just. It apparently
follows from what he says that those who are
slaves by law and not by nature are unjustly
enslaved. It is worth remark that this means that if
there are no slaves by nature (although Aristotle
never doubts there are), then all slavery is unjust:
Such domination is justified only if there are peo-
ple who are by nature as different from others as
body is from soul or beast from human and inca-
pable of anything higher than physical labor.

These pairings for everyday needs are com-
bined in the household. The grouping of relatives
from a number of extended households is a vil-
lage. When several villages find it expedient to
come together in a wider community, that com-
munity, the city-state, proves to be self-sufficient,
and there is no longer a natural spur to growth.

Thus, the city-state is the end of the smaller com-
munities: Their nature is fulfilled when they
develop into the political community. In the
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle says that the polit-
ical community both comes into being and endures
for the sake of advantage, and he adds that legis-
lators, too, aim at a common advantage, which is
said to be just; in the Politics, he says that the city-
state comes into being for the sake of living but
endures for the sake of living well, understood in
terms of virtue.

There is a considerable difference of emphasis
here, but Aristotle saw no incompatibility between
the advantage and the virtue of an individual, and
he believed that the virtue of the legislator con-
sisted in pursuing the common advantage. The
city-state is akin to a human being: fulfillment of
desire and the concerns of the body come first, but
they nonetheless properly subserve reason and the
concerns of the soul. The advantage that can be
pursued in the political community is not for any
particular advantages, but for advantage for the
whole of life; it thus encompasses the range of
ethical ends in addition to more material ends.

We may begin to see why Aristotle makes two
of his most perplexing claims: that every city-state
exists by nature and that the human being is by
nature a political animal. Human beings have a
natural impulse to form a political community, but
this is not to say that political communities spring
up necessarily and without being deliberately
established. Despite the natural political impulse, a
city-state is constructed rather than merely emerg-
ing. Art (techné) not only imitates nature, it can
also complete what nature cannot; and the practi-
tioner of the political art must complete the trajec-
tory that nature of its own impulse cannot.
Alternatively, it may be best to understand the
politician as constructing the city-state not as the
product of an art, but as the by-product of good
activity (eupraxis) in accordance with practical
wisdom or prudence. The end of this political wis-
dom is happiness (eudaimonia), or activity in
accordance with virtue.

The nature of a thing can be understood by
referring to the matter out of which it is made, and
one sense in which the city-state exists by nature is
that the communities out of which it is composed
are natural. Aristotle insists that we will study the
city-state in the best way by seeing how it develops,
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and he identifies another sense of the nature of a
thing with its process of development. But the
nature of a thing should also be understood by
referring to its form or essence and by its end or
purpose, and the process whereby humans form
communities has as its end point the city-state.
Aristotle often opposes the natural not to the arti-
ficial but to the pathological or deviant. The city-
state serves as a model because it is the natural
result of proper development, just as a fully grown
healthy plant is the natural result of a seed.

That the city-state is the end of human associa-
tion is an observation of a natural process, but one
that can go wrong. Aristotle thinks that the forma-
tion of the city-state requires conscious human
intervention, but he sees this as consistent with the
idea that it is the end of a natural process of
growth, just as a seed that requires careful tending
to grow nonetheless has the flourishing plant as its
natural end.

Human beings are by nature political animals
because they have within them a natural impulse
to live with one another. The natural end of this
impulse to associate is the city-state. Human beings
by nature form couples and households, but there
is a different sense in which they naturally form
city-states. The last of these is understood in terms
of the good life, which for a human being is a life
in common with other human beings that is self-
sufficient and enables pursuits that are not possible
in other human groupings or on one’s own. One
who is naturally inclined to solitude rather than
the common life of the city-state is a bellicose crea-
ture. Other animals, like the bee, may be called
political, but human beings are more political, for
they have speech (logos, which is not mere voice).
Speech is essential for a community to be properly
political, for the city-state is a community in which
people share discussion of what is just and unjust,
with the end of making them just.

This is distinctive of the city-state, according to
Aristotle, who complains that in Plato’s Republic,
Socrates elides the essential differences between an
individual, a household, and a city-state. Socrates
there argues that the best city-state is one that most
nearly approaches a unity, comparing the well-or-
dered constitution to that of an individual. A city-
state is by its nature composed of a multitude of
people of different kinds, Aristotle maintains, and
is thus destroyed the more it becomes a unity. (It is

unclear how Aristotle might respond to the objec-
tions that the best city-state in The Republic is
composed of parts that are dissimilar and that
Aristotle himself thinks that the parts of the human
being and of the household are dissimilar from one
another despite their greater unity.) Any commu-
nity must have things in common, but Aristotle
levels a few forceful criticisms at the constitution
of The Republic, in which spouses, children, and
property are had in common. His primary objec-
tion remains that this would “reduce harmony to
a unison” (Politics 11.5), whereas what should be
held in common in a city-state are the habits, laws,
and education that coordinate the differences
without destroying them.

Constitutions

One way of understanding the composite whole
that is the city-state is by considering the commu-
nities out of which it grows. But to analyze a city-
state adequately, we must consider its two defining
characteristics: its citizens and its constitution.
These must be treated in tandem because neither
can make up a city-state without the other and
because the constitution determines who counts as
a citizen in the first place. If a city-state receives a
new constitution, it is thereby a different city-state
even if its citizens remain the same, for the consti-
tution is the form of the city-state (just as rearrang-
ing the same notes into a new form would make a
different melody). A citizen is someone who is eli-
gible for the deliberative or judicial roles in the
city-state. Aristotle says that a city-state is a
number of such people large enough to be self-
sufficient. In the genetic account in Book I, we
learned that the self-sufficient community of the
city-state depends on women and slaves; the ana-
lytical approach of Book III reveals that slaves, at
least, are nonetheless not of that community’s
essence. The criterion of citizenship is demanding;:
If only a few people in a city-state are entitled to
participate in offices of judgment and deliberation,
then (even if we do not count women and slaves)
the vast majority in that city-state are noncitizens.
The good citizen must be able to govern free peo-
ple and to be governed by them.

A constitution is the organization of the citizen
body into offices, and in particular the ruling
office. The offices are organized according to the
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end of each of the city-states, so the end is also
constitutive of any constitution. The other offices
are determined by whoever has overall authority,
and the constitution is to be identified with that
authority: When the people rule, for example, the
constitution is a democratic one. All rule over free
people is properly exercised for the benefit of the
ruled; those constitutions that are instead designed
for the benefit of the rulers are incorrect or devi-
ant, as they treat free people as if they were slaves.
The proper constitutions are kingship, aristocracy,
and polity (rule by one, the few, or the many for
the common benefit). The deviant constitutions
are tyranny, oligarchy, and democracy (rule by one
for his own benefit, rule by and for the rich, and
rule by and for the poor). In theory, there could be
a democracy where the few ruled or an oligarchy
where the many ruled, were the powerful few ever
poor or the ruling many rich. Aristotle recognizes
that his six-fold division is only a starting point
and considers a number of different axes along
which important distinctions may be made, lead-
ing to many subdivisions.

Constitutions that aim at the good of a faction
demonstrate a partial grasp of justice. The oli-
garchs wrongly conclude from their superior wealth
that they are simply superior; the democrats
wrongly conclude from the fact that they are
equally free-born that they are entitled to equality
in every respect. A true city-state is just, so each
receives his due therein, and this ought to be pro-
portionate to a citizen’s virtue, not to birth or
wealth. Wealth and liberty should not be pursued
as ultimate ends, but only insofar as they bring
about the good life. Aristotle rejects a contractual
model of political association according to which
law functions as a kind of treaty requiring just
behavior, for it should aim instead at making the
citizens good and just. We maintain city-states in
order to live well, and, as Aristotle explains in the
Nicomachean Ethics, to live well is above all to live
as the virtuous person would live. In a city-state,
the citizens live in a common territory, agree not to
wrong one another, and exchange goods with one
another; but only when the bonds among fellow
citizens are those of friendship is the community a
political one.

If one person (or family) emerges who is mani-
festly superior in virtue, then that person should
rule as king, although Aristotle seems to think that

the days of kingship have passed. It may be even
less likely that there will arise a number of people
who are outstandingly virtuous, but if it should
happen, then an aristocracy would be even better
than a virtuous king because less corruptible
(although ever vulnerable to degenerating into an
oligarchy). Although Aristotle does not counte-
nance the idea of a multitude of people who are
outstandingly virtuous, he does take seriously
arguments for why the many should be in author-
ity rather than the few. Even if the many are infe-
rior individually, collectively, they can be superior:
When pooled, their virtue and practical wisdom
can be greater than anyone else’s. Taken together,
the many are even superior on traditional grounds
like wealth and strength. Aristotle does not deci-
sively side with one, few, or many, making clear
that the proper criterion for rule should be not
number, but superiority in virtue.

Aristotle and his students gave careful accounts
of 158 actual constitutions—one of which, The
Constitution of the Athenians, was rediscovered in
the late nineteenth century—so it is not surprising
that he does not limit himself to a schema of three
constitutions and the three deviant forms thereof
(and criticizes Plato for doing so). His discussion
of the constitution is simultaneously a normative
theory of ideal types and an empirically informed
account of comparative institutions. Aristotle
delineates several different kinds of democracy and
oligarchy, polity (a mixture of democracy and oli-
garchy), and tyranny; he also gives an account of
how these different constitutions come into being.
The theoretically best constitution, a virtuous
kingship or an aristocracy of the virtuous, is often
unattainable, and one reason that he enumerates
the different kinds of other constitutions is to
enable a judgment about which of these kinds is
best given the circumstances.

Aristotle also provides his answer to what the
best constitution is for most city-states, given what
is within the reach of ordinary people. Rather than
depending on the attainment of virtue by the citi-
zens as individuals, the character of this constitu-
tion depends on applying the idea that virtue is a
mean to the citizens as a body. (This runs into
problems similar to those that undermine his
attempt to transfer the idea of virtue as a mean—
which works better when it is understood as the
mean passion or action of an individual—to the
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systemic justice of a constitution in the fifth book
of the Nicomachean Ethics.) Aristotle accordingly
maintains that the best constitution in most city-
states is that in which the dominant political role
is played by the middle class. The rich incline to
arrogance and incapacity to be ruled, the poor to
resentment and incapacity to rule. Those in the
middle are between these extremes and are more
equal and better prepared for friendship; they
therefore keep the city-state from division into fac-
tions of rich and poor and from lapsing into
extreme democracy or extreme oligarchy. As a
constitution is mixed, it will lead to the predomi-
nance of the middle; that predominance will there-
fore produce greater stability. There is thus a close
connection between this “practically best” regime,
where the middle class dominates, and polity, the
constitution that includes elements of both demo-
cratic and oligarchic mechanisms for public delib-
eration, the judiciary, and the selection and remit
of officials.

Just as the constitution has an ethical end of
enabling the good life, so what leads to faction is a
misunderstanding of what justice requires. The
ones who ought to participate more in the system
are those of outstanding virtue, under whose lead-
ership the good life would be most attainable; but
the proponents of democracy insist instead on
equal participation because of their equal liberty,
and the proponents of oligarchy insist on their
own greater participation as equal to their greater
property. These respective understandings of equal-
ity will further the democratic or oligarchic lean of
the city-state, but this partisanship will lead to
political discord and instability. Indeed, a democ-
racy is likely to destroy itself if it pursues overly
democratic measures—the best democracy is the
most limited one—and too many oligarchic fea-
tures will ruin an oligarchy. Democracy is more
stable than oligarchy, not least because it is closer
to a constitution based on the middle class, but it
is still prone to faction.

The constitution can be changed in a number of
ways, but faction is the one that most concerns
Aristotle. Faction may be caused by arrogance,
profit, fear, honor, contempt, ethnic differences,
disproportionate growth of one group, or a reac-
tion to any of these. In the fifth book of
the Politics, Aristotle systematically discusses how
these and other factors affect each kind of

constitution, drawing on historical instances of
constitutional failure or overthrow. He thus pro-
vides a kind of catalogue of political pathologies
for each system.

Knowledge of what destroys constitutions
entails knowledge of what preserves them, Aristotle
maintains, and so he goes on to analyze how best
to maintain each kind. The assimilation of ethical
and political outlooks here comes under some
pressure, as Aristotle contemplates the utility of
stirring up an exaggerated fear of danger to rally
people behind the constitution, for example, or the
preservation of a tyranny by murdering the out-
standing citizens, abolishing schools, employing
spies, impoverishing the people, and setting them
against one another by slander. In part, Aristotle is
confined by his own definitions: because tyranny is
unaccountable rule over unwilling subjects, if the
tyrant moderates his rule to the point that the sub-
jects become willing, he will then have destroyed
his tyranny rather than having preserved it.
Aristotle nonetheless holds to the idea that the
preservation or stability of a regime is best guaran-
teed by moderating that regime—which will mean
that the least moderate regimes will require the
greatest changes if they are to survive. He ends up
arguing, therefore, that the only way for a tyranny
to endure beyond its characteristically short span
is for it to be essentially kingly (the tyrant still
counting as a tyrant presumably because he is act-
ing in this way for his own interests). As with
preservation and the good life being the two ends
for which people form and maintain a city-state, so
the preservation of the city-state itself ultimately
converges with its proper ethical role.

The Politics of Virtue

At the beginning of the seventh book of the Politics,
Aristotle turns again to the question of the best and
happiest life and determines that for both an indi-
vidual and a city-state, this is a life of virtue
together with the external goods needed to under-
take virtuous actions. As in the Nicomachean
Ethics, the two prime candidates are the political
life and the philosophical life. The tutor of Alexander
recognizes that some city-states are oriented to con-
quest, but he forcefully condemns the idea that the
best city-state is the one that rules over others like
a master or tyrant. Military activity is not noble in
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itself but only if it is ultimately undertaken in pur-
suit of the highest end.

It is in light of the good life that the city-state
is supposed to enable that we can determine the
best constitution’s characteristics. The population
must be large enough for self-sufficiency but small
enough that everyone knows one another suffi-
ciently to judge them properly when it comes to
elections and verdicts; and its territory should be
of a size and situation so as to allow for ready
defense and a life that is neither luxurious nor
poor. But while the city-state needs territory, a
city-state is defined not in terms of property but as
a community of people aiming at eudaimonia or
happiness. What is more, even the laborers, while
necessary for the city-state, are not properly part
of it. And Aristotle reveals how exclusive is his
concern for the well-being of the ruling class when
he says that even in the best city-state, the farmers
should be spiritless slaves because they would
then be more useful as workers and less likely to
foment change. By contrast, all citizens participate
in the constitution, which should be geared
toward making them excellent and happy by
focusing on their education. This education is
Aristotle’s focus until the Politics breaks off in
Book VIII. Aristotle’s account of the ideal city-
state in the final books turns out to be beyond our
grasp precisely because he aims to describe in
some detail a political community that would be
feasible for his contemporaries to establish. But it
remains intriguing in no small part because what
eludes us now are not the guiding values but the
social and material conditions of such a political
community’s possibility.

While his account in the Politics is deeply
ambivalent on the question, the final book of the
Nicomachean Ethics clearly defends the superior-
ity of the life of contemplation over the political
life. Pursuit of the best life does not culminate with
such a conclusion, for it only begins there. Aristotle
insists that achieving knowledge about virtue is
not enough and that it is not the ultimate aim of
ethical enquiry. We must then endeavor to be vir-
tuous and to bring others to act in accordance with
virtue so far as they can. To do this, however, we
need a proper system of education and a judicious
code of laws, so that argument, aspirations, and
compulsion all encourage people in the direction
of an ethical life in common. The essential aim of

political science is virtuous action, but this is why
ethics proves but a preface to political science.

Kinch Hoekstra

See also Ancient Democracy; Aristocracy; Aristotelianism;
City-State; Friendship; Happiness; Household;
Naturalism; Plato; Scholasticism; Slavery in Greek and
Early Christian Thought; Tyranny; Virtue
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AsIAN VALUES

Asian values is a controversial concept associated
with prominent Asian politicians and establishment
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intellectuals who claimed that the Asian postwar
“economic miracle” was due to the shared culture
of East Asian societies, especially those of Confucian
heritage. They asserted that the “Asian values” that
explained this success were discipline, hard work,
frugality, educational achievement, balancing indi-
vidual and societal needs, and deference to author-
ity. Proponents argued that Western models of
liberal human rights, democracy, and capitalism
were unsuited to East Asia because they fostered
excessive individualism and legalism. This had
undermined social order and economic dynamism
in the West. Critics pointed to the contradictions
and weaknesses in these claims and argued they
served the interests of Asia’s authoritarian elites.
These arguments connect with debates in political
theory over universalist and particularist accounts
of human rights, social justice, and social order, as
well as social, economic, and political change. They
are also related to wider conservative political and
philosophical attacks on liberal democracy.

Claims about Asian values garnered particular
attention in the early 1990s because they were
articulated by prominent politicians such as for-
mer Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew at
a time when the achievements of rapidly modern-
izing East Asian societies gave them a new global
prominence and clout. These claims conflicted
with liberal assertions that the collapse of European
communism and China’s market socialism marked
the triumph of liberal democracy, human rights,
and capitalism over competing forms of organizing
societies. Asian values proponents challenged the
trade and development aid conditionality pro-
moted by the United States and other governments
in the West.

The Asian values debate was also internal to
Asian societies. At a time of rapid economic and
social change in East Asia, growing individualism
and democratization and human rights movements
challenged established socioeconomic orders and
authoritarian regimes. These debates were part of
struggles over competing visions of modernity and
who should legitimately decide how Asian societies
should be organized.

Proponents of Asian values made several inter-
connected claims. They said human rights are
culturally specific. Internationally dominant
understandings of human rights are rooted in
liberalism and the development of economic

organization and state-society relations in the
West, and so are not suited to East Asian societ-
ies. The distinct values of the latter have enabled
rapid economic development and growth. Because
of culture, but also because economic develop-
ment must be prioritized in societies climbing out
of poverty, civil and political rights should be
subordinate to economic and social rights. The
state is said to embody the collective identity and
interests of its citizens; its rights should take pri-
ority over those of the individual. Asian values
proponents defended state sovereignty, including
the right to noninterference by outsiders promot-
ing liberal human rights, democracy, and capital-
ism. Asian values proponents also argued that
liberal universalist claims serve Western interests,
much as European and American claims of moral
superiority legitimated colonialism historically.
These ideas were expressed in the 1993 Bangkok
Declaration on human rights, which was signed
by many Asian governments but criticized by
many Asian human rights organizations.

Liberal critics have dismissed Asian values
claims as attempts to shore up authoritarian and
illiberal rule against domestic and external oppo-
nents and paper over the weaknesses of the Asian
economic development model. The Asian financial
crisis of 1997 and 1998 appeared to vindicate
some of their arguments. Those taking a construc-
tivist approach to culture challenged the reverse
Orientalist essentializing of Asia and the West that
is part of the Asian values discourse. They noted
that Asian values are similar to conservative val-
ues in Western societies. Critical political eco-
nomists point to the contradiction between the
antiliberalism espoused by prominent Asian val-
ues proponents and their promotion of the very
market-oriented development that has challenged
established social order. Feminist theorists saw the
Asian values discourse as attempting to legitimate
gender, class, ethnic, and racial hierarchies embed-
ded in dominant understandings of Asian cultures,
the Asian development model, and wider capitalist
social relations.

The Asian values controversy intersects with
theoretical debates over the evolution of human
societies, including Max Weber’s account of the
role of Protestantism in European economic devel-
opment. Illiberal democracy in Singapore and
Malaysia and the Asian developmental model as it
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emerged in Japan and later Korea, Taiwan, and
Hong Kong appeared to some to offer viable alter-
natives to liberal modernization theory’s conten-
tion that all roads led to liberal democracy.

The Asian values debate is relevant to argu-
ments in political theory over whether commit-
ments to global justice and equality can be grounded
in human rights. It is also relevant to ongoing
debate over whether the global realm is morally
analogous to state, nation, local, and other forms
of community. Taking issue with liberalism as the
only moral starting point for advancing human
well-being, communitarians such as Charles Taylor
have reflected on Asian cultural experiences to
examine the potential and challenges of establish-
ing a more inclusive, unforced, but robust global
consensus on human rights. A growing litera-
ture, including that associated with Confucian
communitarianism and reformist Islam, has debated
whether particular values and institutions in Asian
societies are consistent with human rights, although
not articulated in these terms. Daniel A. Bell has
argued that many “values in Asia,” as opposed
to “Asian values,” can both enrich global
human rights theory and practice and be deployed
to improve the dignity and well-being of
contemporary Asians.

While rejecting many Asian values arguments,
theorists of global justice have also criticized
the emphasis on civil and political rights in lib-
eral human rights discourse for protecting the
interests of the wealthy and powerful in global
capitalist order.

Susan ]. Henders
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ASSEMBLY

Ancient city-states, such as classical Athens (in the
fiftth century BCE) and republican Rome (espe-
cially between the third and first century BCE),
were characterized, among other aspects, by the
focal role the popular assembly played in political
life, and therefore, they are often regarded as
examples of direct democracy. The ekklesia was
the Athenian popular assembly, and the comitia
was the assembly of the whole Roman people, as
opposed to the concilium, whose membership was
reserved to part of the population, the plebeians.
Although there were fundamental differences in
structure and functioning between them, both
were open only to adult male citizens, and even
the poorest were not formally excluded from the
proceedings. The assemblies were called on to take
decisions on a wide variety of issues, from declara-
tions of peace and war to elections of magistrates,
enactments of laws, and judicial verdicts. This
entry describes the assembly as it existed in classi-
cal Athens and in republican Rome, highlighting
the extent and existing limits of actual popular
participation in the decision-making process in
these two city-states.

The Athenian Assembly

The ekklésia met on the Pnyx, a hill in the south-
west end of Athens. The requirement of a quorum
of 6,000 for some categories of business suggests
that an attendance of that size could be easily
reached but was not always the norm. In the fifth
century BCE, there were 40 regular assembly meet-
ings per year as well as exceptional gatherings
called in case of extraordinary circumstances.
These meetings did not take place on fixed days
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and could be summoned only at the initiative of
the prytaneis (presidents) with just four days’
notice. The prytaneis were 50 men chosen by lot to
serve as presidents of the boulé (council) for one
tenth of the year. On duty every day, they made
arrangements regarding the council and the assem-
bly and attended to day-to-day business, including
receiving envoys and correspondence that was
addressed to the state.

In Athens, the citizens were paid one drachma
per assembly to attend the ekklésia, which facili-
tated the participation of the poorest citizens,
whose livelihood was based on their daily work.
During the proceedings of the assembly, both in
the Pnyx and in the theatre of Dionysus (which
was increasingly used in the fourth century as an
additional meeting place for the ekklésia), the citi-
zens were seated as they pleased without being
grouped by political associations or phylae (usu-
ally translated as tribes, they were territorial units
that included a section from each of the three
zones—city, inland, and shore—in which the
Athenian landscape was divided). On particular
occasions, the law prescribed specific items for the
assembly’s agenda, but the discussion always
focused on issues that had been subject to a prior
resolution by the boulé, which could, but did not
necessarily, include a specific proposal. However,
anyone in the assembly could speak out and pro-
pose a motion or an amendment. The final deci-
sion was taken by a show of hands. This was never
precisely counted, but the result of the vote was
adjudicated on the basis of a rough estimate. If a
citizen lodged a sworn objection to the decision
made, the show of hands was repeated.

The chairman of the meeting of the ekklésia was
one of the prytaneis, a foreman (the epistatés) cho-
sen by lot. For one day, once in his lifetime, he was
in charge of the state seal and the keys of the trea-
suries and archives and had to maintain order dur-
ing the meeting. This system of prytaneis and
epistates, based on lot and rotation, guaranteed a
high level of ordinary citizens’ participation in pub-
lic administration and fostered a culture of respon-
sibility sharing in the decision-making process.

The Roman Assembly

At Rome, the comitia (plural noun) met principally
in the comitium (singular noun), a consecrated

area north of the Forum Romanum at the foot of
the Capitoline hill. From some remarks made by
Cicero, orator of the first century BCE, it appears
that a quorum was generally not required. The
comitia could be summoned only on certain spe-
cific days (dies comitiales) solely by a magistrate
holding the formal right to convoke the people (ius
agenda cum populo) and after favorable auspices,
showing divine approval, had been taken. A tri-
nundium, an interval of approximately 24 days
between the announcement of an assembly meet-
ing and its actual gathering, had to be observed to
allow the people to acquire information on the
issues at stake. In a judicial comitia, prior to the
trinundium, an additional three days had to be
computed for preliminary investigation before a
contio, a gathering of the people without any
decision-making powers.

In Rome, citizens who wished to attend the
assembly had to do so at their own expense because
they received no financial compensation for miss-
ing a day of work. No specific provisions were
made for them to sit down during the proceedings,
and, although these gatherings could take place in
a number of settings not specifically designed for it,
the comitium, the designated space, was clearly
intended for standing rather than sitting.

Except in the case of the contio, where people
gathered as they pleased to be informed on the
issue at stake, the citizens in the comitia were sum-
moned by groups, that is, voting units, which
played an essential part in citizens’ political iden-
tity. The majority of votes in each group consti-
tuted the vote of the units, and the comitia’s final
decision was determined by the majority of groups.
Thus, the voice of the individual citizen was
absorbed in wider units, the most important of
which, in the mid-late republic, were the centuriae
and the tribes.

In this period, the centuriae, originally the
smallest infantry unit in the Roman army, had a
membership of 193, divided among the five prop-
erty classes in such a way that the highest census
class, which included the smallest number of peo-
ple, was assigned the largest number of centuriae.
At the other end of the spectrum were the prole-
tarii, those so poor that they did not possess any-
thing other than their offspring (proles). Because
they fell below the fifth census class, they
were enrolled in a single centuria and effectively
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disfranchised. The centuriate system was so
designed that it was sufficient that the first two
property classes voted in unison for a majority to
be reached and for the rest of the Roman people to
be automatically outvoted. In addition, in each
class, the number of centuriae was equally divided
between the young (men between 17 and 45) and
old (men age 46 or over), and, because the young
outnumbered the old, the system was biased not
only toward the rich, but also against the old.
Thus, in the Roman centuriate system, the indi-
vidual citizen’s political voice was dependent on
his financial condition and age.

The other important voting group in the mid-
late republic was the tribe (¢ribus). This was a
territorial unit, which indicated the district into
which people were distributed. Tribes were allo-
cated in the census, and an adult who was enrolled
for the first time was normally assigned to the
tribe of his father, regardless of his personal move-
ments, domicile, and property. By 241 BCE the
number of Roman tribes had reached 35, of which
4 were called urban and 31 rural. The Roman
plebs and freedmen were all enrolled in the four
urban tribes. Thus, given the voting system by
unit, the poor Roman plebs, more numerous than
the rich landowners registered in the rural tribes,
could never count more than four votes, even if
they voted unanimously; they were, in practice,
always outvoted. It should, however, be noted
that this system, which provided the freedmen
with a means, however imperfect, to express their
political opinion, was still more open, at least in
this respect, than its Athenian counterpart, where
freedmen were deprived of any political right and
regarded on an equal level with foreigners who
resided in Athens (metoikoi). The tribal system,
certainly more democratic than the centuriate
organization, was unfavorable not only toward
the Roman plebs but also toward the rural popu-
lation, who lived far away from Rome and could
not afford such a long journey and whose work
cultivating their allotments would have suffered.

In the comitia, the people could only express
their assent or dissent on a proposal that was put
forward by the magistrate and could not amend it
nor advance one of their own. Even in the contio,
where a debate took place (at least theoretically),
an ordinary citizen could speak out only after
receiving the magistrate’s permission to do so.

Before being presented to the comitia, new leg-
islative proposals needed to receive the patrum
auctoritas (literally, the authority of the Senate),
the assent of the fathers. These were most likely
patrician senators, who, at least originally, were
called to confirm the lack of technical and religious
flaws in the people’s decision, and later, from the
fourth century onward, had to approve the pro-
posed law prior to the people’s voting.

Until the late second century, voters were asked
about their choice by the rogatores, distinguished
men selected by the magistrate. Their verbal
response was then translated into written marks
over appropriate tablets. Written ballots were
introduced with a series of laws, the so-called leges
tabellariae, which derive their name from the tablet
on which the vote was recorded. Because citizens
were no longer required to reveal their vote to the
rogator, the ruling elite interpreted the introduc-
tion of the written ballot, as attested by Cicero, as
diminishing their influence on the people.

It may be helpful to present a brief outline of the
Roman Republican assemblies and their functions.
The comitia curiata was the most ancient of Roman
assemblies, based on the voting unit curia, which
were held to be 30 ancient divisions of the Roman
people created by Romulus and named after Sabine
women. In the late republic, the curiae had been
replaced by 30 lectors (Roman functionaries), who
symbolically represented them. Although its func-
tions were progressively taken over by the comitia
centuriata, the earlier group was still used to wit-
ness adoptions, wills, and priestly appointments
and, most important, to confirm magistrates’ elec-
tion by the lex curiata de imperio, which seemed to
confer power onto the magistrate.

The comitia centuriata, traditionally established
by the king Servius Tullius, was a timocratic
assembly based on five property classes, whose
unit was the centuria. It was originally linked to
the army, so that, even when this connection
ceased to exist, the assembly met in military parade
and on the Campus Martius, outside the sacred
boundary of the city (pomerium). Ancient authors
explain that the complex system of 193 centuriae
divided among the five property classes described
above was a way of exacting military duties from
the citizens in proportion to their wealth, while
conferring voting rights and political power in
proportion to the services requested. In the third
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century BCE, a reform of the system was imple-
mented that unsuccessfully attempted to redress
the unbalance of this structure, which, however,
remained in the late republic deeply conservative
in nature. Its function was to enact laws; to elect
senior magistrates, such as consuls, praetors and
censors; to declare peace and war; and to act as a
jury in a trial where the death penalty could be
inflicted and the citizen had exercised his right to
appeal (provocatio).

The comitia tributa was modeled on the concil-
ium plebis tributum, the assembly of plebeians. It
was based on the voting unit of the territorial tribes
but allowed the participation of the patricians.
Summoned by consuls or praetors, it elected junior
magistrates (quaestors, curule aediles, military tri-
bunes), enacted laws, and functioned as jury in
minor trials. From 287 BCE, the decisions of the
concilium plebis tributum became binding on
the whole Roman people, and its distinction from
the comitia populi tributa became much hazier and
harder to detect. This assembly elected the plebeian
magistrates (tribunes and aediles); enacted laws,
originally called plebiscites; and held trials for non-
capital offenses.

The contio was the most informal Roman
assembly, where people could gather together
with almost no restriction on venue to listen to
magistrate’s edicts, news of victory or defeat,
arguments in favor of, or against, a legislative pro-
posal, or even to evidence about an alleged crimi-
nal. No decision was taken at this meeting, but a
more or less fictitious debate took place between
the ruling class (who informed its audience and
paid them due homage as the sovereign political
entity) and the people of Rome (who could
actively manifest their voice mainly through pub-
lic clamor, cheering, or booing).

In the first century CE, during the early empire,
the election of magistrates was transferred to the
Senate, and only the declaration of the result took
place before the popular assembly. The judicial
and legislative functions of the assembly also faded
away during this time, and the comitia remained
an empty shell, testimony of a long-gone republi-
can past, until the third century CE.

Valentina Arena
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AUGUSTINE (354-430 CE)

Augustine (354-430 CE) was the first major
political thinker within the Christian tradition.
Politically astute and highly intellectual, Augustine
was a North African bishop during a period that
saw immense changes in the political landscape.
Following the Emperor Constantine’s conver-
sion to Christianity in the mid-fourth century,
Christianity was adapting to becoming a state reli-
gion. The process was complicated by two pres-
sures: the external threat of invasion by barbarian
forces and, internally, the legacy of persecution,
which had left animosity between communities
that had renounced their faith and those that had
been steadfast despite the dangers. Augustinian
political thought tackles the problem of living a
Christian life amid these worldly pressures.
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Augustine’s major political work, The City of God
(413-427 CE) describes two cities: one heavenly
and one worldly. The earthly city is motivated by
self-interest, whereas the heavenly city is a com-
munity of true believers. The cities represent a
spectrum of the best and worst human behavior;
the heavenly city, the City of God, provides a
guiding symbol for Christians as to how they
should live their private and public lives. The City
of God also discusses the nature of the state, jus-
tice, and good kingship.

Augustine wrote no systematic political philoso-
phy, and his political views need to be recon-
structed from a body of work containing more
than 1,000 works, sermons, and letters. Augustine’s
first works reflect his early affiliation with the
Manicheans (a quasi-Christian sect) while he was
working as a professor of rhetoric in Milan, as well
as his subsequent arguments refuting Manichaeism
following his conversion to Christianity. The
Confessions (397) presents in autobiographical
form an account of Augustine’s conversion and
decision to withdraw from the world and to form
a small contemplative religious community with
friends in North Africa. Writing continuously for
the rest of his life, Augustine tackled particular
questions of Christian faith both in the form of
episcopal letters and scholarly works, such as On
Free Choice (388-395), The Nature of the Good
(399), The Unity of the Church (405), and The
Perfection of Human Justice (415/16). The City of
God (413-427) provides the fullest expression of
his mature political philosophy, while the
Reconsiderations (426-427) sets out Augustine’s
final review of his own writings.

The rise of a Christian empire raised three
political questions for Christianity. First, if
Christianity was no longer opposed to the earthly
powers, how were the demands of the other-
worldly to be balanced against the considerations
of the world? Second, if Christianity represented a
natural historical triumph of belief in the true God
and God’s historical plan, then why was a Christian
empire being threatened by nonbelievers? Thirdly,
who belonged to the true church, and how was
belief to be regulated?

Augustine’s major political text, The City of
God, completed in the years following the Gothic
sack of Rome, provides a perspective on all these
questions. The City of God is a moral community

of those predestined to go to heaven, whereas the
earthly city is inhabited by those who love them-
selves more than they love God. However, neither
city exists anywhere in reality, and the best way to
understand them is allegorically as representations
of the extremes of human dispositions. The human
condition entails membership and loyalty to both
cities, and the world is always a mixture of the two
cities. History is a dramatic tension between the
forces of the two cities. No official earthly institu-
tion, such as the church, represents the City of
God, and churchmen are as likely as any others to
belong to the earthly city. Thus, in the political
context of the times, a perfect church composed
only of those who had stuck firm to their faith was
an impossibility. Politically, Christianity, the
church, and individual Christians are striving to
establish the City of God and must do so even
amid the threat of invasion.

At the center of any political worldview is a
judgment on human nature, and Augustine is
similar to Hobbes in his understanding of man’s
fundamentally flawed nature. Human beings are
fundamentally social and driven by a desire for
peace. However, they also suffer from an inher-
ently disordered nature and cannot achieve peace
by the imposition of reason alone. Instead, people
are reliant on the grace of God to master their own
vices and achieve an internal order within them-
selves. Human nature affects external order as
well because humankind’s inability to master self-
ish desires leads to conflict between neighbors
and, at a national level, provokes warfare between
rival states.

A central difficulty for Augustine is defending
the place of politics and government in a world
waiting for redemption. The orthodox Christian
view presents man as a pilgrim passing through a
world that will come to an end, raising a question
as to what place the church plays in the designs of
God. Augustine was faced with one alternative
religious and political model offered by another
Christian thinker called Pelagius. The Pelagian
theory, declared a heresy, argued that man himself
could achieve his redemption through his actions.
History itself could, therefore, be seen as mankind
working toward the world’s redemption. On this
approach, the interconnection of the religious and
the political is obvious because politics can provide
the forum for acts designed to achieve redemption.



90 Augustine

Augustine, however, takes an anti-Pelagian view
that sees redemption as being part of God’s predes-
tination and unknowable to mortals. Although
man must strive for goodness, he may achieve it
only through God’s grace. Augustine also believes
that, other than the death of Christ, there are no
decisive historical events. Nothing that happens,
such as the Fall of Rome, is significant, nor does it
influence the world’s salvation. Predestination also
complicates our sense of Augustine’s politics in
another way because our understanding of politi-
cal action often requires a wider level of free will
than seems possible within a predestined divine
order. However, although Augustine insists on
God’s foreknowledge of all that happens, he also
asserts that we have free will. God’s foreknowl-
edge of sin does not cause a man to sin; rather, the
man himself chooses to sin.

Augustine’s sense of God’s love establishes his
political order. God’s love allows for a temporary
mitigation of the disordered consequences of sin
via the institutions of government. Although the
citizens of God make good inhabitants of the
earthly city, their focus is on the eternal peace they
will enjoy in the City of God. The church and civil
society accordingly cannot ensure our salvation or
cause our fall; instead, their existence is a loving
action by God to restore order to the world.

The City of God

In The City of God, Augustine provides a linear
historical defense of the Christian faith. Augustine
divides human history into six periods: (1) from
Adam to Noah, (2) from Noah to Abraham,
(3) from Abraham to David, (4) from David to the
Babylonian Captivity, (5) from the Babylonian
Captivity to the birth of Christ, and (6) from the
birth of Christ to the Last Judgment. The first half
of The City of God (Books 1-10) deals with the ques-
tion of whether the conversion of the Roman Empire
to Christianity led to the barbarian invasions. The
second half (Books 11-22) looks at the origins,
nature, and ends of the two cities: the heavenly city
(Jerusalem) and the earthly city (Babylon).

The Augustinian State

Book 19 of The City of God is central to our
understanding of Augustine’s ideal state. Augustine
underlines that the life of the wise man is social

(19.5). The friendship of men can never be carefree,
and human society will always be afflicted by mis-
judgments and anxieties. Even saints and faithful
worshippers suffer from the temptations of demons.
Yet, all men also wish for peace, which is a Supreme
Good, and even in war, men are questing for peace
(19.12). God teaches two precepts: love of God
and love of neighbor, and this makes it right for a
man to love God, himself, and his neighbor. The
righteous man will achieve peace in observing two
rules: first, to do no harm to anybody and, second,
to help everyone where possible.

The logical consequence of this is that even
those who give orders are the servants of those
whom they appear to command (19.14). The first
just men were set up as shepherds of flocks, rather
than kings of men, although this pastoral role can
be profoundly coercive. Augustine sees a legiti-
mate role for punishment, even physical chastise-
ment, provided that it springs from the right
authority. Despite the commandment, Thou shalt
not kill, Augustine is even prepared to sanction
capital punishment, provided that it is either
expressly ordered by divine communication or is
required to maintain public order. Augustine’s
judge remains a “loving father” who should try to
exercise mercy if appropriate, and capital punish-
ment can prevent the judge’s central aim of secur-
ing the criminal’s repentance. Punishment is an act
of love that aims to cure the criminal and restore
public order. This coercive function of the
Augustinian state even extends to legitimizing
slavery because the first cause of slavery is sin, and
it is allotted as a punishment to the slave according
to God’s judgment.

Members of the heavenly city are involved in an
alienated but respectful relationship with the
worldly authorities. The peace of the city derives
from the domestic ordered harmony of those living
together, so it is fitting for the father of the house-
hold to take his rules from the laws of the city and
govern his household in such a way that it fits in
with the peace of the city (19.16). The heavenly
city leads a life of captivity within the earthly city,
but its members should not hesitate to obey the
laws of the earthly city because both the earthly
and heavenly cities share a mortal condition, and
so harmony must be preserved between them
(19.17). (Book 5 adds that it does not matter
under whose rule the Christian pilgrim of the City
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of God actually lives, provided that he is not
forced to perform impious and wicked acts [5.18]).
Finally, it is irrelevant to the heavenly city what
dress is worn or what manner of life is adopted by
the faithful, provided they do not conflict with
divine instructions.

In a life of action, what matters is not a place of
honor or power in this life, but the task achieved
by means of that power and honor in promoting
the well-being of the common people (19.19). True
wisdom directs its attention in all its dealings and
decisions in this world toward the ultimate immor-
tal state in which eternity and the perfection of
peace will be assured (19.20).

Augustine rejects the Ciceronian idea of the
state. Augustine argues that there never was a
Roman commonwealth fitting Cicero’s definition
of the people as a multitude “united in association
by a common sense of right and a community of
interest” because justice can be found only where
God rules an obedient city according to his grace,
forbidding sacrifice to any being other than him-
self. An association of righteous men lives on the
basis of active love, loving God as God ought to
be loved, and loving his neighbor as himself.
Where this justice does not exist, there is no peo-
ple “united by a common sense of right and by a
community of interest,” but it would be wrong to
follow the consequences of Cicero’s definition
and therefore deny the existence of a political
Roman commonwealth in the absence of such
justice (19.23). Instead, a better definition of a
people is an “association of a multitude of ratio-
nal beings united by a common agreement on the
objects of their love.” Thus, the Roman common-
wealth was a commonwealth, even if devoid of
true justice (19.24).

Augustine entirely rejected the realist idea that
it is legitimate to exercise political power in the
absence of justice, asking in “the absence of jus-
tice, what is sovereignty but organized brigand-
age?” (4.4). In this life, justice in each individual
exists when God rules and man obeys, and reason
governs the vices even when they rebel. This justice
is related to the ultimate peace after the final judg-
ment of God. In that ultimate peace, human nature
will be healed, and there will be no perverted ele-
ments in conflict (19.27). Man and his rulers
should strive to attain the final state of good and
to escape the final state of evil, the everlasting

wretchedness of those who do not belong to the
City of God (19.28).

Christian Kingship

In Book 5 of The City of God, Augustine gives
guidance as to the practical experience of govern-
ing. Augustine strongly rejects the Ciceronian posi-
tion that a chief of state must be nourished by
glory. Instead, the greed for glory should be over-
come by the love of justice (5.14). Anyone who
aims at power for domination is worse than the
beasts in his cruelty. The righteous man loves even
his enemies and wishes to reform them to be fellow
citizens of the heavenly city. God alone has the
power to grant kingdoms and to give power to
individual men (5.21), and God decides in his just
judgment how long wars will endure (5.22).

Christian rulers are happy if they: rule with jus-
tice; are not inflated with pride; put their power at
the service of God; are slow to punish, but ready to
pardon; punish wrongdoing to direct and protect
the state rather than for personal animosity; grant
pardon to encourage the wrongdoer’s amendment;
compensate for severe decisions with the gentleness
of their mercy and the generosity of their benefits;
restrain their self-indulgent appetites; act for the
love of eternal blessedness and offer to God their
humility, compassion, and prayers (5.24).

The Augustinian Legacy

Two key features of Augustine’s political thought
were crucial shaping factors in medieval political
thought. The first was Augustine’s insistence on
the legitimacy of a just war. Second, Augustine
provided guidance for the relationship between
church and state and provided support for the
development of a medieval political compromise
that temporal rulers ruled with a divine authority
that must be respected by ecclesiastical institutions
and vice versa. More generally, Augustine provides
a political philosophy that synthesizes biblical
eschatological concerns with a classical preoccupa-
tion with the functioning of government. What is
innovative is Augustine’s ability to imagine a
political world that is not dependent on unrealistic
expectations of human reason or willpower.

Helen Banner

See also Augustinianism; Kingship
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AUGUSTINIANISM

A highly influential Christian writer of late antig-
uity, Augustine (354-430 CE) has been an inspi-
rational figure for medieval, Reformation,
Counter-Reformation, and conservative political
thought. Political figures as diverse as Martin
Luther in the fifteenth century and Hannah Arendt
in the twentieth century have read Augustine
closely and reused his conceptual vocabulary in
their own work. Augustinian political theology
has been particularly relevant to the discussion of:
the role of human nature and sinfulness in politi-
cal structures; the function of divine will and pre-
destination in man’s history; the relationship of
church and state; the nature of justice and punish-
ment; and the theory of just war. Different his-
torical periods have emphasized different aspects
of Augustine’s thought. In medieval political
thought, neo-Augustinian approaches developed,
particularly in relation to the question of papal-
secular authority. By contrast, Reformation and
Counter-Reformation writers tended to look to
Augustine for guidance on the role of divine grace
in human affairs. In contemporary political phi-
losophy, Augustine has had resonance for theo-
rists who argue that a realist outlook on politics is
desirable; for example, writers like Reinhold
Niebuhr and Hans Morgenthau.

Identifying Augustinianism

The extent to which there has been a cohesive
tradition of political Augustinianism has gener-
ated historical controversy. Some historians

analyze the direct influence of Augustine’s
writings on other writers and their continuing
use and development of Augustine’s concep-
tual framework. Other commentators look at
the extent to which independent forms of
Augustinianism, sometimes based on misunder-
standings of Augustine’s actual thought, have
developed.

Anselmist, Thomist, and Avicennist thought
provided alternative theological models to
Augustinianism and generated complex subvari-
ants of medieval Augustinian thought. For exam-
ple, the French historian Gilson identified two
important variants of Augustinianism in the
medieval period: Aristotelian Augustinianism
represented by figures such as the Italian scholas-
tic Bonaventure (1221-1274) and Avicennian
Augustinianism represented by, among others,
the English scholastic Grosseteste (1170-1253).

The Church Fathers

Augustine forms part of the patristic tradition of
Christianity. Western Christianity gives special
attention to the first eight centuries of Christian
writings, which established the doctrine and
practice of Christianity as a religion. Ambrose
(c. 340-397 CE), Augustine, Jerome (c. 340/342-420),
and Pope Gregory I (540-604) were all named as
the great doctors of the Western church by a papal
decree of 1298 in recognition of the benefit that
the church had derived from their teachings. This
status gave Augustine’s writings special authority
for later Christian writers.

Political Augustinianism

In the 1930s, the French writer H.-X. Arquilliére
connected political Augustinianism with the medi-
eval erosion of the distinction between the state
and the church in Christendom. Arquilliere makes
a clear distinction between Augustine and
Augustinianism, arguing that later interpretations
of Augustine do not necessarily coincide with the
actual thought of Augustine, even where later writ-
ers have quoted directly from Augustine’s major
political work The City of God (413-427).
Arquilliere argued that medieval Augustinianism
oversimplified Augustinian concepts, particularly
with regard to the relations of church and state.
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This form of political Augustinianism collapsed
natural law into supernatural law and the law of
the state into that of the church. Arquilliere sees
two Christian figures as being particularly impli-
cated in this growth of medieval political
Augustinianism: Gregory the Great (540-604) and
Isidore of Seville (560-636).

Arquilliére’s argument that Augustinian thought
provoked a movement toward papal theocratic
government is strongly disputed by the modern
theologian Henri de Lubac. De Lubac suggests that
medieval thinkers, such as Giles of Rome (1247-
1316), who ascribed absolute temporal power to
the papacy in his work On Ecclesiastical Power
(c. 1302), were influenced on this point by the
Andalusian philosopher Averroes (1126-1198)
rather than by Augustine. Instead, de Lubac sug-
gests that Augustinians saw the church’s power as
merely spiritual and tutelary without direct author-
ity over civil affairs. On either account, Augustinian
thought was pertinent to the key issue of medieval
political theory: the relationship between royal
and priestly power.

Papal Theories of Government
Pope Gelasius I (492—-496)

Pope Gelasius I ascribed distinctive functions to
church and state, with the pope exercising a sacred
priestly power while the emperor has temporal
power. At the same time, the pope is under the
temporal jurisdiction of the king, and the king’s
spiritual well-being is still the concern of the pope.
Under this approach, neither party operates in an
entirely autonomous sphere, establishing the
potential for an ongoing battle over sovereignty
and precedence.

Gregory the Great (c. 540-604)

In his The Book of the Pastoral Rule (c. 590),
Gregory returns to the Augustinian theme of the
contemplative life. Unlike Augustine’s attempt to
understand the general foundations of secular
authority and the relationship between the active
and contemplative life, Gregory aimed to guide
specific ruling groups in their exercise of power.
Crucially for the formation of a Christian empire,
Gregory emphasized the tutelary role of the
emperor in Constantinople as indispensable to

Christendom’s development. The emperor was
charged with a supervisory role over the church,
and Gregory aimed for an intimate union between
the papal sovereign and the emperor. By encourag-
ing the emperor to be more Christian, Gregory
minimized the boundaries between the two forms
of authority and suggested their possible alliance.
Gregory promoted a culture of public wisdom, in
which spiritual contemplation guides the exercise
of all power and politics is a department of moral-
ity. In practice, Gregory used the threat of spiritual
excommunication to control the exercise of politi-
cal power by the emperor.

Isidore of Seville (c. 560-636)

Writing a century later in the context of a bar-
barian kingdom, Isidore of Seville continued to
emphasize the harmonious operation of clerical
and secular authority. Secular princes are subject
to the religious discipline of the church, but in
turn, they also have a pastoral obligation over the
church. Allied with this is the same emphasis on
ethical rulership and a belief that a culture of ser-
vice should envelop the ruling elite. Princes should
further peace, preach the faith, and legislate for
righteous living.

Augustine’s political framework provided
Isidore with material for understanding the nature
of power in a post-imperial context (476 CE had
seen the deposition of the final Western Roman
emperor). Isidore denied political universalism,
arguing that the Roman Empire was not meant to
outlive the coming of Christ and described the
church operating instead with Christian kingdoms.
Using an Augustinian and Roman law background,
Isidore set out an influential theory of kingship.
God predestined the king to serve as the head of a
Christian body, which included the church. The
king was God’s minister, dispensing justice with
complete authority over the health of the kingdom,
including the supervision of clerical matters. Where
priestly preaching failed to control heresy, the
secular authorities had to reimpose orthodoxy via
the terror of discipline.

Charlemagne (742-814)

Despite a limited availability of patristic texts,
Augustine was much used during the Carolingian
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Renaissance by theological writers such as
Eriugena (c. 800—c. 877), Theodulf of Orléans
(c. 750/60-821), and Alcuin (734-805). Via Alcuin’s
writings on princely virtues, The City of God
was a possible influence on Charlemagne, and
Augustinian thought may have structured his
religious-political thinking about empire and the
rebuilding of Christendom in the eighth century.
Particular Augustinian beliefs that may have
influenced Charlemagne were the idea that con-
quests are evil unless they can be justified by an
improvement in the condition of the conquered
and Augustine’s description of a perfect emperor
as one who used his power to advance God’s

glory.

Pope Gregory VII (c. 1020/1025-1085)

Hildebrand, who became pope in 1073 as Pope
Gregory VII, reiterated Isidore of Seville’s view of
the pope as God’s viceroy. The dispute between
the Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV (1050-1106)
and Gregory VII centered over the relative author-
ity of church and state. Gregory VII viewed Henry
IV as failing in his reforms of ecclesiastical institu-
tions. Henry IV maintained, in contrast, his right
to choose his own bishops and to depose the papal
choices for those bishoprics. The pope argued for
ultimate authority over the emperor, arguing that
he could both make and depose kings. In contrast,
the emperor argued that the papacy’s temporal
authority derived from secular rulers. In his dis-
putes with Emperor Henry IV, Gregory VII devel-
oped Augustine’s metaphor of the two cities to
explain the difference in origin and purpose of
ecclesiastical institutions as opposed to secular
ones. Because secular government is ordained by
God as a remedy for man’s inherent sinfulness,
secular princes cannot be allowed to be the final
judges in their own cases. The papacy is thus a
divine provision to ensure that justice is truly uni-
versal. Even the Holy Roman Emperor is subject to
justice and not to recognize this is sinful pride.

Gregory VII can also be credited with the juris-
tic development of Augustinian political theology.
Justice needed to be codified into detailed ecclesi-
astical law that would be recognized by all secular
authorities. The Papal Dictates (1075 CE) issued
by Gregory VII provided an axiomatic basis for
papal supremacy and the authority of canon law.

Otto, Bishop of Freising (c. 1114-1158)

Otto, Bishop of Freising, in his The Two Cities:
A Chronicle of the Universal History to the Year
1146 (1143-1147), updates Augustine’s account
of the City of God and the earthly city to explain
how they have been melded into medieval
Christendom in the epoch after Augustine was
writing. Otto argues that although Augustine
strictly separated the two cities, they had now been
joined into one city as the church. Although Otto
presents his history as Augustinian, he is directly
contradicting Augustine’s theoretical principle that
the two cities will continue separately in human
history. Otto is overly literal in his understanding
of the City of God—a hidden mystical city of
believers that Augustine would never identify with
an actual political entity. In Otto’s description, the
church is a manifestation of divine power, tran-
scendent over any secular authority and an earthly
form of the kingdom of God. Accordingly, the
church had political sovereignty in both its sacer-
dotal and royal roles; by divine will, it would
emerge triumphant in any battle with secular
forces. Although, the church declines to exercise
most of its social and political sovereignty because
it is more appropriate for such functions to be
exercised by royalty, Otto clearly moves beyond a
merely pastoral role for the church in relation to
the state.

Augustine and Medieval Legal Thought
Medieval Just-War Theory

Augustine defined a just war as one waged when
a city or a people failed to punish the wrongs done
by its members or to restore unjustly seized goods.
This definition provided the basis for medieval
just-war theory. Medieval theorists argued that
war must be conducted by rulers or soldiers, not by
private Christian individuals; it relied on Augustine’s
sense that the consequences of sin morally obliged
the Christian ruler to take coercive measures. The
basic Augustinian position on the just war resur-
faces in Gratian’s canon law and was later refined
by the Thomistic doctrine of the just war.

With Charlemagne’s idea of the holy war and
Gregory VIDP’s denial of penance to knights who
failed to give up their arms, the medieval period
sees a Christianization of warfare and a denial of
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the legitimacy of warfare for purely secular aims.
Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) expressed
this crusading theology in terms of a sword of
coercion possessed by the pope but exercised on
the pope’s behalf by secular rulers.

The Development of a Crusading Ideology

The glory of warfare waged for God and the
defense of the church legitimized the amalgama-
tion of the warrior and the monk into the knight-
monk. A further corruption of the Augustinian
position on warfare helped to crystallize crusading
political thought. Whereas Augustine had insisted
on the unpredictability of God’s Providence,
Gregory VII insisted that a just war would ensure
divine favor for the just party and therefore a
guaranteed victory.

Gratian (Early to Mid-Twelfth Century)

Gratian’s Decretum (1140) provided a defini-
tive compilation of canon law and a foundation
for the further development of canon law. Gratian
takes a firmly Augustinian approach to warfare
and thereby transferred Augustinian thought
directly into medieval military jurisprudence. Like
Augustine, Gratian emphasizes that wars waged to
punish sin do not offend against the basic Christian
precepts of pacifism and patience. Gratian rele-
gates the obligation of patience to a Christian’s
internal disposition and declares military service
not sinful. The commandment to love one’s enemy
is fulfilled in military action because chastisement
of sin is a loving action. The aim of war is to rees-
tablish peace and then to exercise mercy, all the
while exercising military virtues. More specifically,
a just war was waged either to repel an enemy
attack or to recover lost goods and must meet the
Augustinian requirement that there is an injury to
avenge. Just war can be waged only following
the edict of a legitimate authority—the defining
of which was to exercise Gratian’s canon law
SUCCESSOrs.

Augustine’s influence on the subject matter of
canon law is widespread. The legal historian
J. Werckmeister has estimated that some 44% of
the patristic texts used in the Decretum are attrib-
utable to Augustine. As well as his just-war theory,
Augustine’s view of property as a response to

sinfulness influenced canon and civilian lawyers, as
did his views on the nature of marriage.

William of Ockbam

William of Ockham (1285-1347) developed a
neo-Augustinian position on property rights. As a
Franciscan, Ockham held to the ideal of poverty.
In theoretical terms, Ockham viewed property as a
consequence of man’s fall: In the Garden of Eden,
all shared in a natural right to property, whereas
after the fall, God consented to the creation of
positive legal rights over property.

Augustine and Ideas of Peace and Tolerance

Although often overshadowed by his theories of a
just war, Augustine’s contribution to medieval
accounts of social peace and the pax catholica
(catholic peace) is also significant. Augustine
argues that earthly peace is a valuable, but incom-
plete precursor to the peace of the heavenly city.
Christians live as pilgrims within secular society,
but they still have an obligation to try to reflect
the peace of the heavenly city in those societies.
This neo-Platonic belief in cosmic and secular
peace is then translated into the imperial and
church institutional machinery, with medieval
thinkers from Charlemagne to Gregory attempt-
ing to create an Augustinian concordia (state of
harmony).

Thirteenth-Century Augustinianism

Medieval Schoolmen: The Basis
for Scholastic Augustinianism

Peter Lombard’s Sentences (1155) provided a
comprehensive synthesis of Christian doctrine,
which was to turn into a standard medieval edu-
cational book for theological students. Augustine’s
central place within that codification ensured his
influence on medieval theological training even
outside of the Augustinian Order. However, it is
noteworthy that Lombard (c. 1100-1160) had no
direct knowledge of The City of God and many of
Augustine’s sociopolitical positions were con-
veyed to medieval thinkers not by his central
political work, but by Florus of Lyon’s assembling
of his commentary on the Pauline Epistles
(c. 816-8553).
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Anti-Thomist Thought

Another historical model places Augustine as a
rallying point for anti-Thomist thought in the thir-
teenth century. Theologians disquieted by the
growing use of classical, non-Christian Aristotelian
thought preferred to use Augustine as an alternative
basis for Christian philosophizing.

Voluntarism

Augustinianism also had a role to play in the
development of voluntarism in the thirteenth cen-
tury, namely the idea that the will is the prominent
cause of action. The leading scholastic, John Duns
Scotus (c. 1226-1308), echoed Augustine’s posi-
tion on man’s moral psychology, by arguing that
the will does not necessarily choose the highest
good, even where it has been identified by the
intellect.

Fourteenth-Century Anti-Pelagian Thought

Historians of medieval and Reformation religious
thought have identified the fourteenth century as a
watershed in Augustinian thought and have con-
tended over two questions in particular: first, the
extent to which a distinctive Augustinian school
developed within the Augustinian Order in the late
medieval period and, second, the extent to which
this schola Augustiniana moderna (modern
Augustinian School) influenced later Reformation
figures such as Luther and Calvin.

Concerned primarily with Augustine’s anti-
Pelagian writings, the fourteenth-century schola
Augustiniana moderna aggressively asserted the
place of grace in salvation and reasserted Catholic
tradition. The neo-Augustinian Thomas Bradwardine
(c. 1300-1349), author of The Case of God Against
Pelagius (c. 1344) and a future archbishop of
Canterbury, contended with the Pelagian posi-
tion held by various Oxford scholars contempo-
rary to him that the gift of grace could be earned
through God’s generosity. Although Bradwardine
accepted that grace was a habit gifted by God
and united to the will, he did not believe that grace
and the will were cooperative causes of good acts.
Nor was the created habit of grace particularly
powerful; instead, an individual was reliant on
God’s own will in rising above temptation. The
controversy had strong political ramifications,

ones that would be crucial in the Reformation,
because the Pelagian position emphasized the pos-
sibility of human action and achievement.
Bradwardine’s assertion that works could not
achieve grace removed the underpinnings of a
pragmatic Christian political theology. Wyclif
(c. 1324-1384) developed Bradwardine’s ideas
and transmitted them to the English Reformation
movement.

Bradwardine’s Oxford position is echoed by the
Paris-based Gregory of Rimini (c. 1300-1358).
Using contemporary philosophical innovations
such as nominalism (the belief that abstract univer-
sal terms have no independent existence but are
merely names), Gregory took an anti-Pelagian posi-
tion that emphasized man’s fall and inherent sinful-
ness and the divine nature of justification. Like
Bradwardine, Gregory emphasized the immediate
influence of God to supplement the will.

Augustine and the Renaissance

Superficially, Augustinianism appears discordant
with the central humanist preoccupations of the
Renaissance and the later scientific methodology
of the Enlightenment. Humanists emphasize man’s
creation in God’s image, as opposed to Augustine,
who views man’s fall as the central determinative
historical event. The search for scientific and indi-
vidualistic modes of government may be impossi-
ble within an Augustinian worldview, which sees
law and government as necessarily punitive and
coercive. Nonetheless, Augustinian schools of
thought continued to be influential into the early
modern period. Within the context of the European
religious wars of the sixteenth century, Augustinian
views on salvation and predestination again became
highly debated. The English historian Wright goes
so far as to identify an “Augustinian obsession”
spanning the mid-fifteenth to eighteenth centuries.

Editions of Augustine’s Works

Resulting from an increase in the circulation of
and interest in copied Augustinian texts in the
fourteenth century, a dramatic revival of interest
in the writings of the church fathers in the fif-
teenth and early sixteenth centuries enabled
Augustinian thought to be foundational to both
the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic
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Counter-Reformation. Important new editions of
Augustine’s work helped to continue the influence
of Augustinianism because a considerable number
of confusing pseudo-Augustinian works had been
in circulation during the medieval period. The
printer Amerbach issued a comprehensive edition
in 1506, followed by an edition from the great
humanist thinker Erasmus in 1528. The circula-
tion of such editions also transformed the nature
of Augustinianism because it moved theologians
and philosophers away from loose citations of
Augustine’s name to precise commentary on his
actual works.

The Reformation and
Augustinian Thought on Grace

Luther (1483-1546) and
Calvin (1509-1564)

Augustine was accorded a preeminent position
within the patristic tradition by the Reformation
reformers Martin Luther and Andreas Karlstadt
(1486-1541). Luther viewed the contemporary
church as practicing Pelagianism and wished to
return to the Augustinian message of God’s salva-
tion, thus echoing the themes of the schola
Augustiniana moderna. Theories of justification (the
act of God making a sinner righteous before himself)
became intensely controversial at the Council of
Trent (which attempted between 1545 and 1563 to
address the concerns of reformers and prevent the
splitting of the Western church). Key reformers
wished to press the argument for salvation by grace
alone, as opposed to the orthodox position of grace
and works (a doctrinal position that also permitted
the lucrative sale of indulgences for forgiveness of
sins by the church). However, although he was moti-
vated by a desire to return to the Augustinian model
of Christian faith, Luther also developed his own
versions of key doctrinal positions.

In this respect, Luther epitomizes the postscho-
lastic approach to Augustine, which views the
church fathers not as authoritative in their own
right but as helpful guides to the interpretation of
scripture. First, Luther described a political model
of two kingdoms, which renders unnecessary the
Augustinian church, and insisted, unlike Augustine,
that because God values and forgives the sinner,
his idea of righteousness does not coincide with
human conceptions of righteousness. Second,

although Luther’s doctrine of justification by faith
alone fits well within an Augustinian framework,
Luther developed his position to include the idea
of forensic justification. Unlike Augustine, Luther
did not accept that the process of divine justifica-
tion became a part of the individual concerned.
Thus, an individual would be made righteous in
Augustine’s eyes, whereas Luther would merely
accept him as pronounced righteous.

Heiko Oberman argues that there is a specific
link between the education of Luther and the
Augustinian thought of Gregory of Rimini and
that Luther stands as the culmination of the medi-
eval Augustinian tradition. McGrath takes a con-
trary position, alluding to Luther’s general interest
in Augustinianism, but denying a specific intellec-
tual influence on the development of his thought.
McGrath takes the same approach to Calvin,
denying a specific link between neo-Augustinian-
ism and Calvin, but accepting the Augustinian
features of Calvin’s thought. As an example of
neo-Augustinian traits in Calvin, McGrath points
to Calvin’s voluntarism. Christ does not achieve
salvation for mankind by choosing to sacrifice
himself; rather, it is God’s choosing to accept that
sacrifice that secures man’s redemption.

The Catholic Counter-Reformation
and Augustinianism

The Catholic Counter-Reformation shares a com-
mon motivation with the Protestant Reformation in
its desire to return to a more contemplative, patris-
tic faith. Augustine was thus as appealing to
Counter-Reformation thinkers as he had been to
Luther and Calvin. Augustine’s personal history as
an African bishop fighting heresy also made him
appear especially pertinent to the reassertion of
Catholic orthodoxy. Counter-Reformation writers
fought the Protestant appropriation of Augustine by
arguing that Protestantism had both misunderstood
Augustine’s own words and isolated him from the
rest of the patristic tradition. Counter-Reformation
writers such as Catharinus (1484-1554) used
Augustine to reassert the primacy of the papacy.

Enlightenment Augustinianism

Augustine enjoyed a general reputation in the sev-
enteenth century as an alternative to the pagan
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philosophy of Aristotle. Augustine also had a sur-
prising role in the development of Enlightenment
skeptical thought. At the base of Cartesianism,
there is arguably a redeployment of Augustinian
metaphysics, and contemporary readers saw a
clear affinity between the Augustinian principle of
Si fallor, sum (If T am mistaken, I exist) and
Descartes’ principle of Cogito ergo sum (I think,
therefore I exist).

Malebranche (1638-17135)

Nicolas Malebranche offered a synthesis of
Augustinianism and Cartesian thought in which
God remained the only causal agent, but, para-
doxically, in which God is not responsible for the
evil of individual agents. Following Augustine’s
position, Malebranche emphasized the role of
grace and the internal freedom of man in moral
decision making. God is responsible for inclining
man to the Good; however, man’s inner sensations
may cause him to withdraw his consent to that
inclination. In his Traité de morale (1684),
Malebranche expresses an Augustinian moral the-
ory involving the proper ordering of our love,
which should be directed by the relations of perfec-
tion to be found in God’s wisdom.

Augustinianism in Eighteenth- and
Nineteenth-Century Conservative Thought

The Catholic reactionary use of Augustine contin-
ued into nineteenth-century Catholic conservative
thought and American and European conservative
thought more generally. Augustine’s identification
of a tension in man’s psychology between a ten-
dency to vice and a natural tendency to sociability
accords with the core psychological tenets of tradi-
tionalist and conservative thought. Rather than the
close use of Augustinian texts in the early modern
period, generalized references to Augustine’s pes-
simistic view of human nature became standard in
the modern period.

Augustine is identified by conservatives as a help-
ful precursor to other explanations of social psychol-
ogy and order as provided by Hobbes (1588-1679)
and Freud (1856-1939). Augustinianism is seen to
explain the extreme difficulty of maintaining order
in light of a fundamental human potential for evil
and to provide an alternative explanation for human

sociability other than the Enlightenment belief in the
development of spontaneous political order.
Augustine’s emphasis on the will rather than the
intellect explains the irrational drives within a soci-
ety and the need for coercive measures to maintain
order.

Augustine’s anti-Pelagianism is also employed
once again in anti-utopian, anti-perfectionist and
anti-utilitarian thought. Writing after the French
Revolution, for example, de Maistre (1753-1821)
uses Augustine as a justification for support of
social hierarchy and political authority. In the St
Petersburg Dialogues (1821), de Maistre alludes to
Augustine’s understanding of man’s double nature
and the split between passion and reason to bolster
his emphasis on punishment and sacrifice.
Augustinian thought underlines de Maistre’s anti-
utopian approach to politics because the attempt to
create revolutionary “kingdoms of justice” ignores
the consequences of man’s inherently sinful nature.

Twentieth-Century Political Augustinianism
Niebubr (1892-1971)

In twentieth-century political thought and inter-
national relations theory, Augustine has been an
important influence on certain realist positions.
The American theologian Niebuhr identified
Augustine as the first great realist in Western his-
tory. Pointing to Augustine’s placing of evil within
human selfhood, Niebuhr praises Augustine for
understanding the power and persistence of indi-
vidual and collective egotism, and he values
Augustine as a political thinker who does not
rely on idealistic or naturalistic conceptions of
human nature and reason. According to Niebuhr,
Augustinian politics are an improvement both
on the classical belief that the ideal state can be
established with ease, once reason has conquered
irrational desires, and on modern sentimental per-
fectionism that views love as a solution to political
disorder. Instead, an Augustinian approach allows
us to seek the establishment of peace and justice
under the conditions set by inherent human sinful-
ness. For Niebuhr, Augustine perfectly explains
the tensions and competitions of interest that beset
the international community.

For Niebuhr, Augustinian realism is not nihil-
istic. In Augustine’s Political Realism (1953,
1983), Niebuhr reminds his readership that no
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formulas for justice will prevent conflict if the
collective interest of each nation remains unmod-
ified by loyalty to a higher value. A tentative
Augustinian peace is achieved by the recognition
of mutual responsibilities. Thus, Augustinian
political realism does not engender a narrow and
willful assertion of interests. Niebuhr instead
argues that a nation that recognizes the value of
international cooperation will in fact also protect
its broader and long-term interests.

Morgenthau (1904-1980)

The connection between Christian realism and
Augustine is continued in the international rela-
tions theory of Morgenthau. In Scientific Man
Versus Power Politics (1946), Morgenthau under-
lines the need to base international relations on an
understanding of human nature, which turns out
to be Augustinian in character. As with Niebuhr,
Morgenthau takes the Augustinian view that the
human intellect is unable to completely control its
desires and action.

Oakeshott (1901-1990)

Augustine also has a role to play in the political
thought of those who write outside the constraints
of modern political science and who want to cri-
tique aspects of modernity. For the British tradi-
tionalist political thinker Michael Oakeshott,
Augustine provides an understanding of the mean-
ingfulness of political conduct beyond the pursuit of
particular ends and demonstrates the need for self-
understanding at the base of political endeavor.

Arendt (1906-1975)

The German American political theorist Hannah
Arendt, best known for her writings on totalitari-
anism and the nature of evil, wrote her doctoral
dissertation on the concept of love in Augustine’s
work, and recent academic scholarship has identi-
fied the repeated use of Augustinian concepts in
her later political writings. Arendt presents a non-
theological Augustine. On Arendt’s presentation,
the Augustinian individual is forever involved in a
searching questioning of personal identity in rela-
tion to God—a feature that propels people into an
active search for new beginnings and thus allows
political optimism. For Arendt, the Augustinian

concept of caritas (love) results in an active engage-
ment with one’s neighbor that follows from the
understanding gained by self-reflection.

Kristeva (1941-)

Another twentieth-century approach to
Augustine applauds his understanding of aspects
of political psychology, which are expressed in the
concept of love. Postmodernist approaches high-
light Augustinian themes of alienation and other-
ness. The Bulgarian-Frenchstructuralist philosopher
Julia Kristeva, in her book Strangers to Ourselves
(1994), argues that Augustine’s two cities offer a
psychological adventurous pilgrimage focused on
estrangement and reunion. The political effect is to
transform the problematic foreigner into a pilgrim
supported by a community of mutual assistance.
The neighbor that a pilgrim encounters is any
Christian, regardless of political jurisdictions, and
Augustinianism is thus likely to provoke conflict
with centralized statehood.

Helen Banner
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AUTHORITY

Authority is a way of orienting people’s behavior
without persuasion or coercion. Instead, author-
ity relies on the trust or recognition of others to
obtain reliable obedience. While persuasive and
coercive measures may be at the disposal of the
authority figure, the need to resort to those mea-
sures indicates a lack of trust in the authority fig-
ure. An authority figure is someone whose status,
expertise, or office should ensure obedience with-
out having to explain or coerce.

While the Greek language and history lacked
both the concept and practice of authority, none-
theless, it is with the Greeks that the concept first
emerges. In The Republic, Plato sought to create a
type of rule distinct from tyranny (which relied on
coercion) and popular rule (which relied on per-
suasion). Popular rule’s reliance on persuasion
often slowed down the process of government. In
addition, most of the populace could not distin-
guish philosophical truth from rhetoric, and people
were thus easily and frequently duped into making
poor decisions. On the other hand, the tyrant
dominated the entire polis. He ruled arbitrarily
and by violence, often more concerned with his
own affairs than the public interest. This type of
rule prevented men from taking part in the politi-
cal affairs of their day, which was a key element of
the Greek concept of freedom.

Thus, for Plato, authority was a type of rule in
which men obeyed while retaining their freedom.
Plato looked to the prepolitical sphere for inspira-
tion and drew largely from the models of the expert
and craftsman. These figures commanded confi-
dence and obedience as a result of their expertise.

Two insights relevant to authority were to be
gained from these models: first, that expertise com-
pelled people. The qualifications of experts often
precluded both coercion and persuasion from those
under their command. Second, such expertise cre-
ated and justified a pronounced inequality between
the expert and the layperson. An important charac-
teristic is that the inequality existed prior to the
issuance of commands and was internal to the rela-
tionship itself. Thus, it was by virtue of the exper-
tise, and not the particular individual, that the
expert deserved recognition and obedience.

Plato used the model of the expert to justify
political rule by the philosopher-king. The philoso-
pher-king derives his privileged status from his
ability to contemplate the forms. Note here that it
is the ideas that have authority—the philosopher is
singled out because the rest of the population is
unable to contemplate the ideas. For Plato, philo-
sophic truth—transcendent, absolute, and separate
from the everyday realities of human action—is the
source of political authority. Able to contemplate
the forms, the philosopher-king is then responsible
for transforming these truths into laws.

While the concept of authority had its begin-
nings with Plato, ancient Rome was where the
word and practice of authority emerged. The Latin
word auctoritas derives from the verb augere, or to
augment. For the Romans, the founding of Rome
was considered sacred: Future generations were
bound by it, and the end of Roman politics was to
preserve it. Thus, the original founding was the
source of authority. In their politics, the Romans
sought constantly to augment their foundation,
and those who were closest in time to the founda-
tion, that is, the Senate elders, were vested with
authority. For the Romans, auctoritas was in con-
trast to potestas. Potestas, or power, was vested in
the people—who reached and executed decisions.
Auctoritas was vested in the Senate, whose pre-
cepts were somewhere between advice and com-
mand. Significantly, those in authority in Rome
did not possess power.

With the decline of the Roman Empire and the
lack of a secular power equipped to assume its
role, the Catholic Church filled the vacuum.
Following the authority/power distinction, the
church claimed authority over people, leaving
power to princes and other worldly leaders.
Nonetheless, the church gradually assumed vast
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temporal and political power as well—mainly
through its teachings on the afterlife. By promising
eternal rewards and punishments, the church
obtained vast political and moral influence over
people, attaining a large degree of secular control.
While the Christian notion of an afterlife did not
overtly use coercion, it introduced the elements of
fear and threat, and thus power, into the concept
of authority.

The history of the concept of authority helps to
explain why the modern form of the word con-
tains within it several tensions and ambiguities.
One tension is between epistemic authority, based
on knowledge and expertise, and political author-
ity. Max Weber articulates the most widely
accepted definition of political authority, which
equates authority with legitimate power. A tension
emerges because the standards for epistemic author-
ities often conflict with the standards for political
authorities. Thinkers disagree whether and to what
extent political authorities require mastery or
expertise over some form of knowledge—be it
statecraft, morality, or the public interest. Some
thinkers are unconcerned with the epistemic aspect
of political authority and view political authority
as exercising the duties of one’s office in accor-
dance with established rules.

This formulation of authority as legitimate
power draws out another current tension within
authority—namely, between facts and norms. This
tension hinges on what constitutes legitimate
power—namely, whether legitimate power requires
a transcendent concept of the good or of public
interest, or whether it can be based on people’s
approval of a political ruler. This tension gener-
ated two broad traditions of scholarship on author-
ity. The first is more empirical, in which social
scientists study authority as a capacity or faculty of
gaining consent—namely, they research the condi-
tions and reasons under which people obey. The
second tradition, often called social contract the-
ory, is more normative and researches the condi-
tions necessary for political obligation—namely,
when or why people are obligated to obey.

The contrast of authority to power and coer-
cion highlights yet another tension, whether the
source of authority comes from those who have it
or from those subjected to it. In other words, to
what extent does authority depend on the recogni-
tion of those subject to it? An asymmetry exists

between those who have attained authority and
those who have not, such that the authority figure
is more deserving of trust and obedience than the
layperson. Yet, authority also depends on the rec-
ognition of those below, as expressed in their obe-
dience. Consequently, resorting to coercion and
persuasion often denotes a failure of authority.
The inability to secure obedience thus undermines
one’s status as an authority figure.

Nina Hagel
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AUTONOMY

The English word autonomy is a compound of the
Greek word autos meaning “self” or “own,” and
nomos, meaning “law.” Thus, in the original
Greek, autonomy has the sense of (to give to) one-
self one’s laws, or perhaps, to make one’s laws
knowing that one is doing so. Contemporary
usage of the word autonomy emerged in the eigh-
teenth century, retaining a relation to the original
Greek meaning but diverging in significant ways.
Autonomy in contemporary usage is used synony-
mously with concepts such as freedom, liberty,
and independence and is contrasted with concepts
such as unfreedom, dependence, and heteronomy.

In contemporary moral philosophy, autonomy
is important in at least three distinct ways. First,
autonomy is often thought to be the basis of
human dignity, the property or capacity of human
beings that makes humans worthy of our concern
and potential bearers of rights. Similarly, auton-
omy is thought to be the basis for assigning
responsibility, duties, and obligations to persons as
moral agents. Because individuals are autonomous,
they are subjects bearing rights worthy of respect
and subjects to whom duties and obligations may
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be assigned. The moral subject in contemporary
moral philosophy is nearly synonymous with the
autonomous subjects. Finally, autonomy is consid-
ered a fundamental value, to be protected and
cultivated by society.

Autonomy is also a central concept within con-
temporary political philosophy and is sometimes
used more or less interchangeably with the concept
of freedom. As such, autonomy is a basic value,
sometimes the fundamental value, to be considered
when organizing society. The various traditions
within contemporary political theory can be under-
stood, in part, as having different understandings
of what autonomy consists in and how society
might best be organized to protect and promote
autonomy. Although autonomy is a central con-
cept in both contemporary moral philosophy and
political philosophy, the concept is the focus of
ongoing debate and generates persistent criticism.

Greek Conception of Autonomy

There emerged in classical Greece (fifth century
BCE), with the brief flourishing of democratic
politics and the creation of philosophy, what has
been called a project of collective and individual
autonomy. An entire people, recognizing that soci-
ety is governed and reproduced by historically
contingent, ever changing, man-made laws (nomos)
rather than extrasocial laws given by nature or god
(physis), explicitly put into question existing insti-
tutions. What resulted was a self-conscious project
of autonomy, the giving of one’s own laws in light
of an ongoing collective debate about the nature of
the good and justice.

For the Greeks, this project of autonomy was
essentially communal. A polis was said to be
autonomous if it was governed by its own laws
(nomos) arrived at by collective deliberation and
participation, free from the imposition of external
laws. It would not have occurred to the Greeks to
think of isolated individuals as autonomous, as
acting from self-given laws, as laws unto them-
selves. Man was seen as fundamentally political or
social, standing in relation to other men from birth
to death, incapable of fulfillment or significant
freedom outside the polis. Individuals participated
in autonomy as citizens of an autonomous com-
munity. This project of collective autonomy, how-
ever, entailed cultivation of individual autonomy.

Collective autonomy required the socialization of
citizens into the requisite capacities for deliberat-
ing on and making the laws (nomos) of the com-
munity. To a large extent, Greek politics, and
theoretical reflection on politics, concerned itself
with the education (paidea) and reproduction of
citizens capable of participating in collective auton-
omy. Thus, the Greeks understood autonomy as
historically contingent, as essentially communal,
and as an ongoing project requiring the communal
socialization of free men into the requisite capaci-
ties for participating in autonomy as citizens.

Modern/Contemporary
Conception of Autonomy

The contemporary meaning of autonomy can be
traced to historical developments and intellectual
traditions of the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries, which culminated in the work of the German
philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Kant’s
work has remained the locus for contemporary
discussions of autonomy. In the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, external events, including
wars of exhaustion and pervasive strife, led to a
questioning of traditional religious and hierarchi-
cal forms of social ordering and authority. As tra-
ditional forms of authority failed to contain
conflict and maintain order, there emerged an
identifiable morality of self-governance. This
morality of self-governance was explicitly devel-
oped in opposition to moralities of obedience to
external authority (both religious and secular).
What gradually emerged was a twofold demand
for wider participation in politics and religion, as
well as a recognition of the competency of a
broader range of individuals to take part in gov-
erning. This emergent morality of self-governance,
developed by figures such as Thomas Reid, Jeremy
Bentham, and Immanuel Kant, posited the equal
capacity of men for self-governance and founded
the dignity of man in that same capacity.

Kant’s thought represents, in at least four
senses, the culmination and radicalization of this
emergent tradition of self-governance. First, Kant
conceptualized autonomy as an innate capacity
universally shared by all rational beings. This
capacity was a fact of reason available to everyone
on introspection. Second, Kant conceived of auton-
omy as acting from a self-given law conforming to
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the law of practical reason (freedom). Third, Kant
contrasted autonomous action with heteronomous
action, or action determined by causes outside the
individual will. Thus, autonomous or free action
for Kant was radically contra-causal. Man as a
biological being, subject to the laws of nature, or
man as social being subject to social conventions,
is heteronomously determined and thus unfree.
Only by acting on the self-caused spontaneous
laws of freedom, in accordance with reason, is
man autonomous or free. Finally, Kant thought of
autonomy as an innate capacity of individuals,
which could ultimately be exercised irrespective of
prevailing social, economic, or political conditions.
Kant’s conception still functions as the locus for
most contemporary discussions of autonomy in
both moral and political philosophy.

Autonomy and
Contemporary Political Theory

The differences between the Greek and modern
conceptions of autonomy should be apparent.
Whereas the Greeks understood autonomy as a
historically contingent achievement of particular
communities giving themselves laws and socializ-
ing individuals capable of participating in commu-
nal autonomy as citizens, post-Kantian conceptions
of autonomy emphasize the universal innate capac-
ity of individuals to act freely, independent of
social influences, by acting on self-given reasons or
laws. Much of contemporary political theory can
be understood in light of this shift from the classi-
cal Greek to modern conceptions of autonomy.
Once autonomy is thought of as a prepolitical
innate capacity of individuals, a series of persistent
dilemmas emerge. How can this innate prepolitical
individual autonomy be reconciled with social
organization and the social situatedness of indi-
viduals? Individuals find themselves related to oth-
ers, enmeshed in modern political, legal, and
economic relations that threaten to undermine
individual autonomy. There appears to be an
inherent antagonism between individual autonomy
and social relations as such. It was Jean Jacques
Rousseau who most clearly formulated this
dilemma, and much of political theory since then
has consisted of various attempts to resolve it.
Rival traditions in contemporary political the-
ory can be understood in relation to this difference

between Greek and modern conceptions of auton-
omy. Anarchist, libertarian, and liberal traditions
of political thought accept the modern conception
of autonomy as an innate prepolitical capacity of
individuals and attempt to reconcile this autonomy
with modern forms of social organization. The
most common strategy, shared by all these tradi-
tions, is to resolve the dilemma by conceptualiz-
ing politics, law, economy, and society as the
product of the autonomous choices of individuals.
Thus, socially situated individuals retain their
autonomy by being subject to social relations they
themselves have willed in some sense. Within poli-
tics, individuals are subject to authorities they have
elected. Likewise, laws that constrain individuals
are thought of as positive law issuing from the will
of elected representatives. Finally, economic rela-
tions and distributions are conceived of as the
result of free choices made by individual consum-
ers, suppliers, and workers. Thus, individual
autonomy is reconciled with society by conceiving
of all social relations as subject to, and emerging
from, the autonomous choices of individuals.
These traditions differ among, and often within,
themselves as to whether existing forms of social
order are compatible with individual autonomy
and with respect to what an ideal form of social
order compatible with individual autonomy would
look like.

By contrast, other contemporary traditions,
including republicanism, communitarianism, and
Marxism reject the modern conception of preso-
cial innate individual autonomy and retain a con-
ception of autonomy much closer to the classical
Greek view. For these traditions, autonomy is
thought of primarily as a communal achievement.
Whatever autonomy individuals have comes as a
result of communal processes of socialization and
is exercised within relations of social dependency.
For these traditions, the idea of an antagonism
between individual autonomy and community in
need of reconciliation is nonsensical.

For those traditions that accept the modern con-
ception of autonomy, political philosophy becomes
an exercise in reconciling individual autonomy
with social life. For those traditions that retain the
Greek conception of autonomy, the central task of
political theory becomes that of understanding the
means of generating, maintaining, and reproducing
historically contingent communal autonomy and
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socializing individuals capable of participating in
communal autonomy as engaged citizens.

Critics of Modern Autonomy

The concept of autonomy, especially the modern
conception, has remained the focus of much
debate and criticism in contemporary political
theory. Critics have suggested that the modern
conception of autonomy is incoherent or even
ideological. Some have gone so far as to claim the
“death” of the autonomous subject. While propo-
nents of modern individual autonomy have
addressed the hard philosophical dilemma of rec-
onciling individual autonomy with forms of mod-
ern social organization, the counterfactual nature
of their presuppositions remains a constant source
of criticism. The presupposition of a prepolitical,
innate, universal capacity of individuals to act
autonomously strikes critics as a falsification of
basic facts of the human condition. A cursory
glance at empirical reality suggests individuals are
born radically dependent and socially situated,
attaining autonomy only later, if at all.
Furthermore, the capacity of individuals to become
autonomous seems radically dependent on the
contingent historical circumstance and societ-
ies into which they are born. As an empirical mat-
ter, if individual autonomy is even possible, it
would seem to be a precarious achievement or
project of a limited number of individuals in a
limited number of historical societies.

Critics of modern conceptions of individual
autonomy argue that the counterfactual presuppo-
sition of innate autonomy occludes or covers over
essential questions and areas of inquiry that politi-
cal theory ought to address. A political theory that
assumes the innate autonomy of individuals
is unlikely to inquire into the social and historical
conditions under which radically dependent and
socially situated beings might come to be autono-
mous. A theory that assumes the innate autonomy
of individuals will likely overlook processes of sub-
ject formation, and the subtle forms of domination
and functioning of power that are part of such pro-
cesses. In short, if we begin with a counterfactual
assumption of individual autonomy, theoretical
reflection on the project and processes of gen-
erating, maintaining, and reproducing autonomy
is neglected.

We can, however, imagine an empirically
informed political theory which, like its classical
Greek predecessor, rejects the counterfactual pre-
supposition of innate individual autonomy. We
might retain a notion of socially situated, histori-
cally contingent, achieved agency, either commu-
nal or individual, all the while rejecting
counterfactual presuppositions of innate auton-
omy. Political theory could then take up the task of
thinking through the conditions of possibility,
maintenance, and reproduction of such agency.
Such a political theory need not reject entirely
insights generated by adherents to modern concep-
tions of individual autonomy. We can rather com-
bine the ancient Greek focus on processes and
projects of autonomy creation with modern philo-
sophical insights as to how such achieved autonomy
might be reconciled with conditions of modern polit-
ical, economic, and legal forms of organization. The
Greek conception of autonomy shifts our focus to
the project(s) of creating autonomy while the mod-
ern conception provides philosophical resources
for viewing that achieved autonomy as compatible
with modern forms of social organization.

Tyler Krupp

See also Agency; Anarchism; Ancient Democracy;
Communitarianism; Democracy; General Will; Kant,
Immanuel; Libertarianism; Liberty; Marxism; Neo-
Kantianism; Participatory Democracy; Radical
Democracy; Representative Democracy;
Republicanism; Rousseau, Jean-Jacques

Further Readings

Benhabib, S. (1992). Situating the self: Gender,
community, and postmodernism in contemporary
ethics. New York: Routledge.

Castoriadis, C. (1991). Philosophy, politics, autonomy:
Essays in political philosophy. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Kant, L. (1997). Critique of practical reason. Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press. (Original work
published 1788)

Kant, L. (1998). Groundwork to the metaphysics of
morals. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
(Original work published 1797)

Schneewind, J. (1997). The invention of autonomy: A
history of modern moral philosophy. Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.



Averroism 105

AVERROISM

Historiographically speaking, the notion of
Averroism is notoriously elusive. By Averroism
one can mean at least three different things: a cur-
rent of radical Aristotelianism that exercised a
considerable influence over the scholastic philoso-
phy of the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance,
especially in Paris and at some universities in
northern Italy (Padua, Pavia, and Bologna); a
hermeneutical approach meant to reconcile theo-
logical views and religious beliefs with the kind of
rational investigation carried on by philosophers
(an approach that, not without some straining,
came to be known in the Latin West as the “doc-
trine of double truth”); and, finally, in the period
spanning from the late Middle Ages to the
Enlightenment, a general skeptical attitude toward
revelation and established religion that could
range from a dissembled expression of unortho-
dox beliefs to plain atheism.

Abu al-Walid Muhammad Ibn Ahmad Ibn
Rushd, latinized into Averroes, was born in
Coérdoba in 1126 CE to a family of jurists. Among
other disciplines, he studied law and jurisprudence.
In 1182, after having served as a judge in Seville
(1169) and Cordoba (1171), he was appointed
chief physician of Caliph Abu Ya’qub of the
Almohad dynasty (reigned, 1163-1184 CE).
Starting from 1169, on request of his patron,
Averroes embarked on the project of producing a
systematic commentary on Aristotle’s works. In
1195, during the caliphate of Abu Yusuf, son of
Abu Ya’qub, due to an outbreak of intolerance
toward philosophy instigated by the religious
orthodoxy, Averroes lost the caliph’s favor and
was exiled to Lucena, outside Cordoba. He was
rehabilitated two years later, shortly before dying
in Marrakesh in 1198.

Averroes’ theorizations in political philosophy
can be better understood when they are set against
the cultural and political context of the Almohad
rulers, who tried to reconcile their enlightened
patronage of philosophy and science with a
respectful consideration of religion, in both its
theological and popular forms. Averroes can be
seen as a typical representative of this intellectual
milieu, in that he went to great lengths both to
vindicate the precarious but irreplaceable role of

human reason and to mediate between religious
and political laws.

In The Decisive Treatise, he defended the role of
philosophical analysis as a legitimate tool to inter-
pret the Qur’an. This point was also stressed in
The Incoberence of the Incoberence (known as
Destructio destructionum in Latin), which Averroes
wrote to refute the arguments leveled against phi-
losophy by the theologian and jurist al-Ghazali
(1058-1111). In The Incoberence of the Incoberence,
Averroes argued that the sacred texts could be
understood on two levels, one accessible to the uned-
ucated masses, the other suitable to scholars and
philosophers.

The thesis that in the western Latin world came
to be known as the doctrine of double truth was
in fact a sophisticated hermeneutical technique to
settle conflicts between philosophical truths and
religious beliefs. Far from dismissing pious read-
ings of the sacred texts and religious ceremonies
as naive and superstitious, Averroes held the view
that figurative interpretations and knowledge
through imagination were integral components of
human experience. Thus, he managed to maintain
a unitary view of truth while acknowledging the
existence of different ways of accessing the one
truth.

Distancing himself from the most radical theo-
logical positions, Averroes regarded man as a nat-
ural being placed in a universe characterized by
varying levels of causal determinism. Within such
a network of influences created by multiple kinds
of efficient causes, Averroes thought that it was
nonetheless possible for man to rely on a certain
degree of free will. In his Commentary on Plato’s
Republic, he reinterpreted Plato’s political views
so that they can be adapted to the reality of the
Almohad caliphs. As in Plato’s ideal state, Averroes
recommended that the rulers should become virtu-
ous philosophers aiming at good government. He
enumerated five principal qualities required for
this end: wisdom, legal expertise, rhetorical skills,
imagination, and physical strength to wage wars
against enemies. He rejected democracy and tyr-
anny as types of unjust governments, both forms
being based on a distorted relationship between
the ruling class and the ruled masses.

In line with an overall Aristotelian framework,
Averroes assigned political theory to the domain of
practical philosophy. Like medicine, on which he
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also wrote important works, the science of political
affairs was based on a body of theoretical knowl-
edge (which for Averroes was to be found in
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics) meant to disci-
pline human conduct. From Plato, Averroes
adopted the analogy between a well-administered
state and a healthy and sound soul. From Aristotle,
he took the notion of human beings as political
animals, naturally inclined to form societies to ful-
fill their basic needs and create the best conditions
for the attainment of happiness.

After Averroes’ death, his philosophy, or at
least certain components in his variegated intel-
lectual production, exercised a remarkable influ-
ence on the Latin West. Jewish philosophers
began to translate Averroes’ work into Hebrew
early in the thirteenth century. From the point of
view of political philosophy, one of the most
important results of Jewish Averroism was the
translation of Averroes’ commentary on Plato’s
Republic into Hebrew by Samuel ben Judah in the
early fourteenth century, which was then trans-
lated into Latin by Elia del Medigo in 1491 and
by Jacob Mantinusin 1539. Around 1220, Michael
Scotus translated some of Averroes’ works and
the influence of his philosophical views is manifest
in a number of works by Albert the Great and
Roger Bacon.

In thirteenth-century Paris and fifteenth- and
sixteenth-century Padua, the form of radical
Aristotelianism that came to be known as Latin
Averroism was associated with three particular
theses: the already mentioned theory of double
truth (meant as an argumentative device to legiti-
mize philosophical investigations in situations of
theological supremacy), the doctrine of the one
intellect (according to which the intellect transcends
man’s cognitive power and is one and eternal for all
human beings), and the view of man’s happiness as
a condition of mental perfection (i.e., the thesis that
human happiness can be based only on the attain-
ment of higher degrees of knowledge).

Averroism was perceived as one of the most
formidable forms of rationalism during the Middle
Ages and the early modern period, based as it was
on the view that only humankind as a whole (the
intellect is the same for all human beings) could
reach ontological and ethical perfection (i.e., hap-
piness of the mind) in a domain guarded from the
excesses of theological fundamentalism (the truth
of rational investigation being opposed to the
truth of religious dogmatism, and yet rhetorically
reconcilable with it).

Guido Giglioni
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BARBARIANS

In ethnic groups, perception of their own identity
is often accompanied by delimiting themselves
from an external world that is perceived as totally
different. This may imply the suggestion that this
external world is uniform just due to its otherness.
In the ancient Greek case, all those foreigners were
called barbarians. The term was first applied in a
neutral sense; it was only later that it displayed a
sense of cultural superiority from the speakers’
point of view and could be used to denounce the
alleged enemies of the civilized world. Especially
with this connotation, the category has survived in
later epochs.

The colonization movement from the eighth to
the sixth century BCE, which led to the founda-
tion of Greek settlements along the coasts of the
Mediterranean and the Black seas, fostered a
sense of cultural unity among Greeks. The experi-
ence of encounters with a non-Greek world led to
a consciousness of community with respect to
descent, language, religion, and customs.
Language, however, was the only decisive crite-
rion to differentiate Greeks from non-Greeks. All
who did not speak Greek were considered barbar-
ians, but that label did not originally entail a
pejorative sense.

The fifth century BCE Persian-Greek confron-
tation changed decisively the Greek perception of
other cultures. On the one hand, (allegedly)
empirical knowledge about various Asian peoples
was vastly increased; on the other hand, their
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final victory induced the Greeks to develop a
sense of superiority.

This can especially be seen in the work of
Herodotus of Halicarnassus, which was completed
during the last third of the fifth century BCE.
Large parts of Herodotus” work consist of ethno-
graphical digressions on those people with whom
the Persians came into conflict and contact in the
course of their expansion, from Egypt to Scythia
and India. Herodotus concentrates on religious
and cultural customs and on the material condi-
tions of life. At the outskirts of the known world,
tribes are reported as practicing unrestricted pro-
miscuity, incest, cannibalism, and human sacrifice,
eating grass and roots or only raw meat and fish.
(Since the fourth century BCE, such “data” have
been used to construct stages of a progressive
“process of civilization” by which the brutish state
of primitive man would be overcome.)

Herodotus’ ethnographic discourses were part
of a work on the Greco-Persian wars. This work
should, as Herodotus says in his preface, preserve
the memory of the great deeds of both Greeks and
barbarians. But it also reflected the lessons the
Greeks drew from their great victories over the
Persians in 490 and 480/79 BCE. With growing
distance, Herodotus’ discourses were more and
more understood as proving the superiority of a
free society over a despotic system. Herodotus had
no doubt that lack of personal freedom had made
the Persian warriors unfit for military success.
Later authors embellished this to produce a picture
of an effeminate society characterized by harem
intrigues, luxury, promiscuity, and incest. (Thus, in



108 Basic Structure

some aspects, decadent Persians and most primi-
tive peoples were understood to be all alike.)

Attic tragedy of the later fifth century contrib-
uted to emphasizing the dichotomy of Greek free-
dom and Persian despotism. A generalized image
of the barbarian replaced differentiated percep-
tions of Persians, Thracians, Scythians, Egyptians,
and so on. The political implications of the Greek—
barbarian dichotomy were developed into an idea,
first aired by Euripides, that barbarians who
behaved like slaves should rightly be dominated by
the Greeks. Aristotle later attributed a slavish
character to the Asian peoples, drawing on the
climate theory of Hippocrates’ medicine: Thus, in
the first book of his Politics, he identified the bar-
barians with “slaves by nature.”

In the fourth century BCE, the Greek—barbarian
contrast continued to be used by those who urged
a campaign of vengeance and conquest against the
Persian Empire. The Macedonians (until then
regarded by most Greeks as semi-barbarians)
became champions of the Panhellenic case. When
Alexander the Great had conquered the Persian
Empire, he tried to consolidate his rule by drawing
traditions and (to a certain degree) indigenous
élites; the demand that the Greeks should enslave
the Asian barbarians became obsolete.

However, the conquests of Alexander and later
those of the Romans could also be understood as
a sort of civilization mission with respect to peo-
ples living on the fringes of the known world:
Nomadic tribes were forced to settle down; bar-
barian practices like cannibalism and human sacri-
fice were suppressed.

Relations between Romans and Greeks were at
first marked by the fact that the Greeks considered
the Romans barbarians. After Rome had taken
control of the Greek world, during the second cen-
tury BCE, the Roman elite undertook astonishing
efforts to acquaint themselves with Greek culture.
This acculturation generated an awareness of a
new cultural unity in the time of the Roman
Empire. Because the Empire was under pressure
from Germanic tribes, from the Parthians and later
the Sassanids in Iran, and from the Huns, the
world outside the empire came to be understood as
a place of barbarians to which the ensemble of
stereotypes was applied. Barbarians, per se cruel
and untrustworthy, were considered enemies of
civilization—they could be fought legitimately

without restraint concerning the conduct of war.
Barbarous practices would also be ascribed to the
enemy within, from political conspirators to the
early Christians.

The asymmetrical structure of the concept of
barbarians made it possible to apply it to so-called
primitives, pagans, and Muslims in later times.
Motifs from antiquity survived in European ethno-
graphic literature on the New World in the Americas
and on Asia alike and could be used to legitimize
European colonialism as a civilizing mission. In
addition, from the early modern period until the
nineteenth century at least, Asia (be it the Ottoman
Empire, Persia, India, or China) became associated
with despotism, where the subjects enjoyed neither
personal liberty nor private property. By declaring
the climatic and ecological conditions decisive, the
presumed stagnation of Asia over the centuries also
seemed to be accounted for.

Wilfried Nippel
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BAsic STRUCTURE

In political theory, basic structure consists of
those social, economic, and political institutions
that fundamentally affect a person’s opportunities
over a lifetime. The concept plays an important
role in John Rawls’s theory of justice, and conse-
quently in the work of his critics and defenders,
but it can also be used more broadly to define and
demarcate the political and to distinguish the pub-
lic from the private.

The success of a person’s life depends on a
number of factors, such as the social class into
which the person is born, natural ability, and
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good or bad fortune. How society is organized
has a direct impact on social class because the
state can redistribute wealth and other goods,
but political structures can also affect the extent
to which the exploitation of natural ability has
distributive consequences. For Rawls, the basic
structure is the main concern—or primary
subject—of justice. As examples of institutions
within the basic structure, he gives the legal pro-
tection of freedom of thought and conscience,
competitive markets, private property, and the
monogamous family.

Rawls distinguishes between the justice of the
basic structure and justice within the basic struc-
ture. Take as an example the family. Such things
as the number of books in the family home, the
quality of conversation between parents and chil-
dren, the range of leisure activities, and even diet
will affect the intellectual development of children.
In choosing principles of justice, society can allow
these factors to determine the distribution of edu-
cational achievement, and, by extension, income
and other goods, or attempt to nullify them
through distributing extra educational resources
to children disadvantaged by their upbringing. It is
assumed that educational opportunity is an appro-
priate good for distribution, and to this extent, the
family is an institution within the basic structure
of society.

The justice of the family must, however, be dis-
tinguished from justice within the family.
Household labor and child-rearing responsibilities,
as well as income, are distributed within families
as well as between families. Furthermore, the
dynamics of family relations are different from
wider social relations, for although families can be
dysfunctional, at their best, they are held together
by ties of affection rather than mutual advantage
or civic duty. This difference is significant in at
least two ways: It may not be possible to redistrib-
ute affection in the same manner as income or
freedom is redistributed, and even if it were possi-
ble, it would not be desirable to attempt a redistri-
bution. The basic-structure argument works to
limit the scope of state intervention for the pur-
poses of redistributing resources. A theory of just
distribution is a moral theory, but morality extends
beyond politics.

The concept of the basic structure can be criti-
cized as drawing the scope of politics too narrowly

or too widely. For a classical liberal thinker such
as Friedrich Hayek, the economy is a spontaneous
order brought into existence and maintained by
the unintentional actions of agents, whereas jus-
tice is an individual virtue, such that only inten-
tional actions can be deemed just or unjust.
Furthermore, justice consists in the maintenance
of a system of rules, chief among which are private
property rights. The basic-structure argument
makes society rather than the individual the
primary moral agent.

For some egalitarian thinkers, the basic-
structure argument works against addressing gen-
der and global inequalities. The basic structure
determines what is politically valuable—for Rawls,
these are the socially primary goods—things like
rights, income, and self-respect. Excluded from the
list is equality as a substantive value. Although
Rawls argues that justice consists in giving priority
to the worst-off, meaning the worst-off must be as
well-off as possible in terms of their primary
goods, the worst-off class may have a very gen-
dered character, especially if the household rather
than the individual is taken to be the primary
recipient of income.

One way to address this is to include gender
equality as a primary good; instead of income
going to households, it should go to (adult) indi-
viduals in the form of a “citizen’s income,” which
all adults receive regardless of whether or not
they are employed. To avoid the citizen’s income
acting as a disincentive to work, individuals
might receive it only if they are carrying out
socially useful labor, such as child-rearing. But
perhaps the most significant consequence of such
a scheme would be to erode the boundary between
the public and the private, with the state deter-
mining intrafamilial income distributions. This
brings out an important function of the basic
structure—its role in fulfilling the traditional lib-
eral desire to protect the private sphere from
politics, but at the same time acknowledging the
post-Marxian concern with the role that eco-
nomic structures play in determining a person’s
life chances.

Besides extending the basic structure downward
to the household, egalitarians also seek to extend
it outward to the global sphere. Rawls restricts
cross-national obligations to the establishment and
maintenance of the conditions for a well-ordered



110 Beccaria, Cesare

society. His global principles of justice are much
less egalitarian than his domestic principles. The
basic structure is significant in that one argument
for an asymmetrical treatment of the domestic and
global spheres is that society is a scheme of social
cooperation. Individuals have obligations to fel-
low citizens because within a national economy,
contra Hayek, a person’s actions do affect others.
Although there may be other—and better—
arguments for an egalitarian theory of global jus-
tice, the basic-structure concept may be employed
to show that the economy is not national but
global, and so generates significant moral obliga-
tions across national boundaries.

Paul Graham
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Beccaria, CESARE (1738-1794)

The Milanese aristocrat Cesare Beccaria wrote
one of the most celebrated works of Enlightenment-
era political and legal theory, On Crimes and
Punishments. While this pamphlet-sized book
stands as his only lasting intellectual contribution,
it was both an especially clear distillation of many
important eighteenth-century ideas and an impor-
tant influence on other philosophers and
legal reformers. It is in many ways a quintessen-
tially Enlightenment work: devoted to freedom
and education, oriented toward social reform and
improvement, and concerned with the welfare
and rights of equal persons rather than with
custom or religion.

Published in Italian in 1764 and rapidly trans-
lated into French and English, On Crimes and
Punishments was praised by Voltaire, widely

relied on by the American founders, and later
came to be seen as a founding text of utilitarian-
ism. It evaluated systems of criminal law accord-
ing to whether they succeeded or failed in
providing “the greatest happiness shared among
the greatest number,” an idea and phrase Jeremy
Bentham would later adapt into a master princi-
ple of social theory. Enlightened reforming abso-
lute monarchs including Catherine the Great of
Russia and Frederick II of Prussia were likewise
attracted to Beccaria’s rationalistic and modernizing
approach.

As for the existing systems of criminal law, he
found them sorely wanting. In criminal law, the
book advocates equality rather than the contem-
porary aristocratic privilege, legal transparency
and consistency, procedural protections for defen-
dants, and the abolition of torture and capital
punishment. Beccaria maintained that the only
justification for punishment was the deterrence
and prevention of harm to others (as against, for
example, theories emphasizing either moral
improvement through suffering or the deserved
retribution for wrongdoing). If punishment is
worthless in its own right, undesirable suffering
that is engaged in only to prevent suffering on the
part of others, then it follows that punishments
should be the least that is compatible with deter-
rence and proportional to the crime’s injury to
others. Beccaria further insisted that mild punish-
ments reliably inflicted would provide surer deter-
rence than the sporadic and gruesome punishments
characteristic of the era.

Although the criminal law was Beccaria’s pri-
mary object of attention, he maintained that it
could not be viewed in isolation. It is better to
prevent crimes than to punish them, he thought,
as it is better for no one to suffer than for both
victim and offender to suffer. And the prevention
of crimes requires social melioration of various
sorts: enlightenment and education, but also the
alleviation of poverty.

Beccaria’s greatest enduring fame in philosophy
has perhaps come from Bentham’s references to
him and from his anticipation of many utilitarian
ideas, but the differences between them are impor-
tant. Beccaria remained committed to doctrines of
social contract and natural rights as the founda-
tions for human equality and liberty; he was a
consequentialist about institutions and policies,
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but not a consequentialist all the way down in
Bentham’s fashion.

Jacob T. Levy
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BECOMING

The attention to becoming in contemporary politi-
cal theory owes much to Friedrich Wilhelm
Nietzsche’s efforts to displace the traditional phil-
osophical concept of being and replace it with a
world in constant flux, in which all forms of iden-
tity are more or less temporary fixations within an
ongoing process of change. Nietzsche’s theories of
the will to power, of eternal recurrence, and of
humanity as a bridge toward an overbuman may
all be understood in this light. Gilles Deleuze pro-
vides one of the most explicit affirmations of an
ontology of becoming when he writes in Nietzsche
and Philosophy that “there is no being beyond
becoming, nothing beyond multiplicity.” Other
influential thinkers affected by Nietzsche’s philos-
ophy of becoming include Foucault, Derrida,
William E. Connolly and Judith Butler.

In a reading of Kant’s What Is Enlightenment?
Foucault presented his genealogical studies as
embodying a critical ethos toward the limits of the
present. The aim was to identify limits to present
ways of thinking, acting, and speaking to find
ways of going beyond them. Underlying this criti-
cal attitude toward the present is a social ontology
similar to the one Nietzsche proposed in the
Genealogy of Morals, when he suggested that

social identities and institutions are like texts in
that they are subjected to constant interpretation
and reinterpretation as they are overtaken and
transformed by different powers.

Derrida’s concepts of différance, iterability, and
“the trace” also express a conception of a social,
political, and moral world in perpetual becoming.
Iterability implies the repetition of something
already established and the possibility of variation
of what is repeated. The repetition of a mark or
trace in a new context implies new possibilities for
interpretation and therefore the possibility of
transformation, proliferation, and dissemination
alongside that of conservation. This dimension of
iterability enables Judith Butler, in Bodies that
Matter, to see the performativity of gender as a
condition of possible transformation as well as
conservation. Derrida often describes the political
task of deconstruction as little more than destabi-
lizing fixed identities to open up the present to
becoming. For example, in Psyche: Invention of
the Other, he suggests that to allow for the coming
of the other, “one does not make the other come,
one lets it come by preparing for its arrival.”

In What Is Philosophy? Deleuze and Felix
Guattari define becoming in a way that closely
resembles Derrida’s concept of iteration, namely as
“the action by which something or someone con-
tinues to become other (while continuing to be
what it is).” In their view, individuals or groups
succeed in becoming other in this lateral sense only
to the extent that they accede to a realm or dimen-
sion of things in which movement is possible. This
implies the need for another, vertical movement of
becoming, which they define as the movement by
which things and events escape what they are and
attain a dimension of pure eventness or absolute
deterritorialization. In A Thousand Plateaus, they
describe a series of quite specific ways in which
individuals or groups are able to become other.
These are minoritarian becomings or forms of
“becoming minor,” where minority refers not to
subsystems within a given majority but to pro-
cesses of becoming minor or minoritarian in rela-
tion to a norm that defines the majority. In these
terms, to become minor is to embark on a process
of deterritorialization or divergence from a given
norm that defines a certain kind of person or insti-
tutional identity. Insofar as the subject of rights,
duties, and moral obligations within modern
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European forms of society and political commu-
nity is human, adult, masculine, and white, then
becoming animal, becoming child, becoming
woman, and becoming colored are potential paths
of deterritorialization of the majority. For example,
anthropology, myth, and folktales provide many
examples of the human propensity for becoming
animal. These are not a matter of literally becom-
ing the animal in question (becoming wolf, horse,
rat, or whatever) but rather of enhancing the pow-
ers one has or acquiring new powers by entering
into a proximity to the animal. They are ways of
forming a transindividual assemblage with the real
or imagined powers of the animal in question.

The important political questions concern the
conditions under which minoritarian becoming
can occur and the effect on majoritarian identities.
What kinds of minoritarian becoming are capable
of breaking with the ways in which human becom-
ing is fixed and codified in a given society? How
might particular instances of becoming animal,
becoming woman, or becoming native contribute
to the reterritorialization of individual capacities
and the social field in which these are recognized
and protected by law?

William Connolly defines the “politics of becom-
ing” as the paradoxical politics by means of which
new cultural identities are formed as a result of
reaction or resistance to the perception of injury
on the part of particular social groups. This occurs
when those marked as negative in an existing
social arrangement strive to reconfigure their iden-
tity and their position. The process is paradoxical
because the outcome and even the final character-
ization of the injuries are rarely understood at the
outset. These become clearly defined only in retro-
spect, once a new configuration of socially recog-
nized identities is in place. In this sense, he suggests
that “Indians, slaves, feminists, Jews, laborers,
homosexuals, and secularists, among others, have
participated in the politics of becoming in the past
few centuries in Euro-American societies.”

Connolly argues that procedural theories of
justice are ill equipped to deal with the politics of
becoming because this involves struggle over the
nature and content of injustices and, as such, is
prior to the distribution of fair shares of social
primary goods, which might ameliorate injustice.
While procedural principles and associated virtues
such as reasonableness and a sense of justice are

important, the politics of becoming requires some-
thing further, namely, an ethos of responsiveness
and critical engagement with the new forms of
resistance that inevitably arise. For Connolly as for
the philosophies of becoming mentioned above,
the underlying assumption is that there is no final
social and political vocabulary because the social
field remains in flux and “there is always another
round in the politics of becoming.”

Paul Patton
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BEHAVIORALISM

Behavioralism was an intellectual movement that
sought to make American political science more
systematic and scientific. It began in the early
1950s as the movement of an insurgent minority
wielding its vision of a transformed discipline as a
manifesto for change. By the mid-1960s, the
movement had won wide recognition and influ-
ence, as shown in the election of behavioralists
David Truman, Gabriel Almond, Robert Dahl,
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and David Easton as presidents of the American
Political Science Association. The movement’s
success helped, in turn, to crystallize critics, largely
centered in the subfield of political theory, who
turned the vision of a transformed discipline
against behavioralism, depicting themselves as an
embattled resistance holding out against a pur-
portedly hegemonic wave of scientism.

In surveying behavioralism, it helps to distin-
guish: (a) the topics the movement focused on,
(b) the kind of theory it advocated, and (c) the
techniques it promoted. With regard to topics,
many behavioralists researched pressure groups,
public opinion, or other phenomena reaching out-
side of formal government. In doing so, they fur-
thered an intellectual trend as old as the American
political science discipline, and which, by the
1940s, was already discussed in terms of the study
of “political behavior.” There was, as such, noth-
ing revolutionary in the continuing extension of
the scope and prestige of research on political
behavior topics during the 1950s and 1960s.

What made behavioralism transformative was,
instead, the new departures in theory and tech-
niques that its participants promoted. They believed
that systematic sciences are driven by a cumulative
interplay between theory and empirical research.
By transforming both the kind of theory found in
political science and the techniques used in gather-
ing and analyzing empirical data, behavioralism
aspired to establish a dynamic interplay between
innovations in theory and empirical research,
which would, they hoped, advance political science
along a self-directed path of scientific progress.

Behavioralism’s theoretical agenda reimagined
what theory should be. It conceived of theory
instrumentally as a scientific tool to integrate
empirical findings and to direct attention to empir-
ical questions that needed to be addressed to
allow, in turn, further theoretical refinement.
While behavioralists provided sketchy accounts of
criteria by which to judge the instrumental payoff
of their empirical theories, they were clearer about
what they did not consider relevant. They had lit-
tle sympathy for such once important criteria as a
theory’s relation to past ideas or to everyday con-
cepts and practices, and they hence embraced
novelty and abstraction in theoretical vocabular-
ies. Behavioralists also broke with the reformist
pragmatism formerly widespread in political

science by excluding the relationship of a theory to
normatively favored beliefs and outcomes from
assessments of its scientific merit.

Behavioralism was very effective in spreading its
instrumental conception of theory and the vision
of scientific progress with which that conception
was interwoven. In broad outline, this conception
and vision prevail across much of American politi-
cal science to the current day. The impact of
behavioralism in this regard has, however, been
obscured by the fact that, at the level of specific
theoretical frameworks, its high initial hopes gave
way to disappointment and even disintegration.
While the movement successfully propagated a
conception of what theory should be, the actual
candidates it offered to play that role—such as
functionalism and systems theory—had only a
fleeting window of popularity in the discipline.

Behavioral Techniques

If behavioralism’s theoretical agenda had a mixed
legacy, its push to change techniques for collecting
and analyzing empirical information was, by con-
trast, a resounding success. In the domain of tech-
niques, behavioralism looked admiringly to other
social sciences. While most political scientists had
previously favored a low-key empiricism with no
preference for, or even outright hostility to, quanti-
fication and statistics, interwar psychology and
sociology had housed vibrant neopositivist currents
that pioneered and applied new techniques. In light
of this contrast, behavioralism exhorted political
scientists to critically examine and improve their
own methods, with improvement meaning, when-
ever possible, taking up techniques that produce
quantitative data and analyze it statistically.

The new techniques promoted by behavioralists
were of two main types: survey research based on
samples of individuals and secondary analyses of
aggregate data culled from census, election, and
other records created by governments and other
organizations. First developed by sociologists and
psychologists, survey research was brought into
the mainstream of the study of American politics
during the 1950s, and in the 1960s, it was extended
into the study of comparative politics. Survey
research made up, however, only about half of the
behavioral era’s surge of work using quantitative
and statistical techniques. Analyses of aggregate
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data accompanied surveys as the second major
strand of behavioralism’s technical thrust, and
these were especially significant in the study of
comparative politics and international relations.
Multiple projects—including the polity and the
correlates of war data sets (founded by Ted Gurr,
University of Maryland, and ]J. David Singer,
University of Michigan, respectively)—were begun
in the early 1960s to make aggregate data of wide
cross-national, temporal, and topical range easily
available in a standard format. Ever since, the
steadily expanding variety and reach of aggregate-
level data sets, together with the individual-level
data sets created by surveys and advances in statis-
tical tools and computer technology, have pro-
vided political scientists with ever increasing
opportunities to conduct quantitative analyses
with an ease, speed, and complexity that would
have astounded their predecessors.

In conclusion, it is worth emphasizing two
points about behavioralism’s transformation of
techniques. First, the surge of quantitative work
gave way to stabilization during the 1970s.
Subsequent decades have seen a ratcheting up in
the technical complexity of quantitative work, but
the proportion of the American discipline doing
such work has not increased. Second, the tide of
quantitative work stabilized at different levels in
different subfields. Although the behavioral revo-
lution pushed qualitative work to the periphery in
studies of American politics, it retains major roles
in studies of comparative politics and international
relations, and nary a number ever appears among
scholars devoted to historical and normative, as
opposed to empirical or positive, political theory.

Robert Adcock

See also Dahl, Robert; Empirical Theory; Functionalism;
Systems Theory
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BENTHAM, JEREMY (1748-1832)

In an autobiographical letter, written toward the
end of his long life, Jeremy Bentham describes a
dream in which he sees himself as the founder and
leader of a sect named the utilitarians. This dream
was indeed prophetic, for while he was not the
first to use the concept of utility—indeed, he
acknowledged David Hume, Cesare Beccaria,
Claude-Adrien Helvétius, and Joseph Priestley as
sources of his own utilitarian ideas—he can, with
no distortion, be seen as the first of a distinctive
tradition in moral and political theory that con-
tinues to have advocates and apostles to this day.
Many scholars deny that Hume was a utilitarian,
but no serious scholar would deny that Bentham
was the first in a tradition of thinkers that
includes John Stuart Mill and Henry Sidgwick,
as well as contemporary philosophers such as
J. J. C. Smart, R. M. Hare, R. B. Brandt, and Peter
Singer. Utilitarianism has an important prehis-
tory, but the subsequent development of utilitari-
anism as a distinct moral theory is the history of
Bentham’s legacy. Yet, Bentham was not only
what contemporary moral philosophers would
call a utilitarian, he was also a founder of legal
positivism and analytical jurisprudence, or the
idea that an account of the source and nature of
law can be given independently of moral values
and judgments. Utilitarianism does not entail
legal positivism; indeed, most contemporary legal
positivists are not utilitarians, and many are
moral skeptics. Nevertheless, Bentham thought
that both theories were intimately, although not
necessarily, connected. Bentham’s positivism is
the source of another legacy that has transformed
jurisprudence (or the philosophy of law) in the
twentieth century.

To found one sect would be sufficient for most
philosophers, but to found two is a rare achieve-
ment, indeed. This was no small achievement for
the shy child prodigy and subsequently reclusive
scholar, who in later years cultivated the persona



Bentham, Jeremy 115

of the “hermit of Queen’s Square Place,” named
after his address in central London.

Early Life and Education

Bentham was born on February 15, 1748, the son
of Jeremiah Bentham, an attorney and small prop-
erty owner. Soon realizing that young Jeremy was
something of a prodigy, his father began to harbor
ambitions for his son. Hoping that he would enter
the legal profession and rise to wealth and power
as lord chancellor of England, the father began an
early educational regime for Jeremy that rivals that
imposed on the young John Stuart Mill a genera-
tion later. At the age of three, young Jeremy began
the study of Latin; consequently, he never really
enjoyed a normal childhood and grew up in the
absence of the company of other children. Instead,
he was inducted into the company of adults and
sought solace in books. What little childhood he
had was brought to an end when in 1755, at the
age of seven, he was sent up to Westminster
School. This was as much a potential career move
as an educational decision, as Jeremiah hoped that
young Jeremy would make connections that would
be profitable in later life. He did not make any
profitable connections, but he did manage to shine
intellectually, as well as, through no real effort,
achieve the dubious distinction of being the small-
est boy in the school. At the age of 12, he went up
to Queen’s College at Oxford University. The
Oxford of Bentham’s day was as much devoted to
the high living of undergraduates and the prepara-
tion of some for ministry in the Church of England
as it was to the pursuit of knowledge. Given
Bentham’s young age, he was cut off from the
social round. Instead, he devoted himself to an
existence of attending lectures, studying, and tak-
ing solitary country walks. Perhaps the most sig-
nificant incident of his time at Oxford was the
requirement to submit to the Thirty Nine Articles
of the Church of England to qualify for a degree.
Bentham took the oath seriously, but he was
deeply troubled by what he was being required to
assent to. He made the required submission, but it
was an act that haunted him for the rest of his life
and colored his attitude toward both religion in
general and the Church of England in particular.
In 1763, Bentham was admitted to Lincoln’s
Inn to begin study for a legal career at the Bar. He

was called to the Bar in 1769 but by that time had
already begun to immerse himself in the writers of
the European Enlightenment, such as Voltaire,
Beccaria, and most especially Helvétius, as well as
study of the natural sciences. Much to his father’s
disappointment, Bentham showed no inclination
to accept cases as a practicing barrister. Instead, he
chose to pursue a less well-remunerated career as a
student of legislation, regarding the scientific study
of legislation as his peculiar genius. Throughout
the 1770s, he was engaged in the systematic analy-
sis and critique of existing theories of legislation,
including a critique of the massive four-volume
Commentaries on the Laws of England by Sir
William Blackstone, the dominant jurist of his day.
Bentham continued his studies of Enlightenment
thinkers such as Helvétius and Beccaria. This com-
bination of English legal theory and European
philosophy was to provide the context from which
Bentham developed his own system of ideas. These
were first set out systematically in three works that
remained central to Bentham’s philosophy of law
and morality: A Fragment on Government (A
Fragment), An Introduction to the Principles of
Morals and Legislation (An Introduction), and Of
the Limits of the Penal Branch of Jurisprudence
(Of the Limits). The first of these works, published
anonymously, brought Bentham some public notice
(at least until his authorship was revealed—the
author’s identity was revealed by Bentham’s father,
who hoped that Jeremy might capitalize on its suc-
cess; instead, his action had the opposite effect of
diminishing interest in the book). The latter works
were either a delayed publication or else, as in the
case of Of the Limits (previously published as Of
Laws in General), not properly published until the
twentieth century. The text of An Introduction
was separated from the larger manuscript and
published in 1789 at the urging of Bentham’s
friends, following the publication and success of
William Paley’s theological utilitarian work, The
Principles of Moral and Political Philosophy.

One positive consequence of the circumstances
surrounding the publication of A Fragment was
that Bentham was drawn to the attention of the
Earl of Shelburne, who had been secretary of state
in the 1760s and was to become prime minister for
a brief period in the 1780s. His real value to
Bentham was that he introduced him to the politi-
cal, social, and intellectual world that gathered
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under his patronage, either at Bowood House in
Wiltshire or at Lansdowne House in London.
Bentham continued his studies under Shelburne’s
patronage but in the end failed to gain a hoped-for
seat in Parliament, which would have allowed
Bentham to advocate some of his ideas in the prin-
cipal legislative forum of England.

The Foundations of Bentham’s System

Bentham wrote about many subjects, as evidenced
by his massive corpus of unpublished works and
papers, now housed in University College, London.
His ideas also developed significantly, if subtly,
through his long and productive life. That said,
three basic elements to his system remain constant
and underpin his many practical plans and reform
projects: psychological hedonism, utilitarianism,
and legal positivism.

Psychological Hedonism

An Introduction contains both an account of
human psychology and motivation and a theory of
value and moral obligation. Bentham analyzes
human motivation in terms of two natural sensa-
tions: pleasure and pain. All actions are ultimately
explainable in terms of the pleasure they give rise
to or the pains they avoid. Pleasure is a single psy-
chological sensation, as indeed is pain, but we tend
to speak of pleasures and of pains as if they are of
different kinds. Although J. S. Mill, a philosopher
living after Bentham, distinguishes between qualita-
tively distinct pleasures, Bentham denies this. Insofar
as we can speak of different pleasure and pains, as
Bentham does, the distinctions are in terms of the
sources of pleasure rather than in distinct sensa-
tions. This idea led Bentham to say, in so many
words, that a “pushpin is as good as poetry.” The
important point is that Bentham denies that there is
anything significant about the activities themselves
that makes one more or less superior to the other.
A claim that people prefer Beethoven to folk tunes
is merely an empirical claim about what gives more
or less pleasure.

Given that pleasure is a single sensation, we can
make quantitative judgments about it, according to
Bentham. An important part of the opening section
of An Introduction is concerned with the dimen-
sions of pleasure for purposes of comparison.

Bentham identifies intensity, duration, certainty or
uncertainty, and propinquity or remoteness as
dimensions that can be given a numerical value
and then be incorporated into a “felicific calculus.”
The ability to quantify pleasures for purposes of
comparison was, according to Bentham, an impor-
tant tool for the rational legislator and formed part
of his aspiration to reform the existing English
legal system and transform the haphazard practice
of legislation into a modern social science.

This reductionist naturalism was one of the pri-
mary grounds of criticism of Bentham’s hedonistic
psychology among nineteenth-century critics such
as Thomas Carlyle or John Ruskin. The charge
that Bentham’s reductionist analysis makes all men
no better than pigs, of course, misses the point. As
Bentham was aware from his own experience,
which was hardly devoted to slavish sensuality,
many people find considerable pleasure in mental
cultivation, music, philosophy and public service.
Nevertheless, Bentham came to realize that his ini-
tial vision of a calculus of pleasures was problem-
atic. Many later thinkers have pointed out the
impossibility of making interpersonal comparisons
of sensations or psychological states. Bentham was
certainly troubled by this problem and sought
alternative metrics for his hedonist psychology. In
this way, his psychological theory resembles the
attempts of economists to use ideas such as “will-
ingness to pay” to provide precise measures of
subjective valuations.

Bentham’s felicific calculus is often meant as
little more than metaphor, as his actual concern
was less with making interpersonal comparisons of
pleasures than with measuring the appropriate
quantity of pain necessary to deter actions. This
latter task was, for Bentham, central to the rational
science of legislation and to the theory of punish-
ment and sanctions that was central to his account
of law and morality. The task of the legislator was
to use the appropriate measure of punishment suf-
ficient to deter actions of the proscribed kind and
no more. This task was much less problematic than
the task of comparing pleasures because in regard
to pain, human nature was much more constant
and predictable. Aversions and responses to pain
were also considered far more visible and therefore
had an educative effect on the wider community.
This was crucially important for Bentham as the
point of punishment could only be deterrence of
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further reoffending or additional crime by third
parties. There was no point in punishment for any
other reason: One cannot intervene in and alter the
motivations of past agents. Traditional theories of
punishment would also claim that punishment
involved just sanctioning of morally bad acts.
However, this raised the question of what is the
basis of morality and whether moral goods should
be promoted or merely honored and respected as
in retributive theories of punishment.

Utilitarianism

Bentham’s answer to the question of the source
of value and our attitude to the good was devel-
oped in his second appeal to the concepts of plea-
sure and pain as the ultimate sources of our
judgments about right and wrong. Bentham does
not make the simple elision of rightness with what
we are most attracted to on psychological grounds;
the relationship between his psychological and
moral hedonism is more complex. He uses the
concept of pleasure and pain as the ultimate bases
of our moral judgments on the grounds that these
must derive from some publicly accessible natural
property; otherwise, all of our moral judgments
would become groundless and hopelessly subjec-
tive. Bentham claimed that all judgments of good
or bad were reducible to statements about quanti-
ties of pleasure or pain. The greater the quantity of
pleasure an action elicited in observers, agents, and
beneficiaries, the more we tend to judge the action
good. The reverse is the case with quantities of
pain. Hence, we judge pleasure good and pain bad.
That said, Bentham’s utilitarianism was not simply
a theory of judgment but was also an account of
obligation or duty. (The term wutilitarianism was
adopted only later in Bentham’s career and drew
on the idea of utility, which he identified with plea-
sure rather than usefulness or eudaimonistic hap-
piness). Just as his account of motivation is
monistic, so is his account of obligation in the
sense that he claims that we should always do that
which promotes the most good and avoid that
which causes the most harm. Actions are right
(and therefore should be done) insofar as they
bring about the “greatest happiness of the greatest
number” and wrong insofar as they do the reverse.
This is the basis for the greatest happiness princi-
ple, which is the most widely accepted statement of

Bentham’s basic moral norm and the classic state-
ment of utilitarianism as an ethical doctrine.

Subsequent utilitarian theorists have identified
problems with this unqualified direct approach to
utility maximization and have replaced it with rule
utilitarianism or indirect utilitarianism whereby
the right action is that which is conformable to the
rule or system of rules, adherence to which is
maximally beneficial. Only in this way can utilitar-
ians make sense of crucial moral notions such as
justice and rights. Bentham was a famous “rights
skeptic” in morals, claiming that the language of
rights was “terrorist language” and “nonsense
upon stilts.” His rejection of fundamental rights
was partly based on his fear of the legacy of the
French Revolution. However, he places great
emphasis on the role of rights within municipal
legal systems, and given the centrality of legislation
to his utilitarianism, he prefigures many of the con-
cerns of subsequent rule and indirect utilitarians in
the twentieth century.

One of the central problems of act utilitarian-
ism, which he does address, is the liberation of
individual utility calculations as being the basis of
action. Most individuals are rarely in a position to
make complex and nuanced utility calculations;
therefore, Bentham claims that they should tend
toward obedience to existing laws and rules. In
case this might seem to entail a conservative con-
formism more appropriate to the likes of Edmund
Burke, Bentham argues in his A Fragment that
individuals should “obey punctually; censure
freely.” This motto of the good citizen also under-
lies his distinction between legal obligations and
the dictates of utility, which is at the heart of
Bentham’s legal positivism.

Legal Positivism

Although Bentham’s reputation is largely based
on his utilitarian ethical theory, he considered his
work on law of greatest importance. He began the
study of law as a young man and continued to
devote himself to issues of fundamental jurispru-
dence to the very end of his life. The range of his
jurisprudential writings and law reform projects
is considerable, but in all of these, there remains
one constant, represented by the figure of Sir
William Blackstone, Vinerian professor of English
law at Oxford. Blackstone was the author of a
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comprehensive study of the English common law,
which Bentham considered a haphazard combina-
tion of common law judgments and precedents,
moral and political prejudices, and loosely inter-
preted concepts such as social contract derived
from the English tradition of political philosophy.
Subsequent lawyers have tended to marvel at
Blackstone’s scope and ambition, but Bentham
found almost every sentence worth extended
critical commentary. Many of his early writings,
such as A Comment on the Commentaries, do
indeed take this form.

The crucial point of objection was the confla-
tion of moral and political judgment and social
prejudice that made up the common law and was
exemplified in its adjudicative practice of legisla-
tion through precedent or stare decisis. Precedents
are always ex post facto judgments of what the
law is and what our rights and obligations are. As
such, it cannot form a stable basis of expectations,
Bentham thought. Instead, he saw the primary
task of the scientific student of law as one of pro-
viding an analysis of the notion of a law to distin-
guish it from other kinds of rules or other social
exercises of power. This analytical task was both
prior to, and logically distinct from, the moral or
critical task of deciding what laws there ought to
be. Thus, Bentham distinguishes two fundamental
tasks in jurisprudence and legal reform: that of
the expositor, who determines the nature and
identity of a law, and that of the censor, who
decides on the maximally beneficial system of law.
A utilitarian science of legislation requires both
but needs to keep both tasks distinct at the level
of analysis and of political practice, for a law does
not cease to be obligatory simply because it is not
maximally beneficial.

The analysis of law proceeded by identifying a
law as an imperative deriving from a sovereign will
backed by sanctions or punishments. Consequently,
the nature of sovereignty is an essential part of
Bentham’s theory of law and is developed in his
short work, A Fragment on Government (1776).
Yet, any apparent similarities with Hobbes are
misleading; Bentham saw sovereignty residing in a
habit of obedience among a people to recognize
a source of law. He is thus an early defender of a
“social fact” theory of law. He also recognized that
whether sovereignty needed to be unitary and
deposited in one person was an empirical question

and not a logical one. A further important point
about Bentham’s work is that although he retains
an imperatival view of law as a sovereign act of
will commanding obedience, he included within his
account of will not just commands and duties but
also permissions, liberties, and powers. Subsequent
positivist theorists such as H. L. A. Hart have
found his attempt to reconcile these ideas within
his theory problematic, but they acknowledge that
Bentham’s unpublished philosophical jurispru-
dence remained by far the most sophisticated posi-
tivist theory until the twentieth century and much
superior to Bentham’s well known nineteenth-
century follower John Austin. Using this positivist
analysis of law and his utilitarian criterion of
reform, Bentham set about the critical reform of all
the informal sources of social and political coer-
cion in the British state, from the legal system and
government to the Church of England.

Political Economy and Panopticism

With the basic ideas of his ethics and jurisprudence
worked out, and following his failure to secure a
political office that would allow him to put them
into practice, Bentham spent the next two decades
of his life taking his work in a new direction.
Bentham’s brother, Samuel, nine years his junior,
had, on Jeremy’s advice, been apprenticed to a
shipwright and had subsequently cultivated a
career as a naval architect and administrator. After
failing to secure employment in the naval dock-
yards, he had gone to Russia to manage the facto-
ries on the estate of Prince Potemkin, a favorite of
Catherine II. Samuel invited his brother to Russia
with the prospect of interesting Catherine in legis-
lative reform. In 17835, the shy and retiring scholar
made the six-month journey across Europe. In the
end, this journey proved to be the limit of
Bentham’s adventurousness, for when he had the
opportunity to meet and present his ideas to
Catherine, he declined and retreated to his study.
The opportunity would not arise again.
Bentham’s ultimate failure of nerve was not to
render his three-year adventure worthless. During
this period Bentham worked on political economy
and wrote and published Defense of Usury
(1787), in which he applies ideas of laissez-faire
derived from Adam Smith to the deregulation of
lending at interest. Bentham’s interest in political
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economy was always focused more on the
application of economic ideas to public policy and
legislation—what he considered the art of political
economy—than on the science of political econ-
omy, that is, grand theory; in the latter, he appears
to have deferred to Smith on most essentials. That
said, Bentham’s commitment to the art of political
economy in policy making made his economic
thought much less doctrinaire than the emerging
classical political economy of David Ricardo,
Thomas Robert Malthus, and John Ramsay
McCullough. It did, however, mean that he had
much less direct impact on the development of
mainstream economics in the nineteenth century,
despite the impact that he was to have on the
development of public-choice economic approaches
to politics in the twentieth century.

While in Krichev with his brother, Sam, Bentham
also developed the inspection principle, which was
to be central to a host of social and political reform
projects over the next 20 years of his life and
which was to transform his approach to politics
and democracy. The most famous application of
the inspection principle was to be found on
Bentham’s plan for a Panopticon Prison.

The Panopticon Prison was the application of
the inspection principle to the architecture, organi-
zation, and administration of prison reform. In
place of the haphazard and barbaric treatment of
criminals common in Bentham’s day, he offered
the idea of a model prison that would reform and
rehabilitate the inmates while being self-financing.
Central to this project was the architectural struc-
ture of the prison, which was designed around a
central inspection house from which the warden
could observe all the inmates without himself
being observed. The point of this strategy was to
assist in the reform and rehabilitation of the pris-
oner by discouraging the cultivation of criminality
while in the company of the other inmates, but it
also meant that the effects of observation could be
achieved without the inmate actually being
observed at any particular moment.

The architectural principle of inspection was
almost infinitely adaptable as it could be used not
only in penitentiaries but also in factories (for
which it was originally developed) and poorhouses
(The National Charity Company), which became
an important arena for Bentham’s ideas of social
and political reform. He also applied the idea to

the design of a henhouse, a fact that is often used
to discredit the inspection principle as inhumane.
Among these later commentators was Michel
Foucault, who uses the panopticon to represent the
darker manipulative side of the Enlightenment.
Yet, the architectural principle was not the only
aspect of Bentham’s inspection principle. The ideas
of inspection, accountability, and economy, which
were all part of the rationale of his plans for prison
reform, were to inspire a revolution in thinking
about public administration and bureaucracy, even
if his thinking is not quite responsible for a revolu-
tion in government in the nineteenth century.

Although the development of the panopticon
and related projects was to occupy nearly 20 years
of Bentham’s life, the biggest part of that commit-
ment was taken up with his efforts to see a panop-
ticon built. After an initial show of support from
William Pitt and the passage of an act of Parliament
in 1794 with the express purpose of purchasing
land for the building of a panopticon, Bentham
began to run up against more powerful interests,
who wished to frustrate the public interest in favor
of their own private interest and property.
Significant land-owning families such as the
Grosvenors and Spencers did not wish to see their
own plans for the development of property in
London compromised by the building of a prison.
They were ultimately successful in frustrating
Bentham (and Parliament), and after much strug-
gle, he conceded defeat in 1803. His frustration
and subsequent return to the study of the reform of
legal procedure, evidence, and codification of law
show a change of direction back to more familiar
territory, but Bentham had learned one important
lesson that was to shape his attitude to government
and political power for the rest of his life.

Radicalism, Reform, and
Representative Democracy

Throughout his early writings, Bentham regarded
government as a vehicle for reform, without pay-
ing close attention to the role of government and
the political interests that shape its actions as
potential obstacles to achieving the greatest happi-
ness of the greatest number. The interests of office-
holders, competitors for political power, and
landed and money interests, as well as the interests
of professions such as lawyers, however, were
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potential obstacles to the greatest happiness of the
greatest number. In the writings of the last few
decades of Bentham’s life, he became increasingly
occupied with both the theoretical justification
and the practical politics of holding government to
account. The theoretical concerns with govern-
mental accountability are manifested most strongly
in the Constitutional Code and other related writ-
ings of the 1820s. Here Bentham is concerned with
the analysis, organization, separation, and account-
ability of government functions and functionaries.
He also develops a defense of representative
democracy as a way of holding government
accountable and bringing about a convergence
between the interest of the governors and the inter-
est of the governed. His plans for parliamentary
reform and his defense of representative democ-
racy were among the most radical of all the radical
views. His primary interest in democracy was as a
mechanism for holding power to account and for
checking the elites or “sinister interests” that exer-
cised power over the “subject many.” To achieve
this, he wished to extend the franchise as widely as
possible, with only a minimal educational qualifi-
cation. He saw no good reason for denying women
the franchise (unlike James Mill), but was per-
suaded that the public advocacy of female suffrage
would undermine any chance of reform. Alongside
this defense of representative democracy, Bentham
also elevated the idea of enlightened public opin-
ion as the only ultimate guarantee of good govern-
ment, and in this, he indicates a sympathy for a
more democratic and perhaps even republican
social ethos than his institutional reforms suggest
at first glance.

Political and legal theory was always Bentham’s
primary vehicle for engagement with practical poli-
tics. However, from 1809 when he formed a close
working relationship with James Mill, Bentham
became a confirmed public advocate of parliamen-
tary reform and the intellectual figurehead of a
group known as the Philosophic Radicals.

The Legislator of the World

Bentham’s reputation grew through his advocacy
of parliamentary reform and representative democ-
racy, and as a result, he became one of the exem-
plars of the “spirit of the age,” who inspired a
rising generation of reform-minded intellectuals

such as John Stuart Mill, James Mill’s son. Yet,
Bentham’s reputation had also been growing inter-
nationally throughout the early part of the nine-
teenth century following the publication of versions
of Bentham’s ideas by his Genevan disciple and
editor, Etienne Dumont. It was largely through
these redactions of Bentham’s ideas that he was
known to the wider world; indeed, John Stuart
Mill was converted to Bentham’s utilitarian phi-
losophy through Dumont’s Traité de Législation.
Throughout the early nineteenth century, Bentham
was seen as an advocate and supporter of constitu-
tional and political reform in the Iberian peninsula,
in Spanish America, and in the struggle for Greek
independence. Bentham conducted an extensive
correspondence with most of the major political
figures in these struggles as he offered his proposed
constitutional and legislative expertise, should it
be required. He was largely unsuccessful in obtain-
ing commissions, but his advocacy and ideas
remained important and inspiring to progressive
causes throughout the world. The Guatemalan
José del Valle’s description of Bentham as the
“Legislator of the World” is only partly an exag-
geration of his importance.

Bentham was paid for his Panopticon Prison
scheme, even though it was never built, leaving
him financially secure. This fact enabled Bentham
to settle into the stable and secure lifestyle that
made him “the hermit of Queen’s Square Place.” It
would be a mistake to take that description too
literally, given Bentham’s extensive correspon-
dence and participation in the movement for radi-
cal political reform. Bentham cultivated the
friendship of many important intellectual and
political figures, such as David Ricardo and Lord
Brougham, and hosted numerous foreign visitors;
nevertheless, his daily round continued to be
dominated by his writings until the end of his life.
Bentham was served by a series of secretaries and
assistants, the last of whom, John Bowring, was
responsible for a posthumous edition of Bentham’s
works. Bowring’s influence was not always benign,
and Bentham’s friendships often suffered. Yet,
Bentham was not wholly free from blame either.
In many respects, he remained a child, and while
often incredibly generous, he could often be obses-
sively self-centered and insensitive. His childish
nature is no better illustrated than in his love of
domestic ritual and his habit of naming walking
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sticks, teapots, and other household artifacts, as
well as his beloved cats.

It is also illustrated in a more macabre way by
his plan for the auto-icon, which was eventually
carried out. His body was dissected for science,
and his mummified head was mounted on his skel-
eton, dressed in his normal outfit of clothes; this
was to be exhibited, both to inspire future genera-
tions and, more important, to break the religious
and social taboos surrounding the posthumous use
of the human body. Bentham had glass eyes made
for insertion in his mummified skull and carried
these around in his pocket to show to guests.
Bentham’s auto-icon can still be seen in the South
Cloister of University College, London.

Bentham died at the age of 84 in 1832 on the
eve of the Great Reform Act. This was far less
radical than Bentham would have preferred, but
the intellectual and political climate that made
even this modest reform possible was in no small
part due to Bentham’s influence.

Paul Kelly
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BERLIN, IsAa1aH (1909-1997)

Isaiah Berlin is best known for his defense of nega-
tive liberty and critique of positive liberty. His
analysis of nationalism has also been influential,
and his concept of value pluralism is increasingly
discussed by contemporary theorists. In addition,

he made significant contributions in the history of
ideas—especially to the study of nineteenth-century
Russian thinkers, of Counter-Enlightenment
writers such as Giambattista Vico and Johann
Gottfried Herder, and of the nature of historical
explanation.

Berlin was born in Riga, in what is now Latvia.
His family were middle-class Russian Jews, his
father a successful timber merchant. After moving
to Petrograd, the Berlins experienced at first hand
the revolutions of 1917, eventually leaving Russia
and settling in England in 1921. Berlin studied
philosophy at Oxford, where he remained for most
of his life, apart from service during World War II
as a British official in New York and Washington,
DC. A brief posting to the Soviet Union in 1945
brought him into contact with dissident writers
and sharpened his sense of the harm done by
Soviet totalitarianism.

In the 1950s, he gained a reputation as a leading
liberal commentator on the intellectual roots of the
developing Cold War. In 1957, he was knighted
and appointed Chichele professor of social and
political theory at Oxford, a post he held until
1967. His inaugural lecture in 1958, “Two
Concepts of Liberty,” remains his most influential
piece and is one of the most frequently cited works
of twentieth-century political theory.

Berlin’s approach to political theory is highly
distinctive: not the conventional analytical tech-
nique of constructing arguments and counterar-
guments, but a historical and personalized style
that traces ideas to the work of key thinkers
whose character is shown to be as important as
their logic. Berlin likes to step into the mental
world of the thinker he is examining and to
reconstruct that world for readers to make their
own judgment.

Using this method, Berlin takes as his dominant
concern the intellectual origins of twentieth-
century totalitarianism. He finds those origins at a
series of levels in the history of Western ideas. The
first is what he calls “the betrayal of freedom,” the
idea not of a simple rejection of liberty but of a
systematic distortion of what freedom truly is.
According to Berlin, the fundamental sense of lib-
erty is negative: the absence of coercive interfer-
ence. He contrasts this with positive liberty, the
freedom of self-mastery, where a person is ruled
not by arbitrary desires but by the true or authentic
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self. Both negative and positive ideas represent
genuine and important aspects of liberty, but the
positive idea leaves open the possibility that a per-
son’s authentic wishes may be identified with the
commands of some external authority—for exam-
ple, the state or a political party. Freedom can then
be defined as obedience and in effect twisted into
its opposite. Berlin associates this kind of thinking
with writers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Johann
Gottlieb Fichte, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel,
and Karl Marx, whom he regards as inaugurating
modern totalitarian thought. Contrary to wide-
spread misunderstanding, he does not reject the
positive idea outright, but he does regard negative
liberty as the safer option politically.

At another level, Berlin traces totalitarianism to
the battle between the Enlightenment and Counter-
Enlightenment, each of which he portrays as leav-
ing an ambiguous legacy. He defends the liberal
Enlightenment values of reason, personal liberty,
and toleration. But he also sees certain strains of
Enlightenment thought as taking the claims of rea-
son and science to utopian extremes, playing a
significant part in the genesis of the totalitarianism
of the left, which is Berlin’s principal target. Soviet
communism can be traced back through Marx, he
believes, to the hyperoptimistic scientism of well-
meaning eighteenth-century philosophers like
Claude Adrien Helvétius, Paul Henry d’Holbach,
and the marquis de Condorcet.

The heritage of the Counter-Enlightenment is
no less complex. On the one hand, it clearly con-
tributed to the genesis of right-wing totalitarian-
ism, especially through its romantic strain.
Romanticism, opposing Enlightenment universal-
ity and reason with a stress on uniqueness (both
individual and collective) and emotion, helped to
engender modern nationalism and the irrational-
ism with which it combined in twentieth-century
fascism. On the other hand, romanticism and
nationalism express the desire for cultural belong-
ing that is, Berlin insists, an essential component of
human nature—in this respect, he draws on his
own background in the Jewish diaspora. Moreover,
he sees Counter-Enlightenment thinkers like Vico,
Herder, and J. G. Hamann as rightly emphasizing
the cultural and historical aspects of social expla-
nation against the impersonal scientism he associ-
ates with the Enlightenment and as anticipating
the idea of value pluralism.

At its deepest level, Berlin’s thought addresses
the opposition between monist and pluralist con-
ceptions of morality. The scientistic, utopian side
of the Enlightenment is really a modern instance
of the “perennial philosophy” of the Western
mind: moral monism, according to which all
moral questions must have a single correct answer
that can be expressed in a single formula. The
political implication of monism is utopian. The
true moral formula, once known, will make pos-
sible a perfect society in which there will be uni-
versal agreement on a single way of life. For
Berlin, such a view is dangerous. To suppose that
moral and political perfection is possible is to
invite attempts to realize it at any cost to real
people and their actual wishes.

Furthermore, Berlin argues, moral monism
belies human experience. We are frequently faced
with choices among competing goods, choices to
which no clear answers are forthcoming from
simple formulas. The truer and safer view of the
deep nature of morality is value pluralism (not
Berlin’s own term but one now widely used). There
are many human values; we can know objectively
what these are, and some of them are universal—
such as liberty and equality. But values are some-
times incommensurable with one another: They
are so distinct that each has its own character and
force, untranslatable into the terms of any other.
When values come into conflict, the choices
between them will be difficult—in the sense that in
choosing one good, we necessarily forgo another
and also in the sense that we will not be able to
resolve the problem by applying a simple rule that
reduces the rival goods to units of a common
denominator (e.g., utility) or that makes them
serve a single super-good (e.g. Marx’s liberation of
the proletariat).

The key political lesson Berlin draws from plu-
ralism is that utopian forms of politics are not
merely hard to implement but conceptually inco-
herent because gains in one respect must always
bring costs in another, and not harmless dreams
but dangerous delusions. The political system that
fits best with pluralism, according to Berlin, is
liberalism. The inescapability of choice in human
experience, he maintains, implies an argument for
freedom of choice. Also, the anti-utopian aspect
of pluralism suggests a case for liberalism as a
realistic, humane form of politics that seeks
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to contain and manage conflict rather than to
transcend it.

Berlin has many critics. Much ink has been
spilled, for example, attacking his analysis of free-
dom, including objections that his two concepts
are really one (either positive or negative or some-
thing else), that his negative conception is too
narrow (e.g., disregarding poverty as a constraint
on freedom), and that he is too dismissive of
positive liberty. On the whole, his account has
stood up well to these assaults, which often rest
on misunderstandings of his position, and it
remains a widely accepted starting point for talk
about freedom.

The deeper problem in Berlin’s thought is the
relation between its liberal and pluralist compo-
nents. Berlin believed that the two are at least
compatible and perhaps that liberalism can be
grounded in pluralism, but his arguments are
sketchy and have come under sustained criticism
over the last decade or so. John Gray, for example,
argues that if pluralism is true, then liberalism
itself is no more than one political option among
others, with no valid claim to universal superior-
ity. But Berlin’s link between pluralism and liberal
universalism also has its defenders, and they have
restated, revised, and added to his arguments.

George Crowder
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BiBLicAL PROPHETS

Biblical prophets are figures in the Hebrew Bible
who address the Israelite community and its kings
on behalf of God. Their primary functions are
to criticize the people for breaking God’s com-
mandments and to deliver warnings about the
consequences of continued disobedience. As a
spokesperson for God, a prophet can draw on any
number of rhetorical, theological, political, and
predictive techniques to fulfill his commission.
The prophets consistently challenge the spiritual
and political corruption under the monarchy
through their dire conditional judgments. If the
Israelites do not repent, God will deliver them to
their enemies and destroy their kingdom.

Although early figures in the Bible such as
Abraham and Moses are sometimes called proph-
ets, the term more commonly refers to two later
groups, which can be distinguished from each
other by their period of activity and the type of
text in which they appear. The books of the
Former Prophets (Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel,
1 and 2 Kings) contain narrative accounts of the
prophets during the formative years of the monar-
chy in Israel, including the substantial Elijah and
Elisha cycles in 1 and 2 Kings. These narratives
both situate the speeches of the various prophets
in specific political settings and provide details
about their other activities such as healing and
performing miracles.

The books of the Latter Prophets, sometimes
called the classical prophets, are anthologies of
prophetic speeches attributed to the individuals
who lend their names to the books. There are
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three major books (Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel)
and twelve minor ones (Hosea, Joel, Amos,
Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk,
Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi). The
terms major and minor describe the length of
the books, not their relative significance. With the
exception of Jonah, these books have little or no
narrative framing, and an account of the specific
historical events to which they respond is further
complicated by the long process of editing and
expansion that produced them. Through various
internal and external clues, many sections of the
anthologies can be connected to particular periods
in the monarchy beginning in the eighth century
and continuing beyond the Babylonian exile in
586 BCE.

The prophets come from diverse backgrounds
(farmers, shepherds, scribes, priests) and address
their messages to individual kings, cities, or, in the
later books, the whole nation. They regularly
depict themselves as political outsiders, and they
are especially concerned with the unjust oppres-
sion of the poor and weak by the king and other
wealthy elites. They attack any infidelity to God
and his laws in the harshest terms, but their nega-
tive predictions are often accompanied by prom-
ises of restoration. The prophets represent the
moral conscience of Israel.

Edan Dekel
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BioroLITICS

The term biopolitics is about a hundred years old.
Its literal meaning is a politics that deals with life
(Greek: bios), but how exactly life and politics are
articulated with each other has been the object of

a long and controversial debate. It is possible to
distinguish three major lines of interpretation:
those originating in the naturalistic tradition;
politicist concepts, which address the ecological
crisis and issues raised by biotechnology; and his-
torical and relational concepts that build on the
work of Michel Foucault.

Naturalistic Concepts of Biopolitics

The naturalistic tradition starts with the Swedish
political scientist Rudolf Kjellén, who was proba-
bly one of the first to use the notion of biopolitics.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, he pro-
posed an organicist concept of the state and
argued that there was an analogy between politics
and biological processes, regarding the state as a
collective organism and a form of life.

Some years later, the National Socialists in
Germany gave biopolitics an explicitly racist
meaning. The term figured in texts on the regula-
tion and policing of race, legitimizing eugenic
practices and the murder of individuals and col-
lectives declared to be “unworthy of living,”
“defective,” or “degenerate.”

At the end of the 1960s, a new variant of the
naturalist conception of biopolitics made its
appearance. Under the heading of biopolitics, a
new field of research was established in political
science (principally in the Anglo-American con-
text) endorsing biologistic explanations of politi-
cal processes and structures. This theoretical
approach is grounded in the belief that the analy-
sis of politics needs to take up empirical findings
from biology and the behavioral sciences and
also explanatory models from sociobiology and
evolutionary theory. From this perspective, polit-
ical behavior could be understood only by taking
into account biological factors and evolutionary
constraints.

Politicist Concepts of Biopolitics

Since the 1970s, the naturalistic tradition has been
complemented by a politicist concept of biopolitics.
The latter does not focus on the alleged biological
foundations of politics but discovers life processes
as a new object of political theory and practice.
Here biopolitics denotes a new policy field designed
to address the ecological crisis, encompassing
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endeavors to solve global environmental problems
and to ensure the survival of mankind. More
recently, the term has also been used to character-
ize those procedures and practices striving to
govern biotechnological innovations and biomedi-
cal research. In this context, biopolitics refers to the
need for administrative and legal regulations to
determine the conditions and the limits of the use
of controversial technologies that modify or trans-
form (human) nature.

Historical and Relational
Concepts of Biopolitics

The third line of interpretation originates in the
work of the French philosopher and historian
Michel Foucault. Foucault advances a historical
and relational concept of biopolitics, which does
not accept the idea of prepolitical foundations
that supposedly guide politics or focus on extrap-
olitical objects of political action. Foucault’s
notion of biopolitics points to a historical shift at
the threshold of modernity. According to Foucault,
biopolitics marks a discontinuity in political prac-
tice because it places life at the center of political
order. He distinguishes historically and analyti-
cally between two dimensions of biopolitics, the
disciplining of the individual body and the social
regulation of the population. Furthermore,
Foucault’s concept signals a theoretical critique of
the sovereign paradigm of power. According to
this model, power is exercised as interdiction and
repression in a framework of law and legality. In
contrast, Foucault stresses the productive capacity
of power, which cannot be reduced to the ancient
sovereign “right of death.” Whereas sovereignty
seized hold of life to suppress it, the new life-
administering power is dedicated to inciting, rein-
forcing, monitoring, and optimizing the forces
under its control.

The Foucauldian notion of biopolitics has had
quite a remarkable reception in recent years. The
two extremes of this discussion are also the most
prominent contributions to this debate: the work
of Giorgio Agamben, on the one hand, and that of
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, on the other.
Agamben’s point of departure is a conceptual dis-
tinction that, he argues, has characterized the
Western political tradition since Greek antiquity.
He states that the main line of separation is not

the difference between friend and enemy, but the
distinction between bare life (zoé) and political
existence (bios), between the natural existence
and the legal status of a human being. Agamben
claims that the very constitution of sovereign
power requires the production of a biopolitical
body in the form of “bare life.” In this light, inclu-
sion in a political community seems possible only
by means of the simultaneous exclusion of some
human beings, who are not allowed to become
full legal subjects.

Hardt and Negri put forward an entirely differ-
ent account of biopolitics, trying to give it a posi-
tive meaning. By synthesizing ideas from Italian
autonomist Marxism with poststructuralist theo-
ries, they claim that the borderline between eco-
nomics and politics, reproduction and production,
is dissolving. Biopolitics signals a new era of capi-
talist production where life is no longer limited to
the domain of reproduction or subordinated to the
working process. In Hardt and Negri’s account,
the constitution of political relations now encom-
passes the entire life of the individual, which pre-
pares the ground for a new revolutionary subject:
the multitude. The biopolitical order as conceptu-
alized by Hardt and Negri also includes the mate-
rial conditions for forms of associative cooperation,
which will finally transcend the structural con-
straints of capitalist production.

Thomas Lemke
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BoDIN, JEAN (1529-1596)

Jean Bodin was a sixteenth-century French jurist,
philosopher, and scholar known primarily for his
influential account of sovereignty, which he defined
as the “absolute and perpetual power of a com-
monwealth.” In addition, he was recognized for
his contributions to the philosophy of history,
political economy, and religion. He was one of
the most influential legal philosophers of the
Renaissance, and his theories were heatedly debated
both by his contemporaries and by succeeding gen-
erations of philosophers.

Life of Bodin

Bodin was born in 1529 in Angers, in the north-
ern French duchy of Anjou. Little is known of his
family or of his early life, except that his father
was a modestly successful burgher, probably a
tailor; rumors of his mother being a Jewish refu-
gee from Spain are now generally dismissed. In
1545, he entered the Carmelite order and was
sent to Paris, where he received a formidable
humanistic education at the College de Quatre
Langues (later to become the College de France).
Four years later, however, he obtained a release
from his vows and went to Toulouse to study civil
law. He returned to Paris around 1561 intending
to practice at the Bar but was by all accounts not
very successful, and he turned instead to legal,
historical, and philosophical scholarship, which
led to his first major work, the Methodus ad fac-
ilem historiarum cognitionem (Method for the
Easy Comprehension of History). Two vyears
later, he published the Réponse aux paradoxes de
M. de Malestroit (Response to the paradoxes of
M. de Malestroit), an important contribution to
political economy.

In the meantime, Bodin had caught the attention
of the French court and had left his career as a bar-
rister to enter the public service as a king’s advo-
cate. Over the next decade, he undertook numerous
missions on the crown’s behalf, and in 1571, he
became counselor to Francois, duke of Alengon
and younger brother of King Charles IX. Bodin
continued to hold various governmental posts and
remained involved in public affairs for most of his
life. In 1576, Bodin produced his most important

work, the Six Livres de la République (Six Books
on the Commonwealth), which was well received
and won instant acclaim for its author. It was the
cornerstone of his fame for centuries to come.

That same year, however, saw his fortune wane.
King Henry III, brother and successor of Charles
IX, had convened the Estates General at Blois, and
Bodin was appointed representative of the Third
Estate for Vermandois. The king urged the Estates
to agree to new taxes in order to redouble his
efforts to impose religious uniformity by pressing
against the Protestant resistance. Bodin led a suc-
cessful opposition to the king’s proposals. He was
distraught at the prospect of continuing a ruinous
civil war, both because of a pragmatic commitment
to religious tolerance and because he thought the
Third Estate was already taxed beyond its means.
Later during the Estates, when the frustrated king
attempted to raise revenue through the alienation
of the royal domain, Bodin again protested, on the
premise that the royal domain was not the king’s
to alienate but was given to him by the people for
his use and enjoyment only. Because of his success
in opposition to Henry’s designs, Bodin was denied
further advancement in the king’s court.

Bodin eventually settled in Laon, where he served
as a procureur du roi (royal prosecutor) from 1587
until his death. During this time, which saw the
final phase of the French wars of religion, Bodin
was at times torn between collaboration with the
Catholic League—which opposed the accession of
Henry of Navarre to the throne on the grounds that
he was a Protestant—and the royal party. His sym-
pathies, by all accounts, lay with Henry, but he had
come under suspicion of heresy and was pressed to
pledge the Catholic cause. Only when Henry cap-
tured Laon in 1594 was Bodin free to declare his
true allegiance. Throughout this period, he wrote
extensively on religion and ethics. The Colloquium
heptalomeres de rerum sublimium arcane subditis
(Colloquium of the Seven about the Secrets of the
Sublime), which was completed in 1593, was so
controversial that it could be published only post-
humously. Near the end of his life, Bodin may have
converted to Judaism. Nonetheless, when he died in
1596, he was buried as a Catholic.

Bodin’s Work

Bodin’s reputation rests mainly on his contribu-
tions to the legal theory of sovereignty but nearly
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as important to the development of political and
legal theory were his innovations on the method
of jurisprudence. He is credited as one of the pre-
cursors of comparative law and of empirical
political science.

Innovations in the Method of Jurisprudence

Bodin’s exposition of the legal attributes neces-
sary for the independent and effective exercise of
power by the sovereign proceeded from a critical
analysis of the laws of historical and contemporary
states, which he took to be manifestations of uni-
versal historical principles. This critical turn con-
trasted sharply with what had been the dominant
attitude of jurists since the Corpus Juris Civilis—a
compilation of laws, edicts, and commentary from
the later Roman Empire—was rediscovered in the
twelfth century. For 400 years before Bodin, the
work of jurists had been mostly exegetical because
the Corpus Juris was assumed to be internally
coherent and, despite its age, perfectly applicable
to medieval societies. But in the sixteenth century,
the authority and coherence of Roman law began
to come under attack by humanist scholars
informed by the methods of classical philology and
by a renewed faith in universal reason.

Bodin stood at the cusp of this critical turn in
jurisprudence. He cited Roman sources extensively,
but not with the unreflective deference shown by
previous generations of jurists; rather, he used
them as an example (albeit an important one) of
historical practice. To these sources, he juxtaposed
ancient and contemporary laws and customs not
only from France and Western Europe, but from
the fringes of the world known to him: Turkey,
Muscovy, Africa, and America. The result was a
critical assessment of general principles and pat-
terns of legal order, an unusual accomplishment
for his time.

Theory of Sovereignty

As important as his methodological innovations
were to the field of jurisprudence, Bodin’s most
memorable achievement was his account of sover-
eignty, developed in his most important work, the
Six Books on the Commonwealth. The aim of the
work was ambitious: to provide a methodical
account of the ends, structure, and policies of the

state and to defend a conception of sovereignty as
the absolute and indivisible power to enact laws
binding on each and every subject of a realm, with-
out such power being subject to any prior legal or
institutional constraint. This thesis, while not com-
pletely unprecedented in its time, was nonetheless
never as forcefully or systematically presented
before Bodin.

Bodin begins with a general assessment of the
ends, origin, and concept of political authority.
Contrary to later writers (such as Thomas Hobbes),
who took the individual as the basic unit of
inquiry, Bodin considers the family to be the irre-
ducible, prepolitical entity. Political activity is first
undertaken by heads of families, who, although
they enjoy lordly power over their household,
associate with other heads of families on the basis
of equality. Yet “force, violence, ambition, ava-
rice, and the passion for vengeance armed men
against one another,” and from the ensuing vio-
lence, some emerged victors and the rest were
reduced to servitude. Bodin thus refuses to draw
many lessons of legitimacy from the origin of com-
monwealths and throughout the work reiterates
that tyrants, although they have acquired power
illegitimately, are nevertheless sovereigns in the
relevant functional sense.

The cornerstone of the work is Bodin’s cele-
brated formula that “[s]overeignty is the absolute
and perpetual power of a commonwealth.” The
formula requires some explanation. By perpetual,
Bodin meant that power, to be sovereign, must be
conferred for the life of the holder, not subject to
expiration or revocation. Otherwise, the holder of
such power was a mere deputy or lieutenant
because he presumably had to give account of his
actions to another. By absolute, Bodin may have
meant a number of different things, and most of
the controversy over his theory of sovereignty turns
on the precise bounds of Bodin’s absolutism.

Bodin contrasted the idea of absolute sovereign
power with the ancient and medieval idea of a
mixed constitution, one in which the attributes of
sovereignty were not all possessed by a single indi-
vidual or determinate body, but rather allocated to
different parts of the state. In a mixed constitution,
the ruler could not enact law or formulate public
policy without at some point requiring the consent
of some other magistrate; a king, for instance,
could propose a bill, but it could become law only
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through the assent of a parliament. This arrange-
ment, Bodin stated, meant that such a king was
not sovereign and, moreover, that such a state had
no proper sovereign at all. Sovereignty was either
indivisible or it did not exist.

The same principle that denied coherence to the
concept of a mixed constitution, Bodin thought,
also made federal arrangements impossible in prin-
ciple, as well as any legal system in which some
magistrates held their authority of their own right,
on terms irrevocable by any higher authority. With
one hand, Bodin dismissed the authority of medi-
eval Estates, guilds, and chartered cities, rendering
them mere consultative bodies; with the other, he
also removed the authority of independent nobles,
who had often held important public offices by
hereditary right. The issue lay at the essence of the
attributes of sovereignty: The sovereign was first
and foremost the fountain of law, and thus, no
legal claim could stand but by his acquiescence or
approval. The first prerogative of a sovereign
prince was to lay down the law, both in general
statutes applicable to all subjects and as specific
orders applicable to individuals. But it was of the
essence of sovereignty that a prince, if truly sover-
eign, did not require anyone’s permission to exer-
cise this prerogative—not that of his subjects, his
peers, or even his putative superiors.

Bodin’s attribution of unchecked legislative
power to the sovereign effectively inverted the
medieval relationship between the ruler and the
law. Medieval political theory made the king a
creature of the law. He was ostensibly bound by
the custom of the realm, by privileges and charters
granted by him or his predecessors, and by the
general principles of equity contained in the natu-
ral law. The image of the king was that of a judge
administering justice to his subjects. But Bodin
relegates the judicial function of the king to a sec-
ondary attribute, the exercise of which could be
(and often was) delegated to lower magistrates.
The image of the king became that of the legisla-
tor, the fountain of law and origin of all honors
and privileges.

Here, however, Bodin’s image of absolute sov-
ereignty begins to blur. A simple formula would
have made the sovereign exempt from all legal
requirements in the exercise of his discretion, or at
least from all the requirements of human law.
Neither Bodin nor most of his contemporaries

doubted that sovereigns were subject to the
demands of morality or of the laws of God and of
nature. But Bodin curiously limited the king in
important ways that did not seem at first consis-
tent with the claim of absolute power. For one, a
king was not free to violate the contracts that he
himself had made, which included contracts with
his subjects and with foreign princes. Such con-
tracts were binding on the prince, at least as long
as the interest of the other party in the contract
subsisted. Bodin resolves the apparent contradic-
tion by arguing that contracts and promises obli-
gate not by the sanction of the civil law but by the
operation of the law of nature.

A more notorious case of apparent inconsis-
tency is Bodin’s curious claim—which he famously
advanced as a delegate at the Estates at Blois,
on the same year as the publication of the
Commonwealth—that the sovereign could not tax
his subjects without their consent. He also traced
this argument to the natural law, as he equated
taxation with the taking of private property, which
could not be done without the consent of the
owner. This was a curious stance, given that Bodin
generally derived the marks or attributes of sover-
eignty from the powers necessary to the effective
imposition of law, and there was already in his
time a tradition that considered some level of taxa-
tion, voluntary or not, as essential to effective
governance. The inconsistency is magnified when
one considers that later writers (like Hobbes), who
followed Bodin in ascribing to the sovereign all
prerogatives necessary to rule, included among
them the power to tax without consent.

Moreover, Bodin’s additional claim at the
Estates at Blois—that the king was not free to
alienate the royal domain—could be traced back
to the same proprietary principle: that the king’s
alienation of that which did not belong to him
would go against the natural law. However, two
other reasons for this apparent exception to the
wide discretion given to sovereigns seem plausible.
The first is an appeal to custom: Similar restric-
tions on the disposition of royal land were the
norm across European monarchies, a fact that
would not have escaped Bodin’s encyclopedic
mind; such general acceptance of this norm would
strongly recommend it to one attuned to the per-
spective of “universal history.” A second reason is
an appeal to prudent public policy: Bodin strongly
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felt that, in ordinary circumstances, the sovereign
should live by his own means. The prohibition on
the alienation of the royal domain, together with
the requirement that all taxation require the sub-
ject’s consent, may be read against the backdrop of
the French wars of religion; it served both as a fis-
cal limit to overzealous ambition and as respite to
a Third Estate already overburdened with taxes.

The matter of consent to taxation and prohibi-
tion on the alienation of the royal domain is mag-
nified when the institutional context of these
restrictions is considered. Bodin had successfully
defended these theses as a representative of the
Third Estate, but in the Commonwealth, he stead-
fastly denied that the Estates or parliaments had
any power to impose or veto the sovereign’s legis-
lation. Their authority was exclusively consulta-
tive. It is unclear whether Bodin’s seeming failure
to reconcile his theoretical propositions with his
political activity should be attributed to a simple
mistake on his part, an intractable difficulty in the
subject matter, or a legacy of the medieval consti-
tutional structure, which Bodin had done so much
to dispel but had only begun to overcome.

Bodin’s Legacy

Bodin was not an entirely consistent thinker, and
some of his most famous theses about sovereignty
were seen, even by his contemporaries and early
critics, to rest on misconceptions about the form
and exercise of political power. His more famous
argument—that sovereignty was indivisible and
absolute in principle—has not survived the histori-
cal achievements of the constitutional separation
of powers and the inherently pluralist order of fed-
eralist states. Yet, for centuries after Bodin, these
phenomena were observed with some puzzlement,
and no pluralist theory of sovereignty could dispel
the presumption that sovereignty was in its essence
an absolute and undivided authority and that any
deviations from this norm, however successful in
practice, could not be justified in principle.

Some of Bodin’s mistakes have an ideological
source: They reflect his desire for an elegant theory
that secured order and promoted good govern-
ment to overcome the factional strife that was tear-
ing France apart. Other inconsistencies speak more
to Bodin’s intellectual formation. He had been
educated in the best of medieval and Renaissance

traditions and still structured his social world
around the categories of premodern France, a
world of corporations, guilds, estates, and char-
tered cities. Bodin is standing at the threshold of
early modernity; it is only with Hobbes that the
threshold is crossed.

Victor M. Muiiiz-Fraticelli
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Bobpy

“The body,” in this entry, refers to the human
body and relates to the concept of the person or
human subject. In political theory, human subjects
have always been assumed to be embodied and
therefore subject to birth and death, to physical
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requirements of survival, and to further bodily
needs and pleasures over and above subsistence.
The body has thus been a locus of more or less
explicit assumptions in relation to politics, which
then necessarily take place in a realm of minds
and ideas, albeit in interaction with the material
world, including human bodies. By contrast,
sociobiological approaches to politics take the
opposite view by locating behavior in bodily
mechanisms of human genetic inheritance and
then purportedly explaining on that basis why
politics is necessary and how it should proceed.
However, through the work of Michel Foucault,
the body has become a focus of study in a differ-
ent way, resulting in a reconceptualization of the
person as a mind/body duo produced through
powerful practices of normalization. Moreover,
feminist theorists have focused on the female
body, questioning the status of the body as gener-
ically conceived in relation to sex. Along with
Foucauldians, feminists have also cast doubt on
the male/female dichotomy as a necessary and
exclusive way that bodies exist biologically or
normally. As a political category of identity and
struggle, race can be located retrospectively within
this new political theory of the body. Political
theorists are now confronting further issues of
“the body” with respect to children, disabilities,
and animals, conceptualized in critique of the
political subject properly so-called.

Man as a Political Animal

The traditional way of looking at the human ani-
mal in political theory was made explicit in
Aristotle’s characterization of “man” as a political
animal. Living in a city, as man does, is a process,
achieved—well or badly—through the communi-
cation of specific concepts, rather than through
instinctual behavior, understood as located in the
body. Conceptual communication is perforce an
aspect of the mind, and political theory is a con-
tested register of relevant concepts and definitions.
Considering politics is thus a philosophical activ-
ity, in and of the mind, albeit one from which
practical recommendations should flow, and these
of course would involve the body as a concept and
actual bodies in practice.

In this way of understanding political theory, it
is notable that the body is a presupposition but not

a central concern, other than in basic presump-
tions about physical survival and some aspects of
pleasure. Knowledge of further bodily things is
then left to other studies (e.g., nutrition, medicine)
or simply sidelined as generally nonpolitical (e.g.,
sexual relations, sporting activities). Political the-
ory has thus traditionally operated with a hierar-
chy in which the body occupies a lower and less
significant realm than the mind. People, and there-
fore the human subject, are treated most directly
and extensively as minds, albeit encumbered with
bodies, which are of secondary significance. Indeed,
in some religious conceptions through which the
human subject has been understood politically,
particularly Christian ones, the body has been
treated as a source of mental disturbance and
social disorder. It has thus figured negatively in
relation to politics, although again, it is not stud-
ied or conceptualized in much detail precisely for
this reason.

Sociobiology

Sociobiology of the 1970s and 1980s adopted an
opposite approach to the mind/body dichotomy
by theorizing politics in relation to the supposed
inheritance, through bodily mechanisms, of
instincts and behaviors. This ancestral inheritance
was derived from suppositions concerning pri-
mate evolution, or sometimes from analogies
with the behavior of other animals, particularly if
the males were territorial and aggressive. This
approach made human bodies into carriers of
genetic materials, which then, independent of
culture and will, were said to produce the prob-
lem of disorder in society and to dictate the struc-
tures of order, through which politics should
proceed. This effectively privileged body over
mind, reversing the traditional hierarchy within
the dichotomy.

Foucault and Power

The social theorist Michel Foucault has radically
altered these conventional conceptions in political
theory by reconceptualizing the nature of power
and in particular the role of the body—not just the
mind—in these social processes. In his work, he
focused on prisons and punishment, social disci-
plinary practices that impinge on individuals,



Body 131

sexuality in highly varied forms, the conceptualiza-
tion of mental illness and normality, and numer-
ous other institutions and practices that had
hitherto been of marginal interest, if any at all, in
political theory. His studies were historically based
and extensively detailed, thus inductively illustrat-
ing change and malleability in human practice,
rather than proceeding deductively from nearly
timeless generalizations about “man” and society,
as political theorists had often done. His work was
thus made to intervene in political theory in align-
ment with historicizing methods and intellectual
commitments to cultural diversities. However,
most important, he offered a new conceptualiza-
tion of power and thus of what counts as political
and how politics actually operates.

Foucault conceived of power as everywhere in
human relations, rather than as something para-
digmatically central to the problem of order that
politics poses and to the conventional solution in
the state as sovereign enforcer. Moreover, he con-
ceived of it as micro-power relations, proceeding
through nearly invisible or little regarded capillary
motions between people. In that way, he reconcep-
tualized it as the prime mechanism through which
people themselves are constructed in both body
and mind. There is thus in Foucault’s work a cer-
tain refusal of the mind/body dichotomy and per-
force a conception of the body/mind duo as
co-constitutive.

For Foucault, the body/mind duo is thus an
outcome of political processes that require theori-
zation, rather than a mere set of assumptions that
can be formulated with relative ease. His work
self-consciously focused on the body, revealing the
ways that people are formed, and re-formed,
through power relations that produce the body
itself in certain ways (and not others) and thus
produce different subjectivities in relation to it. As
a result, formerly devalued or ignored topics, such
as etiquette, hygiene, discipline, anatomical sex,
sexual activity, health, and the like have become
an important part of the way that the human sub-
ject is conceived in political theory. This is because,
through Foucault, political theorists have been
alerted to these and similar ways by which normal-
ity itself is produced and regulated through nor-
malizing practices. It is from those historically and
culturally diverse normalities that politics as we
know it proceeds.

Feminist Analysis

Feminists have focused on the female body as a
defining concern and have thus mounted a direct
critique of traditional conceptualizations of the
person. Prior to their intervention, political theory
was understood to consist, in the first instance, of
a loosely bounded canon of writers, all of whom
were male. When “man” was considered in rela-
tion to embodiment—if this issue was considered
at all in “malestream” canonical writings—it was
theorized in a minimal way. In malestream writ-
ings, reproduction within the human community
was dealt with by introducing woman as different
in a bodily sense from the supposedly generic con-
ception of the person as “man.” Child care and
other household activities were then centered in a
domestic sphere, whereas the political realm was
located in a public sphere by contrast.

The female body was, thus, with few and tenta-
tive exceptions, conventionally theorized in rela-
tion to children and so conceptualized as weak and
similarly unsuited to political activity. For that
activity, male bodies were theorized as more appro-
priate, not simply because they were conceived in
relation to a nondomestic realm, but because the
political realm was one where ultimately force and
violence would be required. This theorization of
the political realm, and of the political subject
properly so-called, is thus a reflection of a preexist-
ing conceptualization of labor as divided between
warriors and domestics and a division of space
between the political or public and the nonpolitical
or household. In this double dichotomy, sex, taken
to be an observable and strictly binary feature of
the body, was paramount.

In making this analysis, feminists added gender,
as well as sex, to the vocabulary of crucial—rather
than merely presuppositional—concepts in politi-
cal theory. Gender relates—with some current
confusion—both to the known or presumed bodily
sex of the person and to known or presumed
behavioral characteristics that proceed in strong
correlation to this bodily factor, albeit with cul-
tural and individual variations.

Feminists have then used the concept of gender
to criticize the canonical construction of woman as
both unsuited to politics and peculiarly suited to
child rearing and domesticity. In that way, they
have drawn attention to the highly gendered way in
which institutions and practices in society—whether
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commonly conceptualized as political or not—are
operating so as to devalue and exclude a person
who has a female body, in favor of a person who
has a male one. This has also necessarily revealed
the ways that conventional political theories have
been complicit with, or in some cases—such as
patriarchalism—openly supportive of, the subordi-
nation of women. This has occurred in and through
the malestream ways by which the body has been
conceptualized.

Destabilizing the Body

Foucauldians and feminists have thus drawn atten-
tion to the political character of the normalizing
processes that produce commonplace understand-
ings of the human body. However, they have also
raised certain doubts about the existence of the
male/female binary as a secure bodily phenomenon
(citing so-called hermaphrodite or intersex people)
and have thus launched a critique of the body as
necessarily and definitionally—at all stages of
development from conception onward—importantly
distinguished as sexed. This critique of the body
has exposed the assumption—derived from a crude
biological framing—that sexual activity is essen-
tially reproductive and normally heterosexual.
Feminist critiques have focused on validating non-
reproductive aspects of sexual activity as an appro-
priate use of the body and similarly with validating
female-female sexual pairings. Foucauldian, libera-
tionist, and gay male critiques have covered similar
ground in decoupling bodily sexual activities from
heteronormative and reproductive presumptions.

Race and the Body

As a bodily phenomenon, race had been marginal-
ized by political theory, although it was generally
present at the level of covert or occasionally overt
presumptions. Like sex, it functioned as a way of
categorizing humans into hierarchies with respect
to the properly political subject, who was not only
presumptively male but also in racial terms “white.”
“Racial science,” as a way of doing this, has been
thoroughly criticized and effectively marginalized
since the anti-Nazi and postwar eras, a process that
antedated the Foucauldian and feminist interven-
tions in political theory described above. This lat-
ter conjunction of interests has almost made the

body a signifier for anatomical sex and perhaps
certain other disciplinary practices in contempo-
rary industrialized societies, such as incarceration.
However, from a contemporary perspective in
political theory, there is no reason why race could
not be taken on board when the body is made con-
ceptually central, albeit with a critical understand-
ing of race as a failed scientific construction and of
racism and anti-racism in current theorizations of
culture, ethnicity, and identity.

Current and Future Theoretical Approaches

The body has thus become more a signifier of
debate than a descriptive term with a clear refer-
ent. It signals a significant reconceptualization of
the traditional mind/body dichotomy and of the
recurrent tendency to create a hierarchy of one
term over the other within the dichotomy itself.
Theorists are now more alert to the co-constitutive
practices through which mind and body are them-
selves understood as objects about which our intel-
lectual technologies generate knowledge. The focus
in political theory is not so much on individual
bodies within which individual minds are located—
or conversely on individual minds encumbered by
individual bodies—as on the ways that politics
operates through a myriad of social institutions
and normalizing practices to create mind-body
conjunctions that are interpreted as human sub-
jects or people. Political theorists are now engag-
ing not so much with the body as a thing or even
a concept, but rather with the person, or human
subject, conceived as bodily in a way that tran-
scends previous dichotomizing assumptions. The
body is thus no longer easily marginalized, nor
devalued in relation to mind, nor reducible to
some assumed social or genetic normalities.
However, this complexity with respect to the
human person is proceeding in relation to increas-
ing skepticism about generic and universalizing
claims concerning the political subject properly so-
called. Further bodily phenomena, such as age and
disability, thus come into play. With disability,
mind is often reduced to an effect of bodily imper-
fection or impairment—the inverse of the tradi-
tional view of the generic human as gifted with a
mind that occupies a realm where the body matters
little (or the sociobiological view that bodies within
the species are necessarily normal because of natural
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selection). With children, there are increasing con-
cerns that the age criterion by which the political
subject is established is arbitrary and often too high,
particularly with respect to political rights of voting
and officeholding, as against political obligations
within taxation and military systems.

The mind/body duo has also been applied in
relation to animals as a constitutive outside or
“other” to the human, to understand what pre-
cisely the human person is. Traditionally con-
ceived, animals appeared in political theory as
foodstuffs, tools, or metaphors and as all body,
with little if any mind, and certainly not capable
of—by human standards—intelligence, communi-
cation, culture, or politics. However, in current
conceptualizations, the borderline between the
human species and all other animal species cannot
be drawn so sharply because zoological research
and experimental psychology are now suggesting
that some species show evidence of communica-
tion and culture, and some individuals show evi-
dence of learning and onward social transmission
of knowledge. On this basis, some theorizations of
the human person as political subject argue for the
incorporation of duties to all animals, or at least
to particular species, that arise from their body/
mind conjunctions as observed in behavior and
through experimentation. Animals are thus some-
times theorized in alignment with children as not
political subjects properly so-called but rather as
members of the human political community to
whom duties of care and protection are owed. In
some theorizations, they are—like children—
endowed with rights.

There is thus no obvious limit to the fundamen-
tal issues that a focus on the body in political the-
ory will continue to raise. This is because the
human subject or person, necessarily embodied, is
itself a highly contested area in numerous ways,
none of which can be neatly parsed through easily
assumed conceptualizations of mind and body,
whether dichotomous or hierarchical or not, or
limited by stereotypical conceptions of the human
body, whether sexed or raced, or not.

Terrell Carver
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Bopy PouLiTic

The metaphor of the body politic is part of many
English speakers’ daily language. The analogy is
employed to conceptualize and attribute an organic
or biological nature to political institutions.
Comparing a state to a body facilitates the ratio-
nalization, analysis, and comprehension of its
various functions. For example, presidents or pre-
miers are called heads of state, and press secretar-
ies are their voices; or sometimes civil strife is
described as wounding a state. The body metaphor
brings to mind an orderly hierarchy where a head
leader directs and controls the action of the rest of
the body as it recognizes the necessity of harmoni-
ous cooperation between all of its “members” for
sustenance.

Imagining a state or a political institution as a
body politic has a long history that spans the centu-
ries of Western civilization. Generally, the analogy
has a strong autocratic or monarchial connotation
that implies subordination. This entry reviews the
history of the usage of the body metaphor when
applied to abstract institutions like states, empha-
sizing its Greek birth, medieval development and
perfecting, and early modern decline.
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History of the Body Metaphor

The first recorded instance of the metaphor resides
in the Rig-Veda (c. 2000 BCE), where the Indian
caste system was explained by comparing the
priesthood to the mouth, fighters to the arms,
shepherds to the thighs, and peasants to the feet of
mankind. The usage found its anchor in the
ancient Greek concept of hylozoism, that is, the

belief that matter and material objects have a life.

One of the better known examples of a bodily
metaphor appears in The Belly and the Members,
a fable of Aesop (c. mid-sixth century BCE). As
told, the members of the body revolted against
their belly, which they thought was getting the
lion’s share of their work without doing much in
return; hands, mouth, and teeth initiated a strike
and after a few days realized that they were ail-
ing. They learned then and there that cooperation
between all members, including the invisible
belly, was vital for the healthy maintenance of the
body. The story’s not so hidden subtext intimated
that society, like a body, functions better when all
do their assigned tasks and work together. The
social metaphor translated easily into the political
world

Later, in the fourth and fifth centuries BCE,
Plato (c. 424-348 BCE) articulated and refined the
political usage in The Republic and Laws. His
organic connection between human body and
state emphasized fitness and well-being over ill-
ness. In The Republic, he stated preference for a
healthy state constitution over a fevered one.
Furthermore, in his Laws, he discussed statesman-
ship’s choice for peace over the constant state of
readiness for war that was his contemporary
Greece. From that premise, he underscored the
need for legislators to keep the peace at home in
order to better face external enemies. For Plato,
the ultimate interest of the state (the greatest good)
is harmony and compassion because well-being is
preferable to disease. Herewith, the state had
gained its organic quality. It was a body to be
maintained in good physical condition.

The Greeks’ fondness for the organic welfare of
their state continued in the voice of their poets.
Aristophanes (456-386 BCE), especially in The
Wasps, claimed that poets needed to cure the dis-
eases of the state. Shortly after, Demosthenes’
(384-322 BCE) orations encouraging the Athenians
to fight against Philip of Macedon—particularly,

his Philippic III—compared Philip to the attack of
a fever or an illness.

The Greeks influenced Rome, and Livy (59 BCE-
17 CE) was as familiar with the analogy as were
his predecessors, Cicero and Seneca. Livy’s book II
of the History of Rome used Aesop’s fable of
the other body parts revolting against the belly
in his tale of the secession of the plebs (common-
ers). During the early Roman republic, the plebs
seceded from the senators, isolating themselves on
the Sacred Mount, or the Aventine. Menenius
Agrippa was sent to end the crisis, and he used his
version of the fable to convince the plebs to return
to the state. In Livy’s words, the Senate-belly
agreed that it received food from the plebs-body,
but it did not go to waste. The Senate digested it
and sent it back to blood and veins of the republic;
hence, cooperation between all gave vitality to the
republican body. This fable lived on in Plutarch,
the poetry of Marie de France, and William
Shakespeare’s Coriolianus.

Christianization of the Metaphor

The Romans’ appropriation of the analogy leads
us to the Christianization of the metaphor.
Interestingly, its meaning changed little and still
implied subordination. Saint Paul used the bodily
metaphor amply. He molded Christ and the church
into a single body and further depicted the church as
the bride of Christ in I Corinthians 12: 12-27,
which clearly demonstrates the continuity with the
ancient authors:

For as the body is one, and hath many members,
and all the members of the body, being many, are
one body; so also is Christ . . . If the foot shall say,
Because I am not the hand, I am not of the body;
it is not therefore not of the body. And if the ear
shall say, Because I am not the eye, I am not of the
body; it is not therefore not of the body . .. And
the eye cannot say to the hand, I have no need of
thee: or again the head to the feet, I have no need
of you . .. That there should be no schism in the
body; but that the members should have the same
care one for another . . . Now ye are the body of
Christ, and severally members thereof.

Colossians 1:18, adds “And he is the head of
the body, the church,” and Ephesians 5:23-30
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continues the metaphor with: “For the husband is
the head of the wife, and Christ also is the head
of the church . . . because we are members of his
body.

Early theologians continued the use of bodily
metaphors. Their notion of the body politic was a
mystical Christian body united in the sharing of
Christ, the Eucharist or transubstantiation (the
substantial change of the bread and the wine of
the mass into the body and blood of Christ).
The metaphor took theocratic connotation.
Leadership was divine. For example, Chapter 12
of Augustine’s The City of God discusses the fol-
lowing: “Concerning the Opinion of Those Who
Have Thought that God is the Soul of the World,
and the World is the Body of God.”

Augustine’s notions are representative of the
medieval infatuation with the metaphor. The
Middle Ages defined what the eminent French
medievalist Jacques Le Goff has proposed to be
medieval society’s organicist conception of the
political world. The model started in the clerical
world and spread to secular politics. Originally,
the church presented itself as a mystical body
politic whose original head was the pope; kings
and princes were its members. But eventually lay
authorities vied for leadership, and theorists
argued for a divinely inspired monarchy-head
until, to a large extent, the eighteenth-century
revolutions dismembered the medieval Christian
body.

The church was first conceptualized in terms of
a body and, often, that of a bride; Christ was
either the body’s head or the bride’s groom. Later,
kings and popes associated themselves with the
Christian body, integrating its ambivalent dual
nature. Like Christ, kings and popes lived and
died, but the institutions of monarchy and papacy
continued. The renowned medieval historian Ernst
Kantorowicz was the first to highlight the double
nature of the monarchy in The King’s Two Bodies:
A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology. He sug-
gests the dual construction of a king’s body,
which dies because of its physical/biological
nature, and of a monarchial (everlasting) institu-
tion that endures. This construction was captured
in the traditional rallying cry that followed the
death of a king: The king is dead, long live
the king. Later, Ralph E. Giesey offered some of
the best-known visual evidence of the monarchial

dual nature in his discussion of the royal effigies
that were posed on top of kings’ coffins. As the
corpse decomposed, the effigy-institution symbol-
ized the continuity of the body. The symbol eased
political transition. Effigies remained visible dur-
ing the funerary processions and the mourning
periods and sometimes took on a life of their own
during the royal interregnum.

Reflecting on Kantorowicz’s analysis, Agostino
Paravicini Bagliani, in The Pope’s Body, consid-
ered how the church formulated its own institu-
tional continuity based again on the bodily
metaphor. The pope died of human death, but the
ecclesiastical institution, like Christ, continued. For
Paravicini Bagliani, the ecclesiastical rituals that
surrounded the death of a pope cemented this
inherent internal contradiction between the pope’s
physical transience and the church’s institutional
continuity and survival.

Perhaps the most sweeping medieval elabora-
tion of the concept was left to John of Salisbury
(1120-1180) and his Policratus, an essential
medieval work of political theory. Like his
ancient Greek model, his political society mir-
rored a healthy human body. Chapter Two of
Book Five, grounded in Plutarch’s theories, dis-
cusses the body of a republic (a complete anach-
ronism in his twelfth-century context) that was
ultimately dominated by its Christian soul sym-
bolized in the spiritual leadership of the priest-
hood. For John, the head of his republic was a
leader who was subject to the rule of God as, in
a body, the head is subjected to the rule of its
soul. He then proceeded down the physical body,
attributing the heart to the Senate; ears, eyes, and
mouth to judges and provincial governors; hands
to officials and soldiers; stomach and intestines
to treasurers and record keepers; and the feet to
the peasantry.

In the thirteenth century, the Florentine Brunetto
Latini’s Book of Treasure continued the political
usage of the analogy, as did the theological writ-
ings of Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). Aquinas,
influenced by Policratus, discussed the necessity
of a human’s natural deference to the leadership
of a king, arguing that this form of governance
was as natural an occurrence as a soul was in a
body. Similarly, John of Paris’s (1250-1306) On
Royal and Papal Powers, defending the subordi-
nation of the pope to a king, used the metaphor to
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argue for the commonsensical leadership of one
single common force. The argument of single lead-
ership is repeated in Marsiglio of Padua’s (1275-
1343) Defender of the Peace.

It should be noted that the medieval tendency
to fuse church and state was bound to create a
necessity to identify a single leadership, especially
when using bodily metaphors. Marsiglio of
Padua, for example, using Aristotle’s On the
Movement of Animals, understood quite well
that, in a body, multiple leaderships created an
unviable position of contrary directions. In his
On the Duty of the King, the Christian reformer
John Wycliff continued the defense of a divinely
inspired kinship, arguing from the bodily meta-
phor. In his case, leadership moved organically.
The king was the kingdom’s head or heart. The
medieval apogee of the metaphor’s history rested
with the political writing of a woman, Christine
de Pizan (c. 1365-1430) and her Book of the
Body Politic. As the first female professional
writer of France, she organized her treatise into
three parts (ruler, nobles, and commoners) that
cooperated, like a well-functioning body, for the
benefit of the whole.

Henry VIII (1491-1547) of England initiated
the quartering of the medieval body politic meta-
phor by bringing some of the earliest radical theo-
rists’ views to fruition. He placed himself in the
role of the Roman pope as head of the church.
Slightly before his time, Sir John Fortescue’s
(c. 1394-1476) De Laudibus Legum Angliae: A
Treatise in Commendation of the Laws of England
had argued that nerves-laws bound the British
body politic, advocating a limited monarchy and
parliamentary rule. In 1606, Barnabe Barnes’s
Foure Bookes of Offices continued the dismem-
berment of the traditional body politic by grant-
ing the head to the king and, this time, the lungs
to the laws. The Reformation dismantled the
issue of body’s leadership even more, challenging
most often those who headed it: the king or the
pope. The Christian partition allowed rulers to
refer to the old metaphor to gain some sense of
control over a population that could disavow the
leader’s choice of allegiance (Catholicism or
Reform). Hence, the usage of the metaphor
advertised unity as the Christian body splintered
and the long association between Christianity
and politic decayed.

Rejection of the
Organic Concept of the State

John Milton’s 1641 Of Reformation Touching
Church-discipline in England refashioned The
Belly and the Members’ fable into The Fable of the
Wen and the Members. The wen (or boil)—a
metaphor for a Catholic bishop—having grown
close in size to a head, argued for his prime posi-
tion over the rest of the members. A philosopher
brought to the council exposed him for his real
nature, a foul excrescence. If the latter philoso-
pher debated the positioning and precedence in
leadership, he still adhered to the traditional
understanding of the metaphor.

Shakespeare also instilled doubt in its validity,
questioning in Coriolanus the organicist concep-
tion of the cooperation between the members of
the body. He stripped the metaphor of its founda-
tion. Just as John Milton suggested that a body
could grow unhealthy and diseased, Shakespeare
wrote that it could also transform into an abomi-
nation when members of society did not play their
assigned organic function. Hence, in Coriolanus,
plebeians are compared to the Hydra monster or
diseases like the measles or scabs. Pushing the
usage of the metaphor to its extreme, Milton and
Shakespeare pointed to the truism that a body,
like society, does not always function well.

In 1651, Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury struck
the death blow by proposing the artificiality of the
body-state. In his Leviathan, he discussed the natu-
ral selfishness of humankind and the impossibility
for the species to survive without external inter-
vention for some form of balance and preserva-
tion. The right of nature (survival instinct) and the
rationality found in the law of nature led the spe-
cies to abide a Leviathan (the state), an artificial
creation. Without a Leviathan, a system that all
agree to follow, chaos would rule. Hobbes clearly
constructed the state as a social institution and
demoted it from a biological-natural view.

Later Use of the Metaphor

Past the seventeenth century, the metaphoric usage
of the body declined, even more so after the
Industrial Revolution, when issues of social con-
tract overtook the field of analysis. Institutions
were then compared to machines rather than
nature. In more modern times, social Darwinism
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and the identification of biological competition fed
a certain degree of life to the ailing metaphor. But
instead of maintaining status quo and political
immobility, it emphasized changes, as did sociolo-
gist, philosopher, and political theorist Herbert
Spencer’s (1820-1903) “survival of the fittest”
theory. Most recently, A. D. Harvey has argued for
the renewed used of the metaphor by the military,
which he describes as fists of the nations.

It should be noted that the metaphor has been
revived in the late twentieth century as an academic
buzzword. This revival has robbed the analogy of
most of its analytical content. Today’s body politic
is less of a conceptual tool than one of Orwell’s
dying metaphors. In its contemporary usage, body
politic usually denotes oppression in gender or colo-
nialism, for example, but hardly ever refers to its
old-regime analytical connotation of cooperation.

Joélle Rollo-Koster
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BRriTisH IDEALISM

British idealism took its inspiration from the
German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich

Hegel, but unlike him, the British turned the
underlying ideas into a practical crusading phi-
losophy, taking the high moral ground against the
injustices of the age. For British idealists the phi-
losopher is a public intellectual with a social
responsibility. The rapid industrialization of the
nineteenth century produced such squalid social
conditions, appalling sanitation, rampant drunk-
enness, and dangerous working practices that the
idealists, with their emphasis on the spiritual
growth of the self, were determined to campaign
to remove the obstacles to self-realization. This
entry highlights some of idealism’s fundamental
principles and shows how they resulted in a
highly politicized philosophy generating clear
principles of state intervention. It concludes with
an application of these principles to a specific
social issue.

The British idealists dominated philosophy in
the Anglophone world during the latter part of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They had
a corrosive effect on the prevailing utilitarianism
and individualism of the day and developed instead
an organic theory of society in which the good of
the whole was dependent on the good of each indi-
vidual. Theirs was a spiritual philosophy that
viewed material well-being as a precondition for
moral flourishing. We are now so accustomed to
the ideas of social welfare and state intervention in
relation to such a wide sphere of life that it is dif-
ficult to appreciate the extent to which the radical
politics of the British idealists constituted a consid-
erable departure from Victorian orthodoxy.
Education, sanitation, regulation of the externali-
ties of production, social welfare, and health and
safety were regarded by many as outside of the
sphere of government. The social reformer had to
combat not only a deep-seated fear of the arbitrary
power of the state, but also modern evolutionary
thought, which was initially commandeered into
the service of the reactionary right. Proponents of
state intervention, or interference if you were an
opponent, had to counter the arguments of those,
such as Herbert Spencer, who believed that it was
not only impractical but also immoral to interfere
with the natural and social processes of evolution.
Wherever the state interfered, as in trying to
improve the condition of the poor through the
Metropolitan Housing Act, the consequences were
the opposite of those intended.
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Fundamental Principles

The philosophy that underpinned the social con-
sciousness of British idealists has often being cari-
catured and misrepresented. The principle to
which they adhered and from which the whole
philosophical worldview emanated was the unity
of experience, which predisposed them to take all
dualisms as false abstractions, including those
between nature and spirit, the mind and its objects,
and individualism and socialism. To give credibil-
ity to their social policies, British idealists had to
counter some ideas about evolution and heredity
that caught the public imagination. Naturalistic
forms of evolution, such as those put forward by
Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer, degraded
humanity by explaining what came later in terms
of what came before. Furthermore, British idealists
could not go along with T. H. Huxley and Alfred
Russel Wallace in believing that there were two
processes of evolution discontinuous with each
other; cosmic, in which nature is red in tooth and
claw; and ethical, in which sociability and morals
evolve despite nature. The idealists contended that
nature and spirit are continuous, but instead of
spirit being explained by nature, they simply sub-
stituted Hegel’s notion of emanation, in which the
first is explained in terms of the latter. By this, they
did not mean that nature was intelligent, merely
that it is intelligible to mind and has no separate
existence apart from it. This is different from sug-
gesting that the mind creates the world. Mind and
nature are mutually dependent and inseparable.

The idea of evolution, far from being a denial of
religious experience, for the British idealists assists
us in understanding it much more adequately.
While there were differences of view, in general,
evolution bridges the gap between the present and
the past, laying bare the unity in the diversity of
humanity by discerning in man’s life one spiritual
principle that continuously works its way through
the changing forms manifest in the course of
human history. In evolution, British idealism
found a solution to the ultimate dualism of mind
and its objects because it contained the promise of
undiminishing support to religious faith.

Because they held to the principle of unity,
British idealists responded to claims that idealism
had no epistemology; they made a virtue out of the
fact. Descartes had tried to connect the mind to an
external world by claiming that the mind must

conform to the reality it perceives, but he failed to
overcome the dualism between the mind and its
objects. Kant’s Copernican revolution was to con-
tend that reality must conform to the mind by
positing a priori categories in terms of which it
could be understood, such as time, space, and voli-
tion. He too, however, failed to overcome the
mind/object dichotomy by positing things in them-
selves and things as they are known to mind. It
was Hegel who rejected the starting point—trying
to connect the mind to reality—and posited instead
an undifferentiated unity. The problem, then,
became not one of how to attach mind to the
world, but instead how to understand the process
by which the unity became differentiated into the
multiplicity of things that confront us. In other
words, it was ontology and not epistemology that
was the basis of British idealist philosophy.

This ontological understanding and the assump-
tion of unity are called absolute idealism, the pre-
dominant form that pervaded the English-speaking
world from about 1870 until after World War 1.
Such ideas led many critics, including some who
were sympathetic to idealism and who called
themselves personal idealists, to charge such
luminaries as T. H. Green, Bernard Bosanquet,
F. H. Bradley, Edward Caird, and Henry Jones
with dissolving individual personality into the abso-
lute, that is, into the one undifferentiated unity of
experience as a whole and of subordinating the
individual to the state.

A Fighting Philosophy

The British idealists placed themselves at the heart
of the most contentious political debates of the lat-
ter part of the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. Education was to be the great social leveler,
and everyone, not just the privileged, was to be
given access to it. They believed that manipulation
of the social environment through regulation and
education would ensure that every citizen had the
opportunity to achieve his or her potential. Like
their Victorian and Edwardian contemporaries,
the idealists made the improvement of moral char-
acter a fundamental preoccupation. They rejected
the two principal theories of heredity: social deter-
minism and the idea of inherited character, associ-
ated with Jean-Baptiste Lamarck and Herbert
Spencer, and also the genetic determinism that was
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powerfully advocated by August Wiesmann in his
germ plasm theory. Typically taking the best from
each of the antithetical theories and synthesizing
them into a positive alternative, the British ideal-
ists maintained that we inherit certain capacities.
These capacities certainly limit the extent of our
potential, but to flourish, they require the right
social environment.

According to British idealism, the individual is
nothing without society, and society is merely the
individual writ large. Individuals could not be con-
ceived as the bearers of rights outside of a social
context. Rights were to be regarded as an achieve-
ment and resulted as a consequence of social rec-
ognition. For any valid claim to become a right, it
had to be socially recognized, and the justification
for having such a right is that it contributes to the
common good. While all rights are social, there
are some without which society would be unrecog-
nizable, and these rights, while not natural, are
nevertheless fundamental.

Rights require a moral community, but there is
no reason why that community could not extend
beyond national boundaries. In this respect, the
British idealists differed from Hegel. They agreed
that a worldwide moral community was both pos-
sible and desirable but nevertheless differed among
themselves over the extent to which it had already
been achieved. For the likes of Green, Caird,
Haldane, Jones, and Muirhead, considerable
advances had already been made, whereas Bradley
and Bosanquet were far more skeptical.

The Principles of State Intervention

Insofar as nations were still the identifiable moral
community capable of sustaining a system of
rights, and solidarist enough to support the reci-
procity of rights and duties, the role of the state
was to ensure that the social environment did not
place obstacles in the way of individuals fulfilling
their potential. Because moral development requires
individual responsibility, each extension of the
activity of the state had to be weighed against the
potential inimical consequences of diminishing
that responsibility and making the individual
dependent on society. In that right intention is one
of the features that defines a moral act, to compel
action takes it outside of the moral sphere. The
state, therefore, faces a serious moral dilemma

when it compels its citizens to act or desist from
acting in certain ways. To justify state action, three
conditions have to be met. In the first place, some
impediment must inhibit or frustrate the individu-
al’s capacity for potential action. Second, the ben-
efits of being able to harness the resources of
character and intelligence must outweigh the nega-
tive consequences of any restrictions imposed.
Third, it must be better to act, even if the action is
compelled through fear of legal reprisal, than not
to act at all. Experience and judgment have to be
employed in weighing the costs against the benefits
of state intervention. There is no formula that can
be magically applied to impose a priori limits on
state activity.

This placed British idealists squarely in the
middle of the debate between individualists and
socialists over the role of the state. Both individu-
alists and socialists presupposed that any increase
in the activity of the state limits the opportunities
for individual enterprise. They agreed that the
extension of the state encroaches on individual will
but differed over whether it is desirable. The ideal-
ists contended that individualists and socialists
were mistaken. The controversy, for them, was
absurd because the individual is not an isolated
entity independent of society. Socialism, on the
other hand, far from diminishing individualism
could with equal credibility be viewed as enhanc-
ing it. When assessed in relation to the criterion of
what the state can do for the individual and what
the individual can do for himself or herself and
society, it is obvious that individual freedom (not
arbitrary choice) and the extension of state activity
have grown hand in hand. The right kind of social-
ism provides the individual with opportunities that
deepen his or her personality and facilitates the
possibility of conceiving and pursuing higher pur-
poses. The “true” socialism, then, empowers indi-
viduals and generally makes them stronger and
better citizens.

This is an enabling conception of the state,
which makes it responsible for doing only what is
needed to assist individuals to act. The state should
not diminish individual responsibility by attempt-
ing to achieve substantive ends on behalf of its citi-
zens, according to the British idealists. The issue is
one, not of minimal state activity, but of the right
sort of state activity, which does not undermine
individual responsibility. At a time when we expect
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the state to do more and more, Bosanquet provided
a reminder of the importance of individual respon-
sibility and of the need to promote participatory
citizenship and the revitalization of democracy.

Idealism in Action

To take a practical example, how could the
enforcement of temperance or restrictions on the
sale of alcohol increase the capacity of the indi-
vidual for moral growth? The opportunity for such
growth is taken away by removing temptation. For
those such as Green, Caird, and Jones, to be a slave
to drink or to one’s passions is already to have
diminished one’s capacity for free choice. Drink
drives the individual into degeneracy and renders
him or her incapable of providing and sustaining a
loving family environment in which children may
be nurtured and flourish. Drink arouses passions in
men that make them a danger to women. Green,
for example, believed that diminishing drunken-
ness would reduce the incidence of child neglect,
poverty, and the sexual abuse of women.

Crime and pauperism are the burden that
intemperance imposes on society; so government
has every right to intervene to lessen the burden.
Green was not averse to the use of legislation to
diminish temptation, especially in relation to the
sale of alcohol. Education and example were not
likely to halt the advance of the vice among the
degenerate and hopeless. Legislation abolishing or
restricting the sale of alcohol would remove one of
the obstacles to the improvement of character.
Education alone would not be enough and needed
the assistance of legislation before it could trans-
form social values.

Bosanquet is seen quite rightly as more of an
opponent of state socialism than his fellow ideal-
ists, and much more in favor of private property
and laissez-faire capitalism. He was, nevertheless,
committed to the same principles by which to
judge whether a social ill was best left to individ-
ual enterprise or state legislation. Bosanquet’s
support for allowing free-market forces to prevail
or for advocating social or state intervention was
consistently based on the capacity of existing
institutions to facilitate or impede individuals in
the realization of their natures. On balance, he
thought that private property and laissez-faire
capitalism performed the task adequately. If they

did not, Bosanquet was prepared to concede a
considerable degree of collectivism as long as it
was guided by increasing human happiness and
improving character.

The legacy of British idealism has been to give
emphasis to a communitarian conception of soci-
ety in which rights are fundamentally social and in
which social justice is driven by a principle of
reciprocal obligations and responsibilities.

David Boucher
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BuppHisT PoLiTicAL THOUGHT

Buddhist political theory is a work in progress.
Political theory in the Buddhist world is primarily
a response to the encounter and confrontation
with the modern and the Western, which created
the need to think about theoretical and institu-
tional content and change in innovative ways.
Traditional society throughout the Buddhist world
never ceased changing, but this did not require the
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reconceptualization of society and the polity as
profoundly, and as theoretically, as has the impact
of the West that grew most intensely in and after
the nineteenth century.

Postulates

A limited number of presuppositions form the
foundation of Buddhism and provide the concep-
tual framework within which Buddhist political
theory is developing: The world consists of sen-
tient beings. It is the nature of all sentient beings to
want to be happy and not dissatisfied. All sentient
beings are interrelated because of dependent origi-
nation: that is, everything that exists is related
causally to everything that has or will exist.
Harming other sentient beings generates unhappi-
ness and therefore should be avoided. The ultimate
objective of all sentient beings is enlightenment.

There are many paths and practices to achieve
enlightenment, and the Buddha taught that the
individual should find the tools that worked for
him- or herself. The world of sentient beings is
constantly changing. Nothing is permanent, and
nothing exists in and of itself but only in relation
to, and as a consequence of, everything else that
exists. Therefore, there can be no objective truths
valid for all times, all places, and all sentient
beings. Time in the Western sense does not exist,
nor do ultimate beginnings and ends within the
perceivable universe.

These postulates raise certain conceptual prob-
lems for Buddhist political theory: Of what does
society consist? Sentient beings usually implies all
beings, from the gods to earthworms, for example.
Does society include the vegetable kingdom, which
we know is sentient? If nothing exists in and of
itself, can there be inherent rights? Is dignity a char-
acteristic of human beings only or of all sentient
beings? What social structures, political institu-
tions, and political processes may inhibit, or encour-
age, the achievement of enlightenment? Do the
capitalist society, economy, and culture harm sen-
tient beings? Buddhist political theorists are seeking
to resolve these and many other issues today.

Historical Sources

The historical textual sources for Buddhist political
theory are very limited and almost never dedicated

primarily to political theory. Philosophers and
scholars, therefore, have to extrapolate from them.
Three are most important: The sutras, considered
the records of the Buddha’s oral teachings, provide
expositions of fundamental postulates and indica-
tions of lines for extrapolation. The vinaya, the
teachings of the Buddha in response to specific
questions and issues raised by the monks of his
time, constitute the framework for the daily social
and spiritual life of the sangha, the monk body,
and provide material for thought about social the-
ory and problems. The Indian Buddhist philoso-
pher Nagarjuna (c. 150-250 CE.) is often a source
of ethical principles to be applied in developing
political philosophy, particularly two of his works:
To a Good Friend and Precious Garland.

The acts and policies of the South Asian
emperor, Ashoka (c. 304-232 BCE), are consid-
ered exemplary of Buddhist kingship and social
policy. After years of warfare, Ashoka suddenly,
according to legend, converted to Buddhism and
proceeded to create compassionate social policies
and institutions and to teach the dharma, the
Buddhist conception of the nature of the universe,
to the people. He is the model of the Buddhist uni-
versal king, embodying the social and political
values of a Buddhist state.

Contemporary Schools

Four schools of Buddhist political theory may be
singled out as typifying different approaches. In
late nineteenth-century Sri Lanka and Burma,
Buddhism became a basis for nationalist opposi-
tion to Western ideas and values. Concepts of his-
tory and popular education developed from this, as
did the engagement of the monks in social reform.
In the twentieth century in both countries, social-
ism provided a discourse for Buddhist political and
social engagement.

The Kyoto School of thought in Japan, which
flourished in the 1930s and is most closely associ-
ated with the name of Nishida Kitaro (1870-19435),
sought to use Buddhism in both understanding
and defining politico-historical processes in Japan
before World War II. It was very abstruse. Although
it was tarnished by its ambiguous response to
World War II, both scholars and philosophers
began late in the twentieth century to reevaluate
its contributions.
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In Thailand, the writings of the monks
Buddhadasa (1908-1993) and Prayudh Payutto
have led to speculation in the realm of political
thought and in experimentation in social action.
The secular social activist Sulak Sivaraksa has paid
considerable attention to the concept of justice in
the Buddhist context.

The last remaining officially Buddhist state
in the world, the kingdom of Bhutan, has for
20 years or more been developing a theory of
Gross National Happiness. Deeply rooted in
Buddhist values, the state seeks to develop both
theory and practice that will modernize and
develop the country’s culture and institutions
without betraying its Buddhist worldview. It rests
on the “four pillars” of equitable and sustainable
socioeconomic development, the preservation and
promotion of the culture, environmental conser-
vation, and good governance.

Mention must also be made of the primarily
Western, more specifically North American,
“engaged Buddhism,” which seeks to apply
Buddhist principles to sociopolitical action but has
not contributed significantly to theory itself.

Theoretical and Practical Issues

As a work in progress, there is no theoretical issue
that Buddhist political theory does not have to
confront. For example, is there a place for some-
thing like the Western concept of the individual to
develop in Buddhist theory? Can Western concepts
such as rights, equality, law, justice, and democ-
racy be adapted within Buddhist political thought?
And should they be? How do these concepts apply
to all sentient beings, most particularly to animals?
Women and ethnic minorities pose particular
problems for Buddhists because traditionally gen-
der has constituted different orders of beings, and
ethnicity was never a Buddhist concept.

Equally important: How should Buddhist political
theory respond to globalization? Industrialization?
Capitalism? What are the implications of the impo-
sition of Western law, legal processes, and judg-
ment in place of traditional mediation practices?
Do they inflict harm in the form of dissatisfac-
tion on the part of losers and unbalanced gratifica-
tion on the part of winners?

Buddhist political theory has played, and con-
tinues to play, a large role in demarcating Western

from non-Western thought in Asia and in negotiat-
ing the interaction between Buddhism and the
West. Its future path will depend largely on its
relationship to institutional, economic, and social
development and on communication among vari-
ous schools of Buddhist thought.

Mark Mancall
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BUREAUCRACY

A bureaucracy is an organization characterized by
hierarchy, fixed rules, impersonal relationships,
strict adherence to impartial procedures, and spe-
cialization based on function. Bureaucratic organi-
zations can be found in the private sector as well
as the public sector. This definition of bureaucracy
as a type of organization overlaps with other ways
in which the word is used. Bureaucracy can be
used as a synonym for a hierarchic mode of
coordination—a usage based on the hierarchical
nature of such coordination. It can be used as a
synonym for the public administration—a usage
that suggests the public sector is the archetype of
a hierarchic organization. It can refer to the bureau-
crats who work in the public sector or other large,
hierarchic organizations. And it can describe bureau-
cratic conduct that rigidly applies general rules to
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particular cases—a type of conduct associated
with officials in hierarchic organizations.

Historical Contexts

Etymologically bureaucracy combines bureau,
which referred to a place of work for officials, with
-cracy, which was the Greek term for a pattern of
rule. Vincent de Gournay, an eighteenth-century
economist, introduced the word bureaucracy as an
addition to the classic typology of government
systems: It was a form of government in which
officials dominated.

Although the word bureaucracy first arose in
the eighteenth century, social scientists have been
quick to apply it to earlier times. They have argued
that the Egyptian monarchy created a bureaucratic
system to build waterworks projects throughout
its empire; that the Romans used bureaucratic sys-
tems to govern their vast territories; or that the
monarchs of medieval and early modern Europe
used bureaucrats for tax collection, trade regula-
tion, and early forms of policing. Generally, how-
ever, bureaucracy retains a clear association with
the rise of modern industrial societies. Political
scientists often argue that industrialization led to a
shift away from small-scale craft production to a
system of mass production, and the greater con-
centration of capital and the rise of factories then
led to the rise of the modern bureaucratic corpora-
tion. They also often argue that industrialization
created a myriad of new and increasingly complex
social problems and that from the nineteenth cen-
tury onward, the state began to establish depart-
ments and bureaus to govern and mitigate these
problems. Hence, the argument goes, large-scale
hierarchic organizations came to dominate both
the private and public sectors.

Government bureaucracies expanded for much
of the twentieth century. To some observers,
bureaucracy appeared to be the ideal organiza-
tional type for the performance of complex repeti-
tive tasks: It allowed separate parts of the state to
specialize in particular tasks, while providing the
center with effective control over each of the parts.
Yet, by the late twentieth century, a growing num-
ber of critics argued that government bureaucra-
cies had become too big and complex, leading to a
lack of responsiveness and to inefficiency. Some
critics argued that bureaucracies were inherently

unresponsive and inefficient because they were
shielded from the disciplines of the market. The
backlash against bureaucracy led to attempts to
reform government through privatization, internal
markets, contracting out, private-sector manage-
ment practices, and networks.

Theories of Bureaucracy

Max Weber, a German sociologist, has been far
and away the most influential theorist of bureau-
cracy. Weber believed that societies evolved from
the primitive and mystical to the complex and
rational. He paid particular attention to changing
forms of political authority in this process of evo-
lution. In his view, political authorities secured
obedience by acquiring various kinds of legiti-
macy. He identified three types of authority, each
of which had a different source of legitimacy.
Tribal societies, and also absolute monarchs, rely
on traditional authority legitimized by the sanc-
tity of tradition. Military, religious, and other
leaders often rely on charismatic authority legiti-
mized by the personal standing of the leader.
Finally, rational-legal societies rely on legal
authority legitimized by reason. Law defines the
obligations and rights of rulers and ruled. Reason
leads the ruled to obey the rulers. Weber argued
that there was a general pattern of social evolu-
tion toward the kind of rational-legal authority
found in modern states.

Weber described bureaucracy as the institu-
tional form of rational-legal authority. Bureaucracy
does not involve public officials dominating gov-
ernment. It requires only that full-time, profes-
sional officials are responsible for the everyday
affairs of the state. Elected politicians might for-
mulate policy, but officials implement it. Many
aspects of bureaucracy derive, in Weber’s analysis,
from its rational-legal setting. The dominance of
legal authority entails an impersonal rule in which
abstract rules are applied to particular cases.
Similarly, the dominance of rationality appears in
the division of an organization into specialized
functions carried out by experts.

Most social scientists endorse something akin
to Weber’s characterization of bureaucracy.
Although Weber thought modern rationality was
a mixed blessing, he is often read as claiming
bureaucracy as the ideal and most efficient type of
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organization, and many critics disagree strongly
with such claims.

Critics of bureaucracy often argue that the fea-
tures of Weber’s ideal type have self-defeating
consequences. Rational-choice theorists argue
that hierarchic organizations encourage bureau-
crats to respond to their superiors at the expense
of citizens. Neoliberals argue that the emphasis
on general rules and stability leads to inertia and
to an inability to respond to a rapidly changing
environment. Institutionalists argue that the spe-
cialization of functions leads to fragmentation; it
results in a plethora of subunits, each of which
goes its own way, leaving the center facing prob-
lems of coordination and control. Yet other critics
argue that bureaucracy threatens democracy:
Whereas Weber suggested that bureaucracy
offered a neutral and technical structure for
implementing policies formed by elected politi-
cians, these critics emphasize the impossibility of
distinguishing policy implementation from policy
formation and so bureaucratic administration
from democratic decision making.

Today, Weber’s concept of bureaucracy might
seem an outdated relic. Certainly, the rational-
choice, neoliberal, and institutionalist criticisms of
bureaucracy helped to inspire various attempts to
replace hierarchies with markets or networks. Still,
we should not overemphasize the extent to which
the reforms genuinely succeeded in supplanting
elder bureaucratic structures. For a start, large
parts of the public sector remain heavily bureau-
cratic. In addition, even when we do find a prolif-
eration of markets and networks, these new
organizations still operate within a realm consti-
tuted in part by the lingering presence of the
bureaucratic state. Finally, bureaucracy appears to
be as relevant as ever for organizations that have
to impartially process vast numbers of similar,
routine cases. We would not want immigration
issues, welfare payments, airport security, and the
like to depend on the whim of the particular offi-
cial someone encountered. Hence, even if the state
contracts out some of these tasks, the organiza-
tions that take them over are likely to appear
rather bureaucratic. And there are tasks that we
would rather the state did not contract out.

Bureaucracy remains with us. It is likely to do
so for considerable time. Critics might say that its
persistence reflects institutional inertia and the

ability of bureaucrats to defend their fiefdoms.
Others might say that bureaucracy persists because
of its utility and desirability.

Mark Bevir
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Burke, EDMUND (c. 1729-1797)

Edmund Burke was an Irish-born British states-
man and writer. He earned some early recognition
as a philosophical thinker but spent the bulk of his
professional life as a member of Parliament, where
he gained prominence for his outspokenness and
leadership on controversial issues as well as for
the quality of his rhetoric. Today, he is primarily
known for the philosophical depth and practical
value of his political thought.

Life and Works

Burke was born in Dublin, where his father was an
attorney; his mother was descended from old Irish
gentry, but her family was of very modest means.
Burke’s religious background—which may have
helped shape his political and philosophical views—
has been a subject of some controversy among
scholars. His mother and sister were Catholic,
whereas Burke, his brothers, and his father were
officially members of the (Anglican) Church of
Ireland. Given that Burke and his father would
have been barred from their careers if they were
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Catholic, speculation has existed—in Burke’s time
and in ours—that the Anglican Church may not
have had their full allegiance. As a youth, Burke
was educated at a Quaker school.

Burke attended Trinity College in Dublin,
where he helped start The Reformer, a citywide
weekly devoted to the Dublin theater and matters
of “taste.” He studied law in London but dropped
out after his first year and eventually focused on
writing. Among his works were two philosophi-
cally oriented books: A Vindication of Natural
Society (1756) and A Philosophical Enquiry into
the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and
Beautiful (1757; revised, with an Introduction on
Taste, 1759). During this period, he married and
had two sons, one of whom died; he also became
the editor and principal writer of Dodsley’s
Annual Register.

The Vindication, a satire on the works of Henry
Saint John, First Viscount Bolingbroke, seeks in
part to ridicule the idea of “natural religion” by
applying similar arguments to society as a whole.
The Enquiry has enjoyed more lasting fame; it was
widely read throughout much of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries and was influential in the
English Romantic movement. It made a mark on
the continent as well, including with Immanuel
Kant. In the Enquiry, Burke rejects classical or
intellectualistic approaches to aesthetics and argues
for the immediacy of aesthetic experience. He
begins with a discussion of the passions or emo-
tions. An experience of the sublime, linked to the
passion of pain, is sharply distinguished from the
beautiful; the sublime involves that which is
beyond one’s control or understanding and is
associated with mystery, infinity, power, danger,
and so on. Burke also argues that taste is not a
form of instinct, even though it usually involves
little or no conscious rational deliberation. It is a
form of judgment that is shaped through learning
and practice.

With a family to support, Burke became a pri-
vate secretary to a government official; he soon
came to the attention of the marquis of Rockingham,
leader of the whigs. The whigs, one half of Britain’s
two-party system, could be characterized as both
liberal and conservative. On the one hand, they
tended to be associated with the emerging commer-
cial order and free markets, with individual rights,
and, especially, with belief in the preeminence of

parliamentary power over that of the king. On the
other hand, at that time, most whigs, including
Rockingham and Burke, saw value in monarchy
and in a significant role for the landed gentry and
were more interested in preserving than in chang-
ing British society. In 1765, Rockingham placed
Burke in a “pocket borough” parliamentary seat.
In 1774, Burke was put up for one of Bristol’s com-
petitive seats in Parliament, which he won. His
Speech to the Electors of Bristol (1774) is consid-
ered a classic articulation of what is sometimes
called the trustee approach to political representa-
tion. At the time, it was common for MPs to be
asked to follow specific instructions given by their
electors. Burke argued that Parliament was not a
“congress of ambassadors” and that it was his duty
to exercise his own judgment and to participate in
deliberations to develop good public policy for his
electors and for the entire nation. (The idea that
MPs should consider the interests of nonconstitu-
ents would support a theory of virtual representa-
tion advanced by Burke in 1782.) Although his
speech is still widely read Burke was punished with
defeat when he stood for reelection. Rockingham
returned him to a pocket borough, where he
remained until he retired from Parliament in 1794.
Burke was often a key strategist and policy articu-
lator for the whigs; he is given some credit for help-
ing develop party government theory.

Once Burke entered Parliament, his more
scholarly or nonpolemical writing stopped.
However, his parliamentary speeches and writ-
ings fill many volumes, much of his correspon-
dence has been preserved, and he published
several important political pamphlets and his
famous Reflections on the Revolution in France
(1790). Ironically, although Burke is best known
today as a political philosopher or theorist, he did
not write a single work of political theory per se.
His reputation is largely derived from the fact that
many of his practical political writings and
speeches are rich with political-philosophical con-
tent. Because he does not explicitly lay out a sys-
tematic philosophy, Burke can be a challenge to
political theorists. However, consistent themes
and sophisticated ideas can be drawn out of his
works, especially when they are taken as a whole.
It is impossible to treat Burke’s copious writings
comprehensively here, but some highlights can be

briefly addressed.
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Early in his parliamentary career, Burke became
a leader on issues involving the American colo-
nies, giving several speeches on the subject, includ-
ing his Speech on Conciliation with America
(1775). In his American works, Burke argues that,
for historical reasons, the political cultures of
America and Great Britain have become different,
and that Parliament should accommodate those
differences. In addition he faults Parliament for
upsetting the status quo through its impositions of
taxes on people already subject to Britain’s mer-
cantilist trade restrictions. Notably, he maintains
that by telling the Americans that their policy
objections constitute “treason” and “rebellion,”
Parliament is helping to transform them into reb-
els. Burke also argues that it is foolish for
Parliament and the Crown to fixate on their right
to impose direct taxes on the Americans; they
should abandon such metaphysical questions and
instead focus on pursuing good public policy.

In the Speech on Conciliation, Burke employs an
interesting rhetorical device: He associates past
policies with the particular individuals who pur-
sued them, linking their personality traits to the
merits of the policies. This reflects his belief that
people evaluate and respond to the character of
individuals much more readily than to technical
matters.

Colonialism or imperialism emerged as an
important area of concern and action throughout
Burke’s career. He was a leader in efforts (as in the
American case, largely unsuccessful) to reform
British rule in Ireland and India, and his writings
and speeches on both of these British holdings are
extensive. In the case of Ireland, Burke argued that
Britain’s extensive network of laws and policies
oppressing Catholics appeared to be perfectly
designed to transform a healthy society into an
ignorant, desperate, and, in today’s terminology,
atomized mob ripe for revolution. Ireland’s
“Protestant ascendancy” was bitterly attacked as a
narrowly self-interested “plebian oligarchy,” which
was not a viable substitute for the old Catholic
Irish gentry. In the case of India, Burke displayed
similar concern regarding the impact of colonial
policies on local society and the ultimate conse-
quences for Britain. Burke pursued Indian reform
through several mechanisms, including teaming up
on legislation with the more radical whig, Charles
Fox, and leading a long, ultimately unsuccessful

crusade to impeach and remove the Governor-
General of Bengal, Warren Hastings.

Several notable themes emerge in Burke’s treat-
ment of Indian policy. He contrasts Britain’s rela-
tive youth with the venerable culture of India,
deserving of respect. He maintains that any system
of law imposed on a people from the outside, no
matter how sound, would strike that people as
tyrannical. Although Burke argues that Britain
must adjust its laws to reflect cultural differences,
he also denounces “geographical morality,” the
idea that British moral and ethical standards need
not apply in India. To bolster his position, he
refutes the belief that Asian governments are neces-
sarily characterized by tyrannical or arbitrary rule.
Traditional and religiously based societies such as
those typically found in Asia actually constrain rul-
ers and provide a measure of stability and protec-
tion to subjects, he says. Although Asian regimes
are imperfect, it is under the British that India is
being governed almost lawlessly, primarily by
young men who spend just a few years there seek-
ing their fortunes and who establish no ties to the
people. In contrast, previous conquerors became
rooted in the place; they also sought to provide for
their posterity and do right by their ancestors and
therefore tempered their behavior. The young men
of the East India Company pose a danger to Britain
as well as India, Burke said, because they are likely
to maintain their arrogant and disrespectful habits
once they return home with wealth.

Burke’s sympathies for Britain’s colonial sub-
jects helped earn him a reputation as a reformer
and as a fighter against abuses of power. It is, how-
ever, important to recognize that a conservative
streak runs through the reformist efforts described
above. Burke’s conservatism is more obvious in his
opposition to efforts to reform parliamentary rep-
resentation in 1782 and, most notably, in his
response to the French Revolution and to the phe-
nomenon of Jacobinism. When Burke came out
against the revolution, it was still popular in
Britain, especially among the whigs; the issue
would divide his party. Burke’s strident denuncia-
tion of the revolution dismayed many, including
Thomas Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft, who
would publish (respectively) A Vindication of the
Rights of Woman (1792) and A Vindication of
the Rights of Men (1790) partly in response to the
Reflections. However, as violence escalated and
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reports of various crises in France grew, Burke’s
early critique appeared prescient.

Political-Philosophical Significance

The fact that Burke never wrote any political-
philosophical treatises has contributed to a diverse
variety of interpretations of his political theory
and its significance. Elements of Burke’s thought
that are universally recognized are his attention to
history and his emphasis on the particular situa-
tion, rather than on abstract maxims, when for-
mulating policy. Burke’s tendency to focus on
particulars has led some commentators to find
that he has no meaningful political theory at all;
this is somewhat ironic, given that in his own day,
some claimed that he was too much a philosopher
to be a practical politician. In the early twentieth
century, some commentators praised what was
pragmatic and utilitarian and modern about
him—employing such terms more in their con-
ventional than philosophical senses. By the mid-
twentieth century, such praise had turned to
criticism. Leo Strauss argued that Burke’s thought
is characterized by historicism and a denigration
of reason, which is ultimately nihilistic; hence he
represents a part of modernity’s problem. Such
views helped trigger the emergence of an opposing
“natural law school” of Burke interpretation,
which holds that his thought is in fact morally
centered and is, like much traditional Western
thought, based on such ideas as God, reason, and
truth. Although this understanding has been sub-
ject to some criticism, it has enjoyed broader sup-
port than nihilistic interpretations.

The mid-century resurgence of interest in Burke
coincided with the emergence of a self-consciously
conservative intellectual movement in the United
States. Some saw in Burke’s thought a philosophi-
cal grounding for Anglo American conservatism.
Conservatives intensified the focus on Burke’s
counterrevolutionary writings; a passage in his
public Letter to a Noble Lord (1796) is especially
noteworthy. There he discusses “metaphysicians,”
by which he means ideological, abstractly ori-
ented, revolutionary political thinkers who are
willing to inflict tremendous suffering in the name
of some hypothetical, distant future good. The
experience of the twentieth century’s totalitarian
horrors, and Marxist movements and regimes

especially, made Burke once again seem prescient.
Some critics have derided the conservatives’ Burke
as the “Cold War Burke,” but conservative inter-
est in Burke goes far beyond anticommunism.
Notably, Burke’s thought has been much more
closely associated with traditional conservatism
than with neoconservatism.

Not surprisingly, much conservative interest in
Burke is derived from his emphasis on tradition
and his frequent preference for the old over the
new. To Burke, established practices and struc-
tures are the product of the wisdom of generations,
and we change them at our peril. Human nature
and society are not easily understood; conse-
quently, it is difficult to anticipate the impact of
changes, so we are better off sticking with the tried
and true and attempting small, gradual improve-
ments only. This argument emphasizes the limits
of human reason in addressing social and political
problems. While this line of reasoning is explicitly
articulated by Burke, it should not be taken as the
essence of his thought. It is problematic, both as a
political theory and as an explanation of Burke’s
policy positions. Burke’s political thought is actu-
ally more subtle and sophisticated than this; rela-
tionships to such philosophers as George Berkeley,
David Hume, and Adam Smith are evident,
although so much of Burke’s thought is unique
that he should not be closely associated with any
other particular thinker.

One may argue that the idea of Burkean conser-
vatism is best understood as a desire to conserve a
sense of order and meaning; this sense helps to
moderate behavior and hence helps make possible
a stable and healthy—and perhaps liberal—polity.
Burke’s key political test, therefore, becomes not
whether a policy or social structure is old or new,
or whether the proposed change is dramatic or
incremental, but whether the change is likely to
weaken or strengthen the framework of meaning
that underpins society and the state.

Burke’s thought represents a partial rejection of
the rationalism that was coming to dominate
much Western thought. He tends to shun abstrac-
tions because, by themselves, such concepts as
liberty or rights have little meaning. Meaning
arises in historical contexts. Therefore, it is neces-
sary for a statesman both to take particular con-
texts into account and to take care to preserve
cultural frameworks. Without such frameworks,
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shared meanings are lost, and a polity is placed at
risk of disintegration or tyranny. Those who
attempt to reason ahistorically, such as the meta-
physicians or ideologues, are not moving to some
higher plane but are merely casting aside tradi-
tional moral anchors and historical sources of
wisdom in favor of an inferior, ad hoc moral-
epistemological framework that allows one’s will
free rein. If society as a whole loses such anchors,
the door is opened to “caprice.”

Using contemporary language, one may say
that, for Burke, judgment often occurs on an intui-
tive level. Reason, narrowly understood as con-
scious rational deliberation, is not a privileged way
of getting at truth and is in fact usually employed
to justify judgments that have already been arrived
at intuitively. Burke places great value on feelings;
these can be seen as reflecting intuitive judgments.
Similarly, he mounts a defense of prejudice as a
valuable source of knowledge, norms, and inclina-
tions. Burke believes that we learn largely though
imitation and experience (real and virtual), and he
places great value on the arts as shapers of moral
and political behavior. Burke’s aesthetics help
shape his politics: If political matters assume a sub-
lime quality—such as by invoking the venerable—a
barrier is erected against caprice. He defends
church establishment partly on the grounds that it
casts a sublime aura over the state, helping to
impress upon decision makers the idea that they
have a sacred trust that must override their own
selfish interests.

An emphasis on subjectivity highlights the
more postmodern dimensions of Burke’s thought.
However, Burke does not reject the idea of the
true or the good but appreciates the complexity of
the problem of moving toward them. Similarly, he
does not reject theorizing or rational deliberation
but pays more attention than most thinkers to the
contexts (both external and internal) within
which these occur. His emphasis on feelings
should not be mistaken as an endorsement of the
instinctive or primitive; for Burke, culture is of
great importance, and civilization represents
the flowering of humanity. Although he shares
with Jean-Jacques Rousseau a connection to
Romanticism, he deplored many of Rousseau’s
views. He rejects social contract theory and its
atomized view of human beings; contracts are for
business ventures and not for societies, which

stretch over many generations, rely heavily on
sentiment, and are all-encompassing, helping
make their members who they are. Similarly, he is
often (but not consistently) hostile to the idea of
prepolitical natural rights to which politics must
conform. Burke does not employ these positions
in defense of authoritarianism or blind subservi-
ence to the past, but in an effort to build and
maintain a humane state.

Burke’s political thought combines ethical,
epistemological, aesthetic, psychological, and
sociological elements in a complex manner that
blurs the usual lines between the natural and the
conventional and between the universal and the
particular. His writings and speeches continue to
offer a rich blend of philosophical insight and
political wisdom.

William F. Byrne
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ByzANTINE PoLiTicAL THOUGHT

We call Byzantines people who thought of their
civilization as the seamless continuation of the
Roman Empire. They called themselves Romans
(Rhomaioi) and their monarch the emperor of the
Romans (basileus ton Rhomaion, with variations).
Their history is conventionally dated from the
foundation of Constantinople (modern Istanbul)
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on the site of the old Greek city of Byzantium by
the first Christian emperor, Constantine I in the
fourth century CE. It ended definitively more than
a millennium later with the conquest of Constan-
tinople by the Ottoman Turks, which claimed the
life of the emperor, Constantine XI Palaiologos
(1449-1453). This entry briefly sketches certain
key themes and broad outlines under the headings
of Byzantine exceptionalism, the Roman imperial
legacy, the imperial office, and relationships between
emperors and subjects.

Byzantine Exceptionalism

Byzantines characteristically sought to demon-
strate continuity with the past and to seek prece-
dents and exempla that were adaptable to present
circumstances. Theirs was an exceptionalism
founded on the concept of taxis, an encompassing
social, ecclesiastical, and political ideal denoting
hierarchical order, stability, and harmony—
qualities that, by their lights, distinguished their
society from others and signaled their proximity to
the divine. Hence, Byzantines stigmatized those
outside their empire, including fellow Christians,
as barbarians (barbaroi) even as they asserted their
emperor’s presumptive sovereignty over the entire
inhabited world (oikoumené). Although it is tempt-
ing to impute timelessness and stasis to Byzantine
civilization in general and to the political thought
of the Byzantines in particular, this runs the risk of
reproducing rather than critically examining their
ideology. What instead should be emphasized is
the facility with which particular thinkers, repre-
senting official, ecclesiastical, and independent
perspectives, engage with the totality of their tra-
dition to marshal responses to recurrent issues and
to address novel challenges.

A key constitutive element of Byzantine political
consciousness can be found in the idea of a univer-
sal monarch enthroned amid his subjects within a
world capital. This consciousness was cemented in
the successive Avar-Persian and Arab sieges with-
stood by Constantinople in the seventh and eighth
centuries; it was resilient enough to survive the
city’s capture by the Fourth Crusade in 1204 and
was vindicated in its restoration in 1261. Two
additional aspects of Byzantine identity, Orthodox
Christianity and Hellenic language and culture,
outlasted the empire itself.

The Roman Imperial Legacy

Constantine I ruled over a Mediterranean-wide
empire in which Latin predominated as the lan-
guage of administration and culture in the west
and Greek in the east. By the eighth century,
however, Byzantium’s geopolitical reach was
effectively limited to Asia Minor, the Balkans,
and, until the early eleventh century, southern
Italy and Sicily. The imperial court cultivated an
elaborate and classicizing Greek. Byzantium’s
claim to the Roman imperial legacy did not go
uncontested: Charlemagne was crowned emperor
of the Romans by the pope in 800 CE and recog-
nized as emperor of the Franks by the Byzantines
in 812; later the imperial title was claimed by
Symeon of Bulgaria (893-927), by the German
emperors beginning with Otto I (962-973), and
by the Serbs under Stefan Uro$ IV Dusan (1345-
1355). Periods of prosperity, notably under the
emperors Basil II (976-1025) and Manuel I
Komnenos (1143-1180), alternated with periods
of misrule and military setbacks, culminating in
the disaster of 1204. Of three successor states
established in the aftermath, one, the empire of
Nicaea in western Asia Minor, succeeded in
recovering Constantinople from the Latins; the
second, later known as the despotate of Epirus in
northwestern Greece, maintained a separate exis-
tence under Greek rulers with the subimperial
title of despotai down to 1318; the third, the
empire of Trebizond on the southeast coast of the
Black Sea, held out against the Ottomans until
1461. By the middle of the fourteenth century,
the empire itself scarcely extended beyond the
hinterlands of Constantinople and outposts at
Thessalonica and in the Peloponnesus.

Even as the Byzantines’ military and economic
power fluctuated, a comparatively high level of
prestige and sophistication coupled with effective
diplomacy long enabled Constantinople to exer-
cise soft power over its western and eastern rivals
and a Byzantine commonwealth of independent
central European and Eurasian powers linked by
common cultural and religious ideals. In the
Byzantine reckoning, the emperor of the Romans
stood at the head of a hierarchy of states orga-
nized on the analogy of a family. Degrees of affin-
ity were carefully delineated; Constantinople
dealt with the Sasanian Persians, and subse-
quently with the Arabs, on a fraternal basis,
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whereas relationships with the Franks and the
pope were at a distinctly more collateral remove.

The Imperial Office

Byzantium produced little in the way of systematic
constitutional theory or political philosophy. With
rare exceptions, the authors of the relevant literary
and documentary sources, drawn for the most part
from the milieu of the civil service and the upper
echelons of the clergy, were unconcerned with con-
ceptualizing alternatives to monarchy or interro-
gating the ideological underpinnings of their
political and social order. They focused instead on
distinguishing between legitimate and illegitimate
uses of power and reflecting on the purposes and
responsibilities of government. Rhetorical training
modeled on specimens of classical and late antique
oratory provided the foundation for the discourse
of these elites. Accordingly, the media through
which politics and policy were articulated included
the ornate prefaces that adorned official docu-
ments, whether acts of general legislation or indi-
vidual charters and privileges; panegyrics or
encomia; works of historiography; ecclesiastical
writings and sermons; letters and treatises; and the
hortatory and didactic works known as “mirrors
of princes.”

Formal ceremonies, of which literary descrip-
tions and pictorial representations are extant, were
another critical vehicle for the enactment and reaf-
firmation of political relationships and ideas.
Solemn processions marked the progression of the
calendar and expressed thanksgiving or penitence
as circumstances might dictate. A symbolic topog-
raphy linked the palace and the hippodrome, sites
of interaction between the emperor and his sub-
jects and of displays of imperial preeminence
before foreign delegations, with the great church
of Hagia Sophia and the city’s many other holy
places, at which the emperor’s status as a layman
required him to acknowledge the prerogatives of
the clergy. Itineraries marking, for example, a tri-
umphant emperor’s entry into his capital not only
deployed the city’s public spaces and its monu-
ments to contextualize the moment but also sig-
naled, by means of a sequence of pauses and
changes of vestments and of modes of conveyance,
the transition from war to peace and the reintegra-
tion of the monarch with his people.

The imperial office was in principle elective and
distinguishable from both the individual who
occupied it and the state over which it ruled, in
spite of a dynastic impulse usually shared by
emperors and subjects alike. Emperors frequently
nominated family members (generally, sons) as
imperial colleagues and otherwise marked them as
successors. Imperial women played a crucial role
in assuring dynastic continuity and legitimacy and
often in exercising effective power behind the
scenes, but they were also capable of wielding the
emblems of authority and in some cases—notably,
those of Irene (797-802) and the sisters Zoe
(1042) and Theodora (1042, 1055-1056)—of rul-
ing in their own names. An imperial child “born in
the purple” (porphyrogennétos—i.e., within the
reign) could be regarded as having been
Providentially marked for greatness. Yet, the
chronic instability of the throne—by the count of
Louis Bréhier, 65 emperors were unseated forcibly,
while 39 concluded their reigns peacefully, in the
period 395-1453 CE—attracted the notice of for-
eign observers. Barely a handful of dynasties out-
lasted a century; the most successful, the
Macedonian (867-1056), included five genera-
tions of direct male and female descendants from
its founder, Basil I (867-886).

The armed forces, the imperial household, the
large and centralized bureaucracy, and the clergy
were all capable of emerging as centers of influ-
ence and resistance. Emperors contended with
powerful aristocratic factions whose power was
generally based in the land and whose precedence
at court was largely determined, in the period
prior to the Komnenian dynasty (1081-1185), by
the hierarchy of civil and military offices and insti-
tutions and subsequently by lineage. The extent to
which these and subsequent changes, particularly
with respect to the granting of territories and other
exemptions and privileges that become especially
apparent in the fourteenth century and thereafter,
are indicative of the feudalization of later
Byzantium is much disputed. Usurpations were a
danger in every period. The successful usurper,
after all, could also claim the mandate of
Providence. The absence of a regular plan of suc-
cession and the inability to remove an unsuitable
monarch short of outright rebellion ensured that
the orderly transmission of power could not be
taken for granted.
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Ceremonies and the acclamations that were an
integral part of them were calculated to demon-
strate and continually to reaffirm the universal
consensus on which legitimacy and authority
depended. Recent scholarship has emphasized as
real the possibility that such a legitimizing affirma-
tion might be subverted or withheld, although a
tendency toward formalization and orchestration
is apparent with the passage of time. Accounts of
imperial accessions stress the cooperation of the
constitutive elements of society—the people, as
represented by the assembled masses in the hippo-
drome, as well as the army, palatine officials, and
the patriarch—in making manifest the operation of
Providence in providing a ruler of the Romans for
the world. From the seventh century onward, coro-
nation typically occurred in Hagia Sophia and was
performed by the senior emperor or, in the absence
of an emperor, the patriarch; anointing, a critical
element in Western accessions, is securely attested
only from the thirteenth. Loyalty oaths asserted a
commonality of interests between emperors and
subjects.

Emperors and Subjects

The making of an emperor represented the con-
fluence of the divine will and the unanimous
choice of the governed. It effected the ratification
and conferral of absolute power on the recipient,
who was expected to govern in the interest of his
or her subjects. Well before Constantine’s conver-
sion to Christianity, Roman emperors had dis-
played their power in a manner that increasingly
emphasized their majesty and controlled access to
the imperial presence. They permitted themselves
to be addressed as “master” (despotes) and
claimed sacredness as an imperial attribute. This
style of governing was familiar and undoubtedly
welcome to a populace for whom strong central
authority was less often to be deplored than either
the more narrowly self-serving interests of local
potentates or the potential for outright disorder.
The emperor was supreme military commander,
legislator, and judge, steward of both public
finances and a vast private patrimony. He
played a supervisory and administrative role in
the church, including the appointment and
investiture—and in many instances the deposition—
of the patriarch of Constantinople, which is

now generally considered to fall short of the “cae-
saropapism” that was once a preoccupation of
modern scholarship.

When Christians depicted the kingdom of
heaven, they found ready to hand an analogue in
the splendor and pageantry of the imperial court.
In a similar fashion, monotheistic universalism
and the process by which it came to be dogmati-
cally defined in orthodox Christianity reinforced
and enhanced Roman and Byzantine ideas about
monarchy. The terrestrial monarchy (basileia)
ought to strive to be an approximation or imita-
tion (mimesis) of the celestial. The emperor was
God’s elect and therefore uniquely the focus of
divine favor and the agent of victory, stability, and
prosperity. Yet, emperors were also accountable
for the powers jointly delegated to them by God
and the Roman people. They participated in
human fallibility and were necessarily sinners and
penitents. The Old Testament supplied parallels:
David, above all; also Moses; Saul; Solomon; and
the priest-king Melchizidek. As a son of the
church, the emperor had a duty to support its
clergy and to respect their role in the economy of
salvation. He must be Orthodox himself and a
defender of Orthodoxy. The few emperors who
attempted to intrude on matters of doctrine, as in
the disputes over the divine and human natures of
Christ or the veneration of religious images or the
union of the Roman Catholic and Orthodox
churches, or who tried to claim for themselves a
quasi-episcopal or sacerdotal role, did so with
scant long-term success.

Discourse on imperial virtues provided a shared
framework for justifying and evaluating the man-
ner in which emperors exercised power. Emperors
were congratulated for possessing not only the
traditional cardinal virtues of courage, temper-
ance, justice, and wisdom but also specifically
kingly virtues such as philanthropy, generosity,
and clemency. They should be vigilant in respond-
ing to the needs of their subjects, yet their demeanor
should suggest serenity and the contemplation of
eternity.

Imperial initiative was capable of evoking a
range of responses. As the inheritor of the Roman
legal tradition, which was concerned primarily with
the sphere of civil or private law as preserved by
the Corpus iuris civilis of Justinian I (527-565 CE)
and subsequently translated into Greek and
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adapted in successive collections, Byzantium upheld
an ideal of civil society organized around the obser-
vance of legal rules and procedures. Legislation
was an imperial prerogative, and the emperor’s
jurisdiction was in principle unlimited. As the
source of law and supreme judge, emperors
acknowledged no terrestrial authority superior to
their own. They were, therefore, capable of being
identified with the Hellenistic epithet “living law”
(nomos empsykhos), to whom the laws were sub-
ordinated. Yet, emperors were also reminded that,
inasmuch as their power was unconstrained, the
onus was on them to exercise self-restraint:
Imitation of divinity entailed observance of legal
and moral norms; failure to adhere to customs and
expectations risked the charge of innovation, with
its connotations of disorder and revolution and
intimations of tyranny.

Yet, there was also concern lest strict legalism
and moral rigor, an overscrupulous investment in
taxis, impair the efficacy of the imperial office in
responding to circumstances warranting a relax-
ation of the letter of the law. Such a concession
(otkonomia) could be justified as an imitation of
divine mercy to mitigate unmerited severity or
hardship. This kind of flexibility, validated through
rhetorical subtlety, enabled Byzantines to maintain
their claims to world dominion even as they dealt
pragmatically with the challenges confronting
them throughout their long history.

At the same time, the diminution of the empire
and the attenuation of its multiethnic character
from the thirteenth century onward as a result of
conflict with Westerners and the Turks contrib-
uted to the development of a national conscious-
ness on the part of Greek speakers, who increasingly
identified themselves as Hellenes, and to an inten-
sification of interest in classical Greek civilization
on the part of Byzantine intellectuals, many of
whom would spur the renascence of Greek letters
in the West.

Charles F. Pazdernik
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CALHOUN, JoHN CALDWELL
(1782-1850)

In A Disquisition on Government John C. Calhoun
argued that majority rule inevitably led to majority
tyranny and proposed instead a consensual model
of government whereby each significant interest
enjoys veto rights over collective decisions. He did
not believe this would produce anarchy or dead-
lock but held instead that it would force all groups
and interests genuinely to deliberate together and
legislate for the common good. Calhoun is signifi-
cant first for his critique of majority rule and, sec-
ond, for taking the consensus principle more
seriously and exploring its presuppositions more
thoroughly than any other theorist before or since.

Calhoun’s theory emerged from his experience
representing a state (South Carolina) and region
(the slaveholding South) increasingly outvoted by a
growing Northern majority. In a career spanning
four decades, Calhoun served as U.S. representa-
tive, secretary of war, secretary of state, vice presi-
dent, and U.S. senator. He insisted that states had a
constitutional right to nullify federal law; this
would guarantee policies upon which all states and
regions could agree. He claimed states had a consti-
tutional right to secede from the Union but believed
a consensus rule would make secession unneces-
sary. He was strongly committed to slavery, which
highlights a general problem with his consensus
theory: deciding who counts as an “interest.” For
Calhoun slaveholders were a legitimate interest
entitled to veto rights; slaves were not.
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Calhoun’s diagnosis of majority tyranny differs
from James Madison’s treatment in Federalist 10.
Madison claimed that in a large republic no single
interest would be permanently in the majority.
Calhoun argued that over time the dynamics of
party competition would create entrenched, region-
ally based majorities and minorities unlikely to
alternate in power. The majority would then monop-
olize public benefits and impose excessive costs and
burdens on the minority; this could be prevented
only by arming the minority with veto rights.

The question remains whether Calhoun’s pro-
posed cure is worse than the disease. Deadlock
was not his goal; he assumed, on the contrary,
that collective action was urgently necessary. In
his view a minority invoking its veto rights would
create a crisis and thereby force enlightened lead-
ers from each interest and section to deliberate
together and break the deadlock. In Federalist 10
Madison warned that “enlightened leaders will
not always be at the helm.” Calhoun’s consensus
model makes the opposite assumption.

Mutual-veto systems resembling what Calhoun
recommended have existed and continue to exist
today. Examples include the United States under
the Articles of Confederation (1781-1788), the
1998 peace agreement for Northern Ireland, and
the 1974 constitution of the ill-fated former
Yugoslavia. Calhoun’s theory sheds light on their
workings, and their effective or ineffective opera-
tion, in turn, illuminates the strengths and weak-
nesses of Calhoun’s theory.

James H. Read
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CALIPHATE

The term caliphate was used classically in the
West to indicate the “successor” to the Prophet
Muhammad, while the Arabic term khalifa sig-
nifies the office or institution of a single ruler
and symbolic leader of the entire Muslim com-
munity (umma). Rival claims to this office were
the source of three early civil wars (fitnas) in the
first century of Islam, resulting in the creation of
sects within Islam based first on loyalty to rival
claimants and ultimately on diverging concep-
tions of the meaning and authority of the office
itself. (There are multiple transliterations of
Arabic words, but this entry uses some of the
most common.)

Kbhalifa: In the Qur’an

The word khalifa or its plural appears in the
Qur’an either in relation to prophets (Adam,
David, Noah; see Q. 2:30, 38:26, 7:69) or in
relation to humanity as a whole, as in Q. 6:165:
“For, He it is who has made you kbalifas on the
earth, and has raised some of you by degrees
above others, so that He might try you by means
of what He has bestowed upon you.” (See also
Q. 10:14, 10:73, 35:39, and 27:62.) In all of
these usages the word can suggest vicegerent or
inheritor. Thus, that the “sons of Adam” at large
are seen as God’s vicegerent or inheritor implies
their mastery over the Earth and entitlement to
its bounty.

Classical Views on the Caliphate
Doctrines of Rightful Claims to the Caliphate

The early consensus views held the Caliph (or,
Imam) as crucial to salvation because he gave the
community legal status and guided it. The Muslim
community was thus regarded as a vehicle of salva-
tion. The assassination of the third Caliph
(‘Uthman) in 656 raised for the first time the ques-
tion of who is the Imam of guidance and who the
Imam of error. If ‘Uthman had been an Imam of
guidance, then his successor ‘Ali (r. 656-661)
would be a usurper and the community following
him unbelievers. Yet if he been an Imam of error,
then he had forfeited the Caliphate, rendering ‘Ali
a legitimate Imam. These questions were never
resolved to the satisfaction of all Muslims.

In the long run, the basic divide was between
those who held doctrines of inberitancellegitimism
and those who held doctrines of merit. Hybrid
doctrines involved restricting the election of the
most meritorious to a particular family or tribe,
whether the Prophet’s tribe (the Quraysh) at large,
or his own house (ahl al-bayt).

1. Umayyads (r. 661-750) grounded their right to
rule in the legitimacy of ‘Uthman and their right to
avenge their kin’s death. Their rule represented a
restoration of the practice of selection through
tribal council (shura) of the best man from among
the Quraysh. They gave two justifications for their
return to dynastic succession: (1) Each ruler was
asserted to be in fact a man of unsurpassed merit,
indeed, the best man of his age. (2) Their successful
acquisition and retention of power was said to
suggest both this merit and God’s will, a
politicization of the prevailing deterministic
theology.

2. Shi‘ites (‘Alids) grounded right government in
right lineage, specifically the house of the Prophet
Muhammad through ‘Ali and his wife Fatima. The
‘Alids became the Shi‘ites and the party of
opposition and protest only after the ‘Abbasids
emerged as a dynasty from a different branch of
the Prophet’s Hashimite clan. Under the Umayyads,
Hashimite Shi‘ism refers to the general opposition
based on the popularity of the Prophet’s wider
clan. Emerging after the ‘Abbasid revolution,
followers of ‘Alid Shi‘ism asserted that ‘Ali was
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designated Caliph already by the Prophet. This
doctrine is called rafd, or “rejection” (i.e., of even
the first two Caliphs Abu Bakr and ‘Umar as
usurpers of ‘Ali’s right). Their line ended at 12
Imams after the ‘Abbasids had successfully excluded
them politically.

3. ‘Abbasids (r. 750-1258) grounded right
government in right lineage, specifically the house
of the Prophet through his uncle ‘Abbas. Early on
in their reign they circulated stories of a designation
from ‘Ali to the ‘Abbasids or alternatively of the
bequeathal of the imamate from the Prophet to his
uncle ‘Abbas. This, incidentally, also implies a
doctrine of rafd (rejection of the first three Caliphs).
They gradually reformulated a doctrine that
recognized Abu Bakr and Umar and, later, ‘Uthman
and ‘Ali, resulting in the commonly known “Four
Rightly Guided Caliph” thesis. The one and only
stable position from beginning to end was that they
were members of the Prophet’s family (ahl al-bayt)
who had rendered themselves deserving of the
imamate over all other kinsmen of the Prophet by
deposing the Ummayads.

4. Kharijites were a group of ‘Ali’s supporters in
the war against ‘Uthman’s kin, who assassinated
him for being willing to submit the quarrel to
arbitration. Their doctrine of legitimate rule was a
radically meritocratic one. Anyone (famously “even
an Ethiopian [freed] slave”) can be the Imam with
no descent criterion whatsoever. They imposed
strict election conditions, and some even held that
the Imam must be elected unanimously by all
Muslims. However, the Caliph must rule Islamically;
otherwise, he can be deposed and killed by the
community. Some (the same group that insisted on
unanimous election) claimed not only that the
Caliphate was not necessary but also that it had
never existed.

5. Sunni scholars. From the beginning of the
civil wars there were those who stuck to com-
munal unity and refused to form separatist com-
munities under present or future Imams even
though they might regard the present Caliph
as sinful. They became much later the Sunnis.
They declared the Caliphate elective within the
Quraysh to legitimate both the Umayyads and
the Abbasids, while distinguishing themselves

from Shi‘ite hereditary succession. However,
communal unity was more important than right
government, and the community was formed by
acceptance of the guidance left by the Prophet
(through the hadith), not by any Imam here and
now. Sinful Imams were to be endured and pas-
sively resisted, not openly rebelled against.

Doctrines of the Role, Status,
and Functions of the Caliph(ate)

1. Initial view. The Caliph was held to be an
“Imam of guidance” crucial to the community’s
salvation. He is to guide it in both political and
religious matters. To be a Muslim is to recognize
and follow a true Imam.

2. Umayyad. The Umayyads alone in the history of
Islam claimed the title of God’s deputy (khalifat
allah) and held that the Caliph gave the community
its legal existence, guided it in both religious and
political matters, defended it against enemies,
sought to expand its domain, maintained internal
order, and formulated and exemplified God’s law.
There were some messianic claims advanced at the
time on behalf of certain Umayyad Caliphs, but for
the most part, an Umayyad Caliph remained, by
and large, an ordinary human being.

3. Shi‘ite (‘Alid). The Imam was the Messiah in
addition to filling all the normal political and
religious roles. However, the Shi‘ite (Imami)
tradition does not require any actual political
success for a true Imam to claim the title. Rather,
they followed a direct line, from ‘Ali (via Husayn),
of scholar-Imams in exile.

4. Kharijite. A true Imam is both a political and a
religious leader (i.e., an Imam of guidance) bound
to rule by what God has proclaimed without
innovation. Thus, right government is more about
how the Imam rules than who he is. This view is
similar to the Umayyad and Sunni view, but it
gives much more power to the community, to the
point of downgrading the Imam.

5. Sunni scholars. Around the ninth century the
Caliphs ceased representing the transmission of
right guidance and became mere guardians of the
community. This was retrospectively fixed at the
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end of the first four Rightly Guided Caliphs. The
scholars took on the role of right guidance, and
people no longer needed to model themselves on
the Caliph or assure themselves of salvation by
paying allegiance to him. Nevertheless, the Caliph
preserved a range of important religious roles,
including protecting the community, waging jihad,
appointing judges, upholding law, carrying out the
mandatory punishments, leading prayer, and
collecting charitable taxes.

Andrew F. March
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CANON LAw

Anthropological evidence shows that every com-
munity develops law of some kind to ensure the
well-being and continuance of the group and
often to balance the actions and aspirations of the
individual with the common good as a whole.
What is known as canon law, a set of regulations

adhered to in different Christian communities, has
evolved from the attempts of the earliest Christian
communities to do this. The word canon comes
from the Greek word kanon, meaning “rule, stan-
dard, or measure,” and law may be understood as
divine or human, discovered through revelation,
the use of reason, or both. What makes this aspect
of law and governance interesting from a theo-
retical point of view is the fact that it is voluntary:
that individuals and communities make a choice
to bind themselves to it.

Early Evolution

The Greco-Roman domus was used as a model for
the organization of early Christian churches.
However, even with this local organization,
Christians were aware of the universal nature of
the church and its mission. The conversion of the
Roman emperor Constantine in 312 CE, with the
church gradually assuming a dominant position in
society, meant that the church had to adapt or
evolve institutions. To some extent there was a
parallelism between church institutions and the
structure of the Roman state. A structure of
authority, with the emergence of a “monarchical”
episcopate, aided by presbyters and deacons, was
commonplace by the fifth century.

In the first three centuries Christians drew their
rules and norms from the Gospels and sacred
scripture. Some communities produced handbooks
to provide guidance on various aspects of the
Christian life, the Didache (the Teaching) being
one of the earliest of these. Though these texts
were not a compilation of legal enactments, they
drew upon the oral tradition, scripture, and prac-
tice (and problems arising) for their norms. As
Christian communities grew and evolved into
more complicated structures, ecclesiastical assem-
blies emerged, which provided a forum for making
doctrinal and disciplinary decisions and establish-
ing norms for local communities. Before the first
ecumenical council of Nicaea in 325 CE, there
were a number of local councils, which dealt with
the alienation of ecclesiastical property; the prac-
tice of magic, adultery, and murder; and questions
relating to baptism, reconciliation, marriage,
Sabbath observance, and rules governing those in
positions of ministry. Ecumenical (or general)
councils produced credal formulations, established
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structures for governance, and agreed on norms
for ecclesiastical discipline. The letters of the bish-
ops of Rome and the writings of the Fathers
(Athanasius, Cyril, Basil the Great, and Gregory of
Nyssa) emerged during the fourth century as other
authoritative sources of canons.

By the time Gelasius I became pope (492-496),
sources of canonical norms in the West were
widely scattered. A Greek, Dionysius Exiguus,
who was fluent in both Latin and Greek, arrived in
Rome at the end of the century. He compiled three
collections of conciliar canons that included those
from the councils of Nicaea and Constantinople
(381 CE), placing Latin and Greek versions side by
side for comparison. He further compiled a collection
of papal decretals from Siricius to Anastasius II
and combined these four collections into what has
become known as the Collectio Dionysiana. The
work of Dionysius is recognized as having major
importance for the later development of canon law
in the Latin Church.

A further source of canonical writings was the
emperors. Though the earliest period in the
church was characterized by persecution from
the Roman emperors who feared that the new
faith of Christianity would threaten the state reli-
gion and undermine their own political power,
Constantine the Great’s conversion in 312 was a
turning point for the Christian Church, with an
end to persecution. In 313 a new freedom to
openly profess faith and to celebrate liturgy was
established by the Edict of Milan, which granted
freedom of religion and recognized the church as
a corporate body. In the years to 450, the church
communities became more formally institutional-
ized, with church provinces identical with the
imperial ones, the emergence of episcopal collegi-
ality in provincial churches, and more specific
guidelines for the nomination and appointment of
bishops. As well as convening the earliest church
councils, emperors from Constantine onward
produced a number of documents that addressed
questions of internal governance of the commu-
nity, liturgical issues, issues that might interfere
with the unity of the church (heretical assemblies,
penalties for heretical groups), and many other
varied subjects such as the burial of heretics,
decorum in church, episcopal interest in military
payment, donations for pious purposes, and seg-
regation of monks and nuns.

Sources

There are a number of sources for canon law. As
discussed, church councils, papal letters, writings
of the Fathers of the church, and imperial edicts
were some of the earliest sources. Others included
the sacred scriptures in which Old and New
Testament authors were cited as the highest
authorities in matters of church discipline; natural
law, whereby humankind discovers through the
use of reason those structures or values that are
considered to be of the very essence of things, for
example, monogamy in marriage and truth in
speech, which were and are often still called upon
as bases for rules; custom, where long-standing
practices within the earliest church communi-
ties (e.g., Sunday observance and the celebra-
tion of Easter), were taken to be normative; rules
of Religious Orders such as the Benedictines,
Franciscans, and Dominicans, whose constitutions
evolved to influence other religious groups and,
eventually, the general rules of the church; civil
law, where it is judged that some harmony needs
to exist in canon law because of developments in
civil society; and concordats, formal international
agreements which have historically been negoti-
ated between the Apostolic See in Rome and
national governments.

Codification

In the codification of canon law, there were two
major figures in the first six centuries. Dionysius
was a Scythian monk who came to Rome around
497 and is the first great canonist of the Western
Church known by name. His collection and trans-
lation of canons and his collection of papal decre-
tals were the first of their kind to gain widespread
influence in the Latin Church; all subsequent col-
lections were to be affected by them. His contribu-
tion can be summarized thus: (1) He provided for
the church in Rome an accurate Latin translation
of the Greek conciliar canons and of the canons
from Sardica and Africa; (2) he provided a well-
ordered collection that was far superior to all that
had preceded it in the West; (3) he provided the
first canonical collection worthy of the name,
because he included only juridical material and
omitted other material; and (4) he laid the founda-
tions for the serious study of canon law. Justinian
was Roman emperor from 527 to 565. Early in his
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reign Justinian promoted a wide-ranging legisla-
tive reform that would be important for the devel-
opment of both civil and canon law. In 529 he
promulgated a codex of constitutions. He then
commissioned a collection of excerpts from the
writings of famous classical Roman jurists, and he
ordered the publication of a manual for students of
law (the Institutiones). These three books became
known as the Corpus Iuris Civilis, intended to be
a unified body of already existing Roman law. His
code enabled Roman law to become more avail-
able in the East and the West and became one of
the sources for the development of canon law.

In the twelfth century two key figures emerged:
Gratian and Theodore Balsamon. Though little is
known about Gratian, it is agreed that he lived
around the mid-twelfth century and died before
the Third Lateran Council was held in 1179. It is
generally accepted that he was the first to teach
canon law as an autonomous science. Having
inherited an array of law sources, he compiled the
canonical collection that he called the Concordia
discordantium canonum (Concord of Discordant
Canons), a work usually known as the Decretum.
Though never formally promulgated by the church,
the Decretum was accepted as the basic canon law
textbook in the law schools of Europe and was a
valid law book in the Catholic Church until 1917.
The importance of Gratian’s text is reflected in the
title given to him as “the father of the science of
canon law.” Historians of canon law are unani-
mous in viewing his work as a foundation for suc-
cessive generations in studying and practicing
canon law. He created a collection that was orga-
nized differently than any earlier collection. His
systematic and logical ordering of documents
ensured that the Decretum provided a basis for
future collections, and it was the first synthesis of
canon law that was universally applicable.
Theodore Balsamon (d. 1195) was a canonist of
the Greek church, in which he was a deacon
nomophylax (guardian of the laws). From 1178 to
1183 under the Patriarch Theodosius, he had
charge of all ecclesiastical trials or cases. His best
work is considered to be his commentary on the
Nomocanon of Photius, which gave him a reputa-
tion and a position in Greek Orthodox canon law
similar to Gratian in Western canon law. Balsamon’s
significance was central in the Byzantine canonical
tradition, and his commentary was cited and used

even in the post-Byzantine period. His work also
influenced Slavic canonical literature.

Further work on codification took place under
the auspices of Pope Gregory IX (1227-1241),
who, on becoming pope, decided to tackle the
problem of multiple canonical texts, some overlap-
ping, others contradictory, which led to uncer-
tainty about the law in force and complicated the
teaching and application of canon law. He decided
to have a new compilation that would contain only
the laws in force, and he appointed Raymond of
Penafort to the task. Raymond (c. 1180-1275) had
joined the Dominicans in 1223 and was a profes-
sor of canon law in Bologna. He was summoned
to Rome in 1230 by Gregory and worked on the
Liber Extra for 4 years (Decretales Gregorii IX or
Liber Extra for short) was promulgated in 1234.

After Gregory IX, his successors (Innocent IV,
Gregory X, and Nicholas III) promulgated new
constitutions, and inevitably repetitions and con-
tradictions again occurred. Boniface decided to
group these decretals into a new collection, together
with his own decretals and the canons of the coun-
cils of Lyon (1245 and 1274). It also contained the
88 regulae juris of Roman law of Dinus Mugellanus,
a jurist from Bologna, which were thought to be
useful for the interpretation and application of
canonical norms. Boniface called this collection
the Liber Sextus. In the Roman Catholic Church in
the twentieth century, two further codifications
took place. The Pio-Benedictine Code promulgated
in 1917 served the church for more than 60 years.
The second was inspired by the insights of the
Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), though not
promulgated until 18 years after the end of the
council by Pope John Paul II. This new code
reflected the rediscovery of the ecclesiology of
communio, the concept of the church as the people
of God, the idea of authority as service, and the
participation of all members of the church in the

threefold office of Christ.

Canon Law Today

The Roman Catholic Church is by no means the
only Catholic Christian tradition to have a Code
of Canon Law. The Eastern Catholic Church—
comprising 21 Catholic (not Roman Catholic)
churches, though still in communion with the See
of Rome—has its own code, which was promulgated
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in 1990. The majority of its canons correspond
closely to the Roman code, but there are certain
differences in terms of sacraments, hierarchy, and
governance. The Eastern Orthodox Christian tra-
dition has its own canons, though it treats many of
these as guidelines rather than as absolute laws, as
it has a less legislative and juridical model of canon
law than does the West. The Anglican Communion
as a whole does not have a centralized law, but
autonomous member churches have a canonical
system dealing with issues such as sacraments, gov-
ernance, marriage, alteration or alienation of
church property, and clergy discipline. The Church
of England has a highly developed system of law,
while the Episcopal Church in the United States
and the Anglican Church in Canada have their
own systems. Other denominations have differ-
ent names for canon law; the United Methodist
Church refers to the Book of Discipline, while
Presbyterian polity is a system of church gover-
nance that is typified by the rule of assemblies of
presbyters or elders. Though all have different
emphases and structures, their aim is much the
same, in that the codes seek to ensure that there is
a measure of discipline and order within each
ecclesial community.

The Role of Law

The question is sometimes asked as to what is the
point of law in a church community, which is a
voluntary society founded on love. This point was
argued by Rudolf Sohm (1841-1917), an eminent
historian and outstanding scholar in civil and
canon law. His position was that canon law had
no place in a church of charity, law and charity
being mutually exclusive, as there was a contradic-
tion between the essence of the church and the
concept of law. He argued that the church must be
free of laws, this being in continuity with earliest
Christianity. His opinions were well received by
Protestant theologians, though they found less
favor among Catholics. The latter argued that, as
well as being a spiritual communion, the church
was at the same time an ordered society that
required structures and rules necessary to maintain
discipline.

However, law should not just be seen as some-
thing that prevents or inhibits. Recent popes have
proclaimed that law can create a just order, serving

communion, and can teach and educate individu-
als in what they ought to do in order to best fulfill
the upbuilding of the community and to communi-
cate God’s message to the wider world. It can
prevent ethical subjectivity and juridic relativity,
and eliminate arbitrariness from ecclesiastical
administration, so protecting both superior and
subject. Sohm’s views, however, are a reminder of
the danger of law overshadowing charity, and that
all law must be linked to authentic values, with its
foundation in Christ, and expressing the life of the
Holy Spirit. Anything less renders canon law the
equivalent of civil law, without regard to its dis-
tinct nature within the church. In essence, canon
law, rooted in theological values, should provide
the ecclesial community with a measure of order,
stability, coherence, and a safeguarding of the
common good and the rights of each individual.

Helen Costigane
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CHANGE

One cannot think about change in politics with-
out engaging in the debate between Marxism and
liberalism. This entry concentrates on the French
philosopher Alain Badiou’s Marxist contributions
to the discussion.

Reform versus revolution: Broadly speaking,
these are the conceptions of change found in the
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two camps. Liberal philosophers counsel the
gradual improvement of democratic institutions,
whereas the Marxists claim the problems of capi-
talist society lie at a deep structural level and can
be resolved only through the construction of a
more equitable economy. The poststructuralist
contribution to this debate, at least in France in
the mid-1960s, seems to come down to outbid-
ding the Marxists and claiming that the only genu-
ine political change is one that would affect
structures even deeper than those of private prop-
erty and the social organization of production.
Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and Gilles
Deleuze invoke Friedrich Nietzsche in gestures
toward the emergence of a new order of knowl-
edge and thought and attempt to situate their own
experiments in writing as auguries of this event.
The challenge for Badiou, working in the wake of
Marxism, poststructuralism, and the events of
May 1968, was to theorize radical political change
beyond economic determinism while insisting that
such change be both concrete and independent of
any philosophical gestures.

Badiou’s initial attempt to theorize change occurs
in his 1967 article “Recommencing Dialectical
Materialism,” a review of Louis Althusser’s work.
Althusser attempts to analyze political change
according to the model of an epistemological break
where the latter designates transformations of
knowledge such as that ensuing from Isaac Newton’s
discovery of gravity. The immediate implication is
that politics is thought of, primarily, as an order of
knowledge—knowledge of society and its compo-
nents, of institutions, and of governmental prac-
tices. In Badiou’s review of Althusser’s project he
identifies two difficulties, namely, the lack of a
concept of the whole within which the change
occurs and the limitation of change to being a
reshuffling of elements within a given structure.
Rather than ditching Althusser’s project Badiou
enlists mathematics in order to develop a more
complex model of change in knowledge, whether
that knowledge is scientific or political. In his most
significant early publication, The Concept of Model,
Badiou explains how change in mathematics occurs
through the use of models, where certain theories
or “syntaxes” are transposed and tested within
various semantic fields to give rise to models of the
theory. However, the relation between such grad-
ual production of new mathematical knowledge

and the widescale transformations of society that
remain the horizon of Badiou’s thinking is tenuous
at best.

Badiou enlisted psychoanalysis alongside mathe-
matics and Althusser in his treatment of change. He
seized on two major ideas in Jacques Lacan’s think-
ing, both found in Seminar 11: (1) The real—or the
blockages an analysand must encounter in order to
effectuate change during analysis—is a moment of
impossibility within a symbolic order; and (2) a sub-
ject is not given but emerges in praxis, where a
praxis, such as psychoanalysis, is the treatment of
the real. In his article “Infinitesimal Subversion”
Badiou argues that widescale transformations in
mathematical knowledge occur when a point of
symbolic impossibility is named. That is, a mark
that is impossible in one symbolic order, such as the
square root of minus one, is given a name (i for an
imaginary number), thus opening up another pos-
sible series of numbers—a new symbolic order. If
one transposes this operation to the current French
political situation it is the act of naming of migrant
workers as political subjects who rightfully belong
to the symbolic order of the French Republic that
begins to open up a new political space. Badiou
developed this concern with nomination in the
late 1960s, and it can be traced through to the
present day in the concepts of “evental site” and
“intervention” in Being and Event, and “event” and
“inexistent” in Logics of Worlds.

In short, the starting point of change is a struc-
tural flaw in a situation, a weak point. This is the
first of six fundamental properties of change that
can be found in Badiou’s mature philosophy. The
second property is that the kind of change Badiou
concentrates on is maximalj it effectuates a whole-
scale transformation of its milieu or space. For
instance, in Being and Event a process of change
extends the initial situation by supplementing it
with one of its previously indiscernible submulti-
ples. The third property of change for Badiou is
that, being neither finite nor measurable, it does
not possess a clear end point. In his first major
work, Theory of the Subject, the dialectical pro-
cess of division within a political movement is
permanent—this, by the way, being Badiou’s solu-
tion to the Marxist dilemma of the withering away
of the state. In Being and Event, a generic truth pro-
cedure is said to be an infinite multiple. The fourth
major property of change in Badiou’s sense is that
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it is unpredictable; it does not conform to a set
program. However, this does not mean that its
possible direction cannot be thought. Badiou iden-
tifies the various pitfalls and dead ends into which
a process of change can fall: In Theory of the
Subject he condemns leftist and rightist deviations
of the Maoist dialectic, and in Being and Event he
warns of dogmatism or spontaneism overtaking
truth procedures. The local unpredictability of a
procedure of change does not entail its being com-
pletely random at a global level. According to
Badiou there are objective constraints upon the
process of change that originate in the nature of
the situation in which that change unfolds (e.g., see
his theory of decision in Logics of Worlds). This
forms the fifth property of change in his philoso-
phy. The sixth property of change is that it takes
place, at a local level, through slow methodical
work on the part of militants involving trial and
error and the patient examination of elements of
the initial situation with regard to the conse-
quences of the initial event or naming that opened
up the procedure of change. For example, part of
the transformation of French society initiated dur-
ing the French Revolution concerns the promulga-
tion of universal secondary education, and part of
the continuing work of change in the field of edu-
cation concerns simple questions like “How can
collective discipline be ensured or encouraged
among students after May 1968?” In Badiou’s
eyes, it is solely the successful treatment of such
eminently practical questions, one after the other,
which allows a procedure of political change to
take place.

Oliver Feltham

See also Event; Maoism; Marx, Karl; Marxism;
Revolution; Structuralism

Further Readings

Badiou, A. (2006). Being and event (O. Feltham, Trans.).
London: Continuum.

Badiou, A. (2008). The concept of model (Z. L. Fraser &
T. Tho, Eds. & Trans.). Melbourne, Australia:
re.press.

Badiou, A. (2009). Logics of worlds (A. Toscano,
Trans.). London: Continuum.

Badiou, A. (2009). Theory of the subject (B. Bosteels,
Trans.). London: Continuum.

Feltham, O. (2008). Alain Badiou: Live theory. London:
Continuum.

CHINESE LEGALISM

“Legalism” is the conventional translation of the
Chinese fajia (school of law), referring to a tradi-
tion of thought and practice that regards law as
the principal instrument of governance. Although
traces of this school can be found in writings dat-
ing to the seventh century BCE, it emerged as an
influential body of thought in the fourth and third
centuries BCE and came to be associated with the
rise of the Chinese imperial state during the Qin
and Han dynasties. Representative thinkers are
Shang Yang (d. 338 BCE), Shen Buhai (d. 337
BCE), and Han Fei (d. 233 BCE).

Legalism’s conception of law, in the standard
view, is that law is amoral and an instrument of
power, used to strengthen and preserve the state.
This emphasis arose from preoccupation with the
conditions of social order and the aim, as Han Fei
puts it, to rescue all living beings from chaos. For
the Legalists, order was not an abstract problem
but grew out of their experience during the
Warring States period, when many states con-
tended for domination and the threat of war was
constant. They wrote, in particular, about the
resources needed to strengthen a state against its
rivals and thus anticipated the formative period of
nation building that began with the Qin dynasty.
In the standard view, the ruler is the source of all
law and stands above the law, so there are no lim-
its or effective checks on the ruler’s power. Law is
what pleases the ruler. This conception is most
starkly expressed in the writings of Shang Yang,
whose regard for human subjects was limited pri-
marily to their value in fighting wars of conquest
and expanding the state’s territorial control.

This is rule by law, in contrast to rule of law.
The latter regards law as constraining the exercise
of power, so that it is truly laws that govern legal
subjects, not the desires of specific individuals or
groups. Rule by law, in contrast, appears within
a relationship of domination, where a superior (in
power) issues commands to an inferior (in power)
and compels the inferior to act by threatening
sanctions in the event of noncompliance, or
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sometimes rewards in the event of compliance.
Thus, law is imperative, taking the form of com-
mands; coercive, in relying on irresistible incen-
tives manipulated by the ruler; preemptory, in
taking priority over all other obligations; and
morally arbitrary, as no limits exist on what the
ruler can demand.

The most sophisticated elaboration of Legalist
ideas was by the aristocrat Han Fei, a member of
the ruling family in the small state of Han. His
essays, collected in what has come to be known as
the Hanfeizi, address advice not to the ruler per se
but to the good, enlightened, benevolent, or sage
ruler. This does not mean Han Fei expected the
ruler to possess exceptional qualities, either of vir-
tue or intellect. It suggests, rather, that he was
elaborating an ideal of legal order, establishing
criteria for success or failure in the enterprise. The
mediocre ruler, especially, needs the guidance that
comes from the correct ideal. Criteria for success
or failure are not necessarily moral criteria, but
Han Fei is clear that the general welfare is the
proper guiding goal: not only peace and harmony
but a productive labor force and general prosper-
ity. As a result, the Hanfeizi stands somewhat
apart from other Legalist writings, with deeper
insight into the nature and need of a political
morality of governance.

The moral dimension of the Hanfeizi has critical
as well as constructive components. On the critical
side, Han Fei opposes Confucianism and offers an
extended critique of the forms of social order
based on it. The Confucian view is that right rela-
tionships are achieved through respect for author-
ity, not the threat of force. Society is transformed
by the virtuous example of an educated elite.
Accordingly, Confucians object to rule by law
because it depends on punishments and rewards,
which reinforce self-interested calculation. These
methods circumvent the sense of shame and fail to
encourage habits of self-control, thereby under-
mining moral development. The proper method is
rule by virtue rather than by law, to inculcate a
sense of appropriate conduct (yi) and the rules of
propriety (li), through education and imitation of
exemplary persons.

To this, the Hanfeizi objects that Confucian
rules of propriety constitute an esoteric body of
knowledge requiring extensive study and training.
Because only small, select groups are capable of

such training, Confucians have a monopoly on
interpreting the rules and exemplifying virtue—
and then expect deference from everyone else,
including the ruler. Indeed, many Confucians
measured their status in society by the laws they
were exempted from, such as military service,
taxes, and corvee labor. Whose interests are actu-
ally served by the activities of this educated elite?
Han Fei’s answer is that they serve private inter-
ests, not the public good. In striking language,
anticipating the rule of law ideal, he says: “The
most enlightened method of governing a state is to
trust measures [i.e., laws] and not men [i.e.,
Confucian ministers]” (Liao, trans. 1959, vol. 2,
p. 332). Thus, Han Fei advocates equality before
the law. This idea of equality can be understood
as a cynical effort to eliminate centers of power
that might rival the ruler. In place of the five
Confucian relationships, each with its own form
of deference, is the singular relationship of ruler
and ruled. However, it can also be understood as
an attack on the unjust privileges of a social class,
for whom family pedigree or social rank was a
basis for exemptions from general rules. Where
the cynical interpretation requires reading between
the lines, Han Fei’s moral critique is explicit; he
often warns that the Mandarin elite will act to
increase its power and wealth, at other people’s
expense, if the ruler fails to rein them in. The deep
inequalities of Confucian society are a continuing
source of conflict and injustice.

If Confucianism were all of morality, the
Hanfeizi would be seen correctly as insisting on the
separation of law and morality. But the commit-
ment to equality before the law makes it evident
that the ruler’s use of law to govern is a fateful,
moral choice. The self-restraint of subjects in doing
what a rule requires is matched by the lawmaker’s
self-restraint in adhering to the declared rule. Rule
by law requires official faithfulness, to provide the
guidance and predictability needed for effective
governance. To discard the law one has issued and
instead follow one’s personal whim would pro-
duce disorder; the ruler establishes the standard
and then abides by it. Thus, it is not the case that
the ruler can change or revoke any law at his plea-
sure. To the contrary, the enlightened (benevolent,
sage) ruler does not inflict punishment upon inno-
cent people or fail to inflict punishment on the
guilty. In this and other ways, Han Fei gives
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expression to basic principles of legality, such as
nullum crimen, nulla poena sine lege (no crime, no
punishment without law).

The Hanfeizi also recognizes that effective legal
order depends on the moral agency of subjects.
Because laws use general language, they abstract
from particulars and take the form of conditional
assertions: If someone acts in a specified way, cer-
tain consequences will follow. Thus, subjects are
not coerced by law unless they act so as to place
themselves in violation of it. They do not obtain
permission from the ruler before they act; they act
by their own lights, considering what official
response may occur. In this way, the effective use
of law turns on the capacity of subjects to engage
in practical deliberation, to make choices, and to
take responsibility for what they do.

The excesses of the Qin dynasty—much closer
to the model of Shang Yang than to that of Han
Fei—produced a permanent reaction in China
against a purely Legalist approach to political
order. Future dynasties attempted to achieve cen-
tralized legal control while using law to protect a
moral order constituted by Confucian practices.
But the Hanfeizi’s emphasis on equality before the
law and the moral agency of subjects offers an
indigenous resource for elaborating a principled
mode of rule by law that addresses the legal situa-
tion in contemporary China.

Kenneth Winston
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CHINESE LIBERALISM

China’s experience with liberalism (in Chinese, zi
you zhu yi), understood broadly as a doctrine
valuing individual autonomy, personal freedom,
and limited government, began over a century ago
when Chinese intellectuals identified these values
as central to securing the “wealth and power” that
enabled Western nations to dominate China mili-
tarily and intellectually. Often in tension with rul-
ing ideology—first with the Confucian-dominated
values of the imperial state and then with Maoist
Communism—Iliberalism on the Chinese mainland
remains primarily an intellectual preoccupation
rather than an organizational principle for main-
stream politics. Liberal principles continue, how-
ever, to inform political ideology in democratized
Taiwan and in the former British colony of Hong
Kong, and increasingly many contemporary
Chinese intellectuals emphasize the similarities
rather than tensions of liberalism with “tradi-
tional” worldviews like Confucianism.

As a foreign ideology self-consciously imported
into China by elites in the late nineteenth century,
the term liberalism in China identifies a cluster of
related views that draw in various ways on classi-
cal and late imperial Chinese political thought,
including Chinese Legalism and the Confucian
“statecraft” (jingshi school); contemporary
Japanese scholarship that inaugurated the recep-
tion of much Western ideology in East Asia; and
Anglo-American, French, and German traditions
of liberalism. The term liberalism itself is a reverse
loanword, created by Japanese translators from
classical Chinese roots and reimported into China
by returning students. The word for “liberty” in
Chinese, zi you, literally translates as “do-as-you-
will,” evoking strong overtones of Daoist beliefs as
well as a degree of heterodox libertinism.

The Chinese political and intellectual move-
ments identified by participants or observers as
“liberal” can be classified along four strands,
whose historical and ideological overlaps are
marked but not exhaustive. In rough chronologi-
cal order of their emergence, these strands are
(1) the importation and application of European
classical liberal political ideologies by court
intellectuals and treaty-port compradors in the
late nineteenth century, and the subsequent
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development of this liberal trend in the early years
of the Chinese republic (1911-1919) and into the
1930s; (2) the rise of liberal individualism during
the May Fourth student movement of the 1920s,
largely informed by the pragmatic philosophy of
the influential social critic Hu Shi; (3) the revival
of interest in both of these prior liberal schools,
intersected with new interests in market liberalism
and social democracy after the Cultural Revolution
and during the “reform and opening up” under
Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s; and (4) the retro-
spective recognition by Western sinologists of a
protoliberal tradition in imperial China, which
draws attention to the indigenous discourses of
individual autonomy and limited government
championed by late Imperial scholar-officials like
Huang Zongxi.

Qing- and Republican-Era Liberalism:
Constitutionalism, Individual
Rights, and Local Self-Government

The first self-conscious advocacy of a liberal polit-
ical program in China did not appear until the late
nineteenth century, when monarchical advisors,
including Tan Sitong, Kang Youwei, and Liang
Qichao, formulated a constitutional reform pro-
gram to shore up the flagging monarchy. Inspired
by Chinese thinkers of the late Imperial “realist”
and “statecraft” schools, their policy prescriptions
were given concrete shape by German and British
liberal doctrines. Urging regime change along the
lines of Britain’s constitutional monarchy, these
reformers endorsed dramatic revision or abolish-
ment of the imperial civil exam system, a federal
political organization, and various other measures
designed to check the centralized power of the
Qing court and secure some measure of civil liber-
ties to the Chinese people. When their plans met
with tragic defeat in 1898 at the hands of the Qing
court, the survivors fled abroad and continued to
develop their reformist agendas in exile. While in
Japan, Liang Qichao and other sympathetic intel-
lectuals exploited the emerging capacities of
Chinese-language print media to argue that free-
dom of speech, a multiparty government system,
and promotion of local self-government would
strengthen the Chinese nation-building project, not
weaken it in the face of foreign incursion as some
contemporaries feared. Their theoretical work was

aided by Yan Fu’s influential translations of key
works of British and French liberalism, including
John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty, Montesquieu’s
Spirit of the Laws, and Adam Smith’s The Wealth
of Nations.

When the Revolution of 1911 ended China’s
dynastic system, liberal constitutionalism rose to
political ascendency for the first and what was to
be the last time on the Chinese mainland. Struggling
to sustain the new republican government, intel-
lectual activists like Zhang Shizhao and Song
Jiaoren developed the constitutional program of
prerevolutionary intellectuals in both practical and
theoretical ways. Recognizing the growing influ-
ence of radicalism on Chinese politics, Zhang and
his followers advocated broad toleration for oppos-
ing opinions and a multiparty parliamentary sys-
tem. Anticipating the individualist thought that
would dominate the 1920s, these thinkers argued
more explicitly for individual rights against the
state than did earlier Chinese liberals, who had
urged a more group-centered ethic attentive to
social obligations and public commitments.

Liang, Yan, Zhang, and their colleagues exer-
cised seminal influence on what became, in ensu-
ing decades, a formative discussion in China over
the extent to which Western values could inform
or supplant indigenous Chinese political culture.
Although soon eclipsed by more radical move-
ments that urged total Westernization and destruc-
tion of China’s Confucian heritage, the liberal
program these thinkers promoted was taken up
later by Zhang Dongsun and Zhang Junmai
(Carsun Chang). Throughout the mid-twentieth
century, these two thinkers and their followers
promoted constitutional democracy as a viable
alternative to party tutelage under the Nationalists
or authoritarian control under the Communists.
Their focus on incremental, consensus-based, and
politics-centered reform distinguished their liberal-
ism from more radical versions, whose transfor-
mative goals implied dramatic interventions not
only in politics but also in popular culture and
social organization.

Radical Liberalism: The “New Culture”
and May Fourth Movements

On May 4, 1919, a student protest against the ced-
ing of Chinese territory to Japan by the Versailles
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Treaty initiated a reassessment of China’s attitude
to its past in the face of Western modernity and
domination. The May Fourth Movement, as this
reassessment came to be called, rejected the earlier
liberal emphasis on piecemeal reform and constitu-
tionally limited, elite-led government, but its own
brand of liberalism remained indebted to the cat-
egories and concerns of late Imperial and early
Republican liberal debates.

Convinced that the individual rights and politi-
cal progress urged by early liberals could not
advance on the basis of China’s “traditional”
political culture, May Fourth activists urged young
people to “destroy the Confucian shop” that, in
their view, shored up social hierarchies, inhibited
individual growth and personal expression, dis-
couraged scientific inquiry, and crippled necessary
social transformation in the name of adhering to
ancient sagely models. Among the most radical yet
enduringly influential May Fourth reforms was
language vernacularization, which reflected the
deeply populist ideals of this brand of liberalism.
The vernacularization movement demanded that
classical Chinese—the dense and highly allusive
written language that dominated Chinese political
and literary discourse for nearly two millennia—be
replaced by the “plain speech” (bai hua) spoken by
most ordinary Chinese. It was believed that this
change would not only enable non-elites to better
access politically relevant written materials, and
thus facilitate their entry into politics, but also
change the system of values in Chinese thought
and literature, bringing them into closer alignment
with the lived experiences of China’s masses rather
than those of educated elites.

This anti-Confucian, populist, and pro-science
rhetoric was greatly influenced by a faith in
Western Enlightenment principles, as well as by
the pragmatic philosophy of John Dewey, who,
during an extended trip to China in 1919-1921,
urged the Chinese to adopt a more critical and
socially engaged stance toward their history and
culture. His most prominent Chinese student, Hu
Shi, was instrumental in translating this progres-
sive liberal thought for a Chinese audience,
including an elaboration of how China’s history
and culture could support a pragmatic, liberal
project. Rather than engage in the directly politi-
cal action that usually occupied Chinese intellec-
tuals, however, Hu suggested that China’s elites

should work on reforming Chinese culture and
social organization from the ground up, and
focus on the truth yielded by rational inquiry
and practical experimentation.

May Fourth liberalism remained influential
throughout the 1930s and 1940s, but its capacity
as a practical reform program was truncated by
the communist victory in 1949, when many of its
adherents fled to Taiwan. In 1958 Hu was elected
president of Academia Sinica, the Chinese Academy
of Sciences reestablished by the Nationalist gov-
ernment on the island. He and other liberal intel-
lectuals in Taiwan—including Yin Haiguang, Lin
Yusheng, and Fu Sinian—continued their revision-
ist research into traditional Chinese popular cul-
ture and thought as well as Western liberalism.
The extent of their legacy, along with that of the
earlier Republican-era liberals, was to become
clear only decades later, when academic discus-
sions became less subject to the strictures of the
Communist state ideology.

Liberalism After the Cultural Revolution

After the upheaval of the Cultural Revolution
(1967-1976), in which intellectuals were labeled
“bourgeois” elements and subjected to torture and
imprisonment as part of a power struggle within
the Communist leadership, liberalism once again
emerged as a viable alternative to reigning ideol-
ogy. Rule of law was given special emphasis in the
new liberal program, as legal and political theo-
rists urged an end to the arbitrary “rule of man”
policies that, in their view, resulted in the lawless
chaos of the previous decade. These liberals drew
increasingly from Qing- and Republican-era con-
stitutional thought, sketching out policies for
incremental, consensus-based change as well as
legal protection for civil liberties.

Another major liberal trend that emerged in the
1980s was an unprecedented support for laissez-
faire economic policy. Never before a central tenet
in Chinese liberalism, due perhaps to a long-
standing Chinese tendency to view commercialism
as promoting greed, free markets and consumer-
ism emblematized China’s growing economic
power. The liberal principles of Friedrich von
Hayek and Milton Friedman entered Chinese dis-
course both through translations and through the
work of Chinese scholars, such as Li Qiang,
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whose liberalism was informed by study at U.S.
and European universities. May Fourth liberalism
also enjoyed a small resurgence, as the social
democracies of northern Europe provided inspira-
tion and counterexamples to liberals less sanguine
about economic expansion in the wake of the
Asian economic downturn.

In the 1990s and the early twenty-first century,
liberalism in China met new challenges in the form
of postmodernism, globalization, and “crony
capitalism”—all of which undermined the prom-
ised stability of a liberal economic and political
transition. The return of the former British colony
of Hong Kong to Chinese Communist control pro-
voked further reflection as to the possibility of
constitutionally limited government on the Chinese
mainland. For all camps of liberals, however, fos-
tering civil society and promoting a critical, engaged
populace continue to be major goals, as China’s
Communist leadership retains its control of news
and academic media. New translations of the work
of John Rawls, Isaiah Berlin, and other prominent
twentieth-century liberal thinkers fuel ongoing
debates in China’s increasingly cosmopolitan intel-
lectual circles, even as scholars continue to argue
for the relevance of traditional Chinese thought to
this modern liberal project.

Liberalism in China’s Past

Many scholars of Chinese liberalism have come to
pay increasing attention to indigenous elements in
China’s long history of political thought and expe-
rience. Chinese liberalism, in its various forms,
exhibits marked similarity to its imperial forebears
in terms of orientation and practice as well as sub-
stantive ideas. Despite their attempts to ground
political legitimacy in popular consent and par-
ticipation, liberalism from the Qing and May
Fourth eras replicated the top-down forms of
political action that characterized literati reform
efforts under the empire. Pointing to the tradi-
tional Confucian belief that the people were the
“root” of government, not its masters, many
scholars have suggested that these early Chinese
liberal programs failed precisely on the basis of
this paternalistic tendency.

Other characteristics of indigenous Chinese
“liberal” thought may, however, provide more
substantive bases for liberal reform. In terms of

institution building, the early liberalism of Liang
Qichao and Yan Fu was self-consciously informed
by previous Qing reformist thinkers such as
Gu Yanwu and Wang Fuzhi, whose doctrines of
“public” and “private” critiqued imperial privilege
in the name of the common good, and in the pro-
cess articulated a powerful argument for limited
government and a proto—civil society. Throughout
the 1970s and 1980s in Hong Kong and Taiwan,
many Confucian revivalists such as Xu Fuguan
and Mou Zongsan insisted on the compatibility
between China’s traditional value system—
including Buddhism and Daoism as well as
Confucianism—and liberal democracy. The work
of these “New Confucians,” as they came to be
called, broached old tensions that first emerged in
May Fourth liberalism—between Western
Enlightenment thought and science, on the one
hand, and humanism and traditional Chinese
culture, on the other.

Among foreign scholars, William Theodore de
Bary has been among the most prominent to iden-
tify a tradition of rule of law, limited democracy,
and individualism in pre-nineteenth-century
Chinese thought, especially in the work of realist
scholars such as Huang Zongxi who wrote during
the Ming-Qing transition, and in radical neo-
Confucians of the Taizhou school, including Li Zhi.
De Bary argues that enduring liberal tendencies in
Chinese thought encouraged both critical stances to
absolutism as well as an individualistic voluntarism
akin to what is found in most strands of Western
classical liberalism. His work, although arguably
promoting a Eurocentric analysis of China’s past,
has nevertheless helped to break down research
paradigms in both China and the West that tend to
see limited government and individual autonomy as
the unique heritage of European thought.

Leigh Jenco
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CHINESE REVOLUTIONARY
THOUGHT

Chinese revolutionary thought is best understood
in the context of the events surrounding the revolu-
tions of 1911 and 1949. The modern Chinese term
for revolution, geming, existed in classical Chinese
and indicated a change in dynasties. However,
political actors and theorists used this term in a
radically different sense in the twentieth century.
Chinese revolutionary thought is important because
the concept of “revolution” influenced the way in
which Chinese understood politics during the
twentieth century. To explain the historical signifi-
cance of the twentieth-century Chinese concept of
revolution, this entry briefly explains the premod-
ern conception of geming and then examines
Chinese revolutionary thought during the 1911
and 1949 revolutions.

From the Character Couplet:
geming to “Revolution”

The modern Chinese term for revolution is the
character couplet geming %:fn, which is made
up of two characters, ge (¥) “to change” and
ming (fiv) “life.”

One of the most famous classical instances of
this couplet is in the Book of Changes, which
states that the kings Tang and Wu changed the
course of things (geming). In the Book of Changes
(Yijing), the term geming implies that heaven and
earth cause political transformations. Kings Tang
and Wu followed heaven and overthrew the old
dynasty and established a new one. In this context,
geming is related to another concept in premodern
China, namely, tianming or the “mandate of
heaven.” The mandate of heaven legitimated the
rule of a particular dynasty, and when a dynasty
was overthrown and replaced by another, it was
retrospectively confirmed that the old dynasty had
lost this mandate. The concept of the mandate of
heaven was a double-edged sword: It could legiti-
mate a given regime, but it could also encourage
the overthrow (geming) of a dynasty.

Examples of the duplicity of the idea of the
mandate of heaven are found in classical
Confucianism. Confucianism is usually considered
to be a conservative philosophy, but one of the
most famous justifications for the overthrow of a
dynasty comes from Confucius’s disciple Mencius
(372-289 BCE). Mencius suggests that the people
would be justified in overthrowing a malevolent
ruler. Mencius describes the same event as the
Book of Changes, namely, King Tang and King
Wu removing King Zhou from office; however, he
notes that this overthrow of rulers was legitimate
because they had already lost the mandate of
heaven. In his view, rulers lose the mandate of
heaven if they do not rule according to the
Confucian principles of benevolence (ren) and
righteousness (yi).

Mencius seems to anticipate later Chinese revo-
lutionaries in that he condones overthrowing bad
governments; however, such parallels should not
be taken too far. In Mencius’s view it is precisely
because the ruler is a great person in relation to the
petty multitude of people that he has an obligation
to help the people. If the ruler does not live up to
this task, he will be removed by the people, just as
natural disasters, such as floods and droughts,
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occur. Moreover, Mencius does not envision a
radical change in political structure; rather he aims
at restoration. The mandate of heaven is lost by
one emperor or dynasty and then regained by
another. Thus we can say that geming in premod-
ern China is fundamentally different from that of
modern revolution, because for Confucians who
had a populist tendency, such as Mencius, the goal
of overthrowing the unjust king is to bring back
the rituals, which had been keeping peace and
order since ancient times. Although twentieth-
century revolutionaries would invoke Mencius,
they would reinterpret geming in a new framework
based on progress and evolution.

Early-Twentieth-Century
Chinese Theories of Revolution

Japanese radicals in the late Meiji period (1868-
1912) used the Chinese character couplet for gem-
ing, transliterated as kakumei in Japanese, to
mean “revolution,” and Chinese intellectuals fol-
lowed the Japanese in using this term. To under-
stand the function of this idiom we need to place
it in the context of late Qing political culture and
especially the last years of the dynasty. The Qing
dynasty (1644-1911) stands out in Chinese his-
tory because (1) during this dynasty a Manchu
minority of about 5 million ruled over a Han
majority of 400 million, and (2) this dynasty faced
the threat of modern Western imperialism. Early
Chinese revolutionary theories were intimately
connected to the racial tensions between the Han
and the Manchus and the conflict between China
and Western imperialism.

When China first felt the need for radical political
reform, after China lost the First Sino-Japanese War
(1894-1895), most Chinese intellectuals were not
favorably disposed toward revolution. At this time,
most reform-minded Chinese intellectuals combined
assumptions from Western political theory with ele-
ments of classical Confucianism to create a vision of
nationalism, which made Chinese revolutionary
theory possible. Chinese intellectuals associated
nationalism with ideas such as citizenship and
equality, which were diametrically opposed to the
traditional political philosophy of imperial China.
Chinese reformers devised plans for the Manchu
dynastic empire to transform itself into a nation-
state with constitutional checks on the ruler.

In 1898, a number of reform-minded intellectu-
als, including Kang Youwei (1858-1927),
attempted to implement their ideas by appealing to
an enlightened Qing emperor in what was called
the Hundred Days’ Reform. This movement ended
in a catastrophe when conservatives in the govern-
ment staged a coup d’état, and the reformers
involved either fled to Japan or were executed. The
failure of the 100 Days Reform caused intellectuals
to become more critical of the Qing government,
and in 1900, with the added failure of the Boxer
Uprising, Chinese intellectuals began to advocate
the revolutionary overthrow of the Manchu gov-
ernment. These were China’s first modern revolu-
tionaries, who brought together ideas of China as
a nation based on race, social transformation, and
evolutionary history.

The reformers were already China’s first
nationalists, but they developed a narrative of
Chinese identity that included the Manchus as
Chinese and placed Chinese culture, rather than
the Han race, at the center. In other words,
Manchus could become Chinese as long as they
performed Confucian rituals. After China’s loss in
the Sino-Japanese War in 1895, Chinese intellec-
tuals contended that the Manchu government
could restore its legitimacy by successfully mod-
ernizing. They also stressed that overthrowing the
Manchu government would result in chaos, which
would lead to China’s being carved up like a
melon by foreign imperialists. After 1900, a revo-
lutionary narrative that placed the Han race at the
center of Chinese identity became increasingly
popular and proponents of this theory, including
Sun Yat-sen (1866-1925) and Zou Rong (1885-
1905), directly criticized Kang Youwei and those
who proposed reform under the Qing dynasty.
But early twentieth-century Chinese revolutionar-
ies reinterpreted this anti-Manchu discourse to
entail much more than merely overturning the
Qing dynasty. Revolutionaries did not just attack
a specific dynastic system; they hoped to replace
such a system with a modern nation-state in the
form of a republic.

Revolutionaries considered the modern republic
to be a more advanced stage in history and in
1903, Zou Rong famously connected revolution to
“a universal principle of evolution” and contended
that revolution implied an advance from barba-
rism to civilization and would turn slaves into
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masters. By linking revolution with evolution,
Zou stressed that the political system of the future
would be better than those of the past. Early
twentieth-century Chinese revolutionaries told a
story of progress, invoking worldviews informed
by the ideas of science, social justice, and free-
dom. In Zou’s view, revolution liberated slaves
from bondage. The liberation of slaves from mas-
ters involved a concept of freedom that again
departed from imperial Chinese conceptions of
politics and dynastic transition. Zou not only aimed
at replacing one dynasty with another but rather
hinted at a social revolution, which implied over-
coming inequalities.

Zou’s tract reveals that Chinese revolutionaries’
aims were not limited to the national; rather, the
revolutionaries conceived of the revolution as
global. Zou’s use of the term universal principle
implied that although the revolution might begin
in the nation-state, its scope was global; the revo-
lutionaries’ goal was eventually to change the
world. Thus many of the thinkers who supported
the anti-Manchu revolution were people with
global visions of social change, and this transna-
tional dimension pervades Chinese revolutionary
thought in the twentieth century.

To some extent, early Chinese visions of politics
and universal evolution continued the legacy of the
French Revolution. However, given China’s posi-
tion on the periphery of the capitalist world system
and general intellectual trends toward the end of
the nineteenth century, Chinese revolutionaries
tended to be ambivalent toward the modern world.
After 1900, many Chinese intellectuals saw the
capitalist world not only as a world of freedom
and equality, but as one of imperialism and exploi-
tation. Moreover, by the end of the nineteenth
century, European philosophers such as Friedrich
Nietzsche and Max Stirner began to show the dark
side of modernity and the Enlightenment. So when
early twentieth-century intellectuals embarked on
projects related to modernization and enlighten-
ment, they were exposed to radical critiques of the
Enlightenment and capitalist culture. This larger
intellectual trend partially explains why many rev-
olutionaries who supported the 1911 revolution,
including Zhang Taiyan (1868-1936) and Liu
Shipei (1884-1919), developed not only theories
of Chinese nationalism and modernization, but ide-
als of socialism that would overcome the injustices

of capitalist modernity. Sun Yat-sen, the leader of
the 1911 revolution to overthrow the Manchus,
associated revolution with three principles: democ-
racy, nationalism, and an emphasis on the people’s
livelihood. The last tenet of Sun’s theory stresses
economic equality and gestures in the direction of
socialism.

Chinese anarchist revolutionaries often sup-
ported Sun’s principles of democracy and social-
ism. As Arif Dirlik has pointed out, anarchists are
particularly important in Chinese history because
their influence began with the early twentieth cen-
tury revolutionaries and continued through the
communist revolution of 1949. Chinese anarchists
constantly stressed education and the importance
of culture, which would become a central theme in
post-Republican Chinese political thought. The
Chinese anarchists who were based in Tokyo,
such as the couple He Zhen and Liu Shipei, antic-
ipated Mao Zedong by stressing the complexities
of agricultural life. On the one hand, they ana-
lyzed class-based inequalities in the countryside,
but on the other hand, they suggested that aspects
of agrarian communities could be used to envision
a future that transcended the injustices of urban
oppression. Wu Zhihui (1865-1953) and the
anarchists based in Paris, on the other hand,
stressed a more clearly evolutionary model of
revolution based on the Enlightenment. This
opposition between a vision of progress that
attempted to incorporate the virtues of peasant
life and one that associated progress with
Westernization would continue in the Chinese
Marxists’ theories of revolution.

Chinese Marxists and Revolution

In 1911, the Qing dynasty was overthrown by a
revolution led by Sun Yat-sen. However, this revo-
lution was far from successful in establishing a
republic and Sun lost power only one year after the
revolution. Yuan Shikai (1859-1916), a former
Qing official, gained power and attempted to rein-
stitute the imperial system. These events caused
young supporters of the revolution to be extremely
disappointed, and consequently they concluded
that political revolution was insufficient. Instead,
they came to the conclusion that a deeper “cul-

tural” revolution was necessary. These intellectu-
als, including Chen Duxiu (1879-1942), began the
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New Culture movement, which lasted from 1915
to 1920 and which aimed to overcome the linger-
ing traditional influences on Chinese society.
Following in the footsteps of their late Qing coun-
terparts, these intellectuals introduced the works
of Western authors, including the writings of Karl
Marx, which formed the basis for the Chinese
Communist Party.

Chen Duxiu founded the Chinese Communist
Party along with Li Dazhao (1888-1927) in 1921,
and the two of them reproduced the antinomy
between an agricultural vision of socialism that
stressed Chinese conditions and an urban ideal that
emphasized the West as a model. However, by 1921,
the ideal of revolution was influenced by the October
Revolution in Russia, and Chinese Marxists would
express their views in the language of Marxism and
Leninism rather than anarchism. They conceived of
an evolutionary scheme in which socialism devel-
oped out of the contradictions of capitalism.
Consequently, like Lenin, they dealt with the prob-
lem of how a revolution with socialism as an even-
tual goal would be possible in a country in which
the contradictions of capitalism were not mature.

Mao Zedong (1893-1976) constantly dealt with
this question. Scholars have generally interpreted
Mao’s thought in relation to orthodox Marxism.
Until recently, many scholars argued that although
orthodox Marxism implied a theory of economic
determinism, Mao countered this by emphasizing
human agency, which enabled him to argue that a
socialist revolution in China was possible. In response
to this position, Paul Healy and Nick Knight have
analyzed Mao’s texts and notes and argued that
Mao’s understanding of Marxism was in line with
Lenin and other Russian orthodox Marxists. These
two positions shed light on a larger problem in
Mao’s theory of revolution, namely that he had to
reconcile an orthodox Marxist point (namely, that
socialism emerges only after the contradictions of
capitalism have developed) with a China where pro-
duction relations were not as advanced as in the core
of the capitalist world-system. Mao accepted that
China had to compete with other countries in the
global capitalist system. But he nonetheless aimed to
develop a society that had resolved the contradic-
tions of capitalist society. We have seen how this
resistance to capitalism in late Qing and Chinese
revolutionary thought was characterized by this
hope for an alternative to capitalism.

After Mao’s death and Deng Xiaoping’s reforms,
Chinese scholars began to reject the legacy of the
communist revolution as the country followed fur-
ther on the path of market capitalism. In this con-
text, since the 1990s, Chinese intellectuals have
heatedly debated whether the Maoist ideal has
anything to offer the present. Responses to this
question are inextricably woven with how one
thinks about the possibility of socialism.

Viren Murthy

See also Chinese Liberalism; Maoism; May Fourth
Movement

Further Readings

Arif, D., Healy, P. M., & Knight, N. (Eds.). (1997).
Critical perspectives on Mao Zedong thought.
Ambherst, NY: Humanity Books.

Chen, J. (1999). Chinese “revolution” in the syntax of
world revolution. In L. Liu (Ed.), Tokens of exchange:
The problem of translation in global circulations.
Chapel Hill, NC: Duke University Press.

Dirlik, A. (1991). Anarchism in the Chinese Revolution.
New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.

Karl, R. E. (2002). Staging the world: Chinese
nationalism at the turn of the century. Durham, NC:
Duke University Press.

Wang, B. (1994). The classic of the changes: A new
translation of the I Ching as interpreted by Wang Bi
(R. J. Lynn, Trans.). New York: Columbia University
Press.

Wang, H. (2003). China’s new world order: Society,
politics and transition (T. Huters & R. E. Karl, Eds.
& Trans.). Boston: Harvard University Press.

CHIVALRY

Medieval chivalry (from the French, chevalier,
knight; Latin, caballus, horse) was an ambivalent
force in European history for more than 500
years. According to historian Maurice Keen
(1984), chivalry may be defined as “an ethos in
which martial, aristocratic and Christian elements
were fused together” (p. 16); it functioned as “a
secular upper-class ethic which laid special empha-
sis on martial prowess . . .” (p. 199). It was also,
as Matthew Strickland maintains, a set of guide-
lines governing behavior toward other chivalric
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figures in war. It operated in the belief that its
knightly practitioners possessed a special right to
maintain and increase their honor through vio-
lence and that such activity, whether in the service
of their “rights,” the state, the church, or women
of nobility, was part of society’s natural order.
Central to the chivalric ethos was the conviction
that the knight’s sufferings while performing mar-
tial feats (“deeds of arms”) earned him divine
favor, and this, together with the chivalric order’s
function as society’s protector, allowed the people
to justify the existence of chivalry on grounds par-
allel with, but semi-autonomous of, spiritual and
political ideologies.

Origins

Medieval chivalry arose in the aftermath of the col-
lapse of royal power in the ninth century and is
best seen as an ideological and cultural response to
political, military, and social necessities. Its roots
were varied, but the Teutonic warrior ethos,
Christian teachings on licit and illicit violence, and
the gradual social ascendancy of the armored
horseman, whose service to his lord was supported
by land, family, and patronage, were all important
elements. Historians see these elements converging
somewhere between the early Carolingian empire
(c. 800 CE) and the preaching of the First Crusade
in 1095. Georges Duby connected the emergence of
the martial group with the decline of central royal
authority in France. As royal and baronial power
declined in the wake of the Carolingian Empire’s
collapse (c. 843-1000), the power and autonomy
of individual castle commanders (“castellans”)
grew, until this “revolt of the castellans” caused a
radical revision of French political structure.

These social changes led to an ideological relo-
cation of the political community’s defense, as
armored horsemen slowly climbed into the lower
ranks of nobility. Jean Flori points to a gradual
change in ceremonies for the bestowal of arms
(weapons) in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.
Against the backdrop of Viking raids, fractured
kingdoms, and the decline of royal authority, the
church increasingly emphasized the mounted war-
rior as the armed defender of the body politic in his
own right. In locating the rights, privilege, and
duty of arms in a particular part of the political
order, the “bestowal of arms” transformed over

the next 150 years from a public trust (originally
pertaining to kings and their nobles) to a private
right of passage (reserved for a particular social
group—in this case, knights). The “dubbing cere-
mony” developed haphazardly throughout medi-
eval Europe, partially reflecting the uneven rise of
knights to minor noble status. Thus chivalry can be
seen, in some sense, as originating in societal needs
of defense and military service and from the adap-
tation of the community to adverse circumstances.

Crusade, Statebuilding,
and the High Middle Ages

Between roughly 1066 and 1300, chivalry emerged
as a fully fledged ethos throughout Western Europe
(coinciding with the reemergence of strong monar-
chies). The political consequences of locating a
kingdom’s armed force within an increasingly
privileged and cohesive social group meant that by
1066 (Battle of Hastings) and 1095 (preaching of
the First Crusade), the Catholic Church and royal
governments relied increasingly on warriors whose
penchant for feuding tended to destroy any non-
combatants in their paths. According to some
accounts, in preaching the First Crusade at
Clermont in 1095, Pope Urban II condemned the
knights (milites) for their constant fighting, feud-
ing, and warfare and urged them to turn their
activities to a more worthwhile activity (in this
case, church-sponsored violence against non-
Christians). Given chivalry’s origins, the crusades
seem as much a logical extension of the church’s
efforts for a peaceful society as an expression of
the milites’ simplistic piety. The Council of
Clermont’s main business was with the Peace
of God movement, an ongoing (and largely unsuc-
cessful) attempt to limit the effects of knightly
violence by protecting various (especially ecclesias-
tical) noncombatants and institutions.

Crusading came to occupy an important place
in the fully fledged chivalric ethos of the thirteenth
century, but it did not change knights’ behavior to
any great degree. Its importance, as Flori has sug-
gested, lay as much in the church’s validation of
knightly violence as in the knights’ ostensible ser-
vice to the church. Knightly independence of
church teaching was one of the central and most
abiding characteristics of chivalry, as Richard
Kaeuper’s work on chivalric violence makes clear.
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Crusade, sacraments, and genuine piety often did
not prevent the destruction and looting of religious
houses throughout the many small wars of the
eleventh and twelfth centuries, nor did it keep non-
combatants safe, as one of the most popular
twelfth-century chivalric tales, Raoul de Cambrai,
illustrates. Even Matthew Strickland, who sees in
chivalric conventions the origins of the “laws of
war” of the later Middle Ages, finds that they were
of use mostly within the chivalric order itself.
Politically speaking, the emerging chivalric ethos
of ransom, treatment of captives, and service did
not amount to a general standard of conduct
toward the larger community.

Chivalry’s “coming of age” in the late twelfth
century was marked by an increasing number of
decrees, charters, and regulations delineating the
armored horseman’s military and social role in the
political order. King (later Emperor) Frederick
Barbarossa’s (1152-1190) decree of 1152, forbid-
ding commoners the possession of swords and
attempting to regulate judicial duels in the Holy
(later Holy Roman) Empire, is a good example of
this trend, which was also to be found in France
and Spain. Regarding England, Jean Scammell has
advanced the thesis that the emergence of the chi-
valric class was closely tied to Henry II’s Cartae
Baronum (barons’ certificates) decree of 1166 and
the Assize of Arms of 1181, which were driven by
the king’s need for reliable armored horsemen for
his wars. His demand for inventories of knights’
fees (which effectively meant the number of knights
a lord had at his disposal) and the maintenance of
expensive equipment led to a substantial shift
within the landowning class and a final change in
the meaning of milites from the general (soldier) to
the specific (knight). In Spain, Las Siete Partidas, the
law code of Alfonso X “The Wise” of Castile
(1252-1284), clearly established the relationship
of the chivalric order to the crown and the body
politic. In short, the twelfth and thirteenth centu-
ries convey the impression of kings everywhere
attempting to codify the relationship of their
knights to monarchical society.

Both the tournament and chivalric literature,
exemplified in the tales of King Arthur and his
knights, provide a mixed verdict on such efforts. It
is easy to forget that the ultimate expression of the
chivalric order was warfare and that when knights
were not fighting by obligation to their lords, they

enjoyed war-like tournaments. Although the
church condemned tournaments as sinful events
until the fourteenth century, and kings often pro-
hibited them as breeding grounds of revolt and
social disorder (because they were large gatherings
of armed men), they never lost their popularity.
William Marshal (1147-1219), “greatest knight of
his age” and regent of England, made his fortune
on the tournament circuit.

Chivalric literature was produced occasionally
by, and mostly for, the chivalric order, and pro-
vides a special window into both the chivalric
mentality and its place in political society. Many
tales praise knightly violence while urging knights
to be responsible members of society and offering
their author’s particular vision of a reformed
knighthood. Chrétien de Troyes’ tale Yvain, or the
Knight with the Lion is an excellent example of
this trend. On the other hand, Parzival, by Wolfram
von Eschenbach, asserts that chivalry was beloved
of God and that one could win salvation by the
sword.

“Royal” Chivalry and the Later Middle Ages

From roughly 1300, rulers began to move from
regulating to actively co-opting the chivalric ethos,
as can be seen in the increasing number of chivalric
orders and officially sanctioned chivalric events.
Edward III of England (1327-1377) is perhaps the
outstanding example of this trend of chivalric
political influence. Edward, following in the foot-
steps of his grandfather Edward 1 (1272-1307),
actively identified himself with the Arthurian leg-
ends and held several “round table” tournaments
throughout his reign, most notably the Windsor
Festival of 1344. It is safe to say that his cautiously
tolerant attitude toward tournament stemmed
from a desire to secure the loyalty of his nobles for
his foreign wars, and even on campaign in France
he found time to hold tournaments. Perhaps his
most famous chivalric gesture was the creation of
the Order of the Garter in 1348. The Order, partly
inspired by the English victory over the French at
Crécy in 1346, focused the attention of the chival-
ric class on the king by means of its prestige and
demonstrated the chivalric character of the polity,
with the king as head of his bellicose company.
Other realms throughout Europe followed
England’s lead and began to actively embrace
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chivalry as a means of promoting national unity,
vitality, and order. After Crécy, John II of France
(1350-1364) founded the Company of the Star,
with the express purpose of reinvigorating French
knighthood. The order was short-lived; most of its
members, including its commander Sir Geoffroi de
Charny, were killed in action at Poitiers in 1356.
Spain, Hungary, and the Holy Roman Empire also
had notable chivalric orders, but perhaps the most
famous in the fifteenth century was the Burgundian
Order of the Golden Fleece. Founded in 1431 by
Duke Philip the Good (1419-1467) and modeled
closely on the Order of the Garter, the Burgundian
Order of the Golden Fleece was a focal point for
chivalric feasts, pageants, and crusading activity.

Monarchies’ harnessing of the chivalric drive
for war and “deeds of arms” did not come without
cost. By and large, practitioners of chivalry were
committed, in one form or another, to serving their
respective rulers in war or at court. Yet this culture
of war promoted behaviors inimical to public
order, especially in England and France. As
Nicholas Wright has shown in his study of the
Hundred Years’ War (1337-1453), the limitations
of state finance and communications actually pro-
moted chivalric disorder, because governments
often lacked both the money and means to pay or
control their soldiers. The demands of garrison
duty often forced knights and soldiers to oppress
the very folk they were supposed to defend, thereby
calling into question their status as “just war-
riors.” How far the behavior of war abroad car-
ried into knights’ domestic behavior is still highly
debated, but knights were often unruly, even when
serving the crown in nonmilitary capacities.
Surviving English records show some knights being
criminally charged with riding through the English
countryside “with banner displayed” (a sign of
war), killing and robbing at will.

The Decline of Chivalry

Historians have never reached a consensus over
why chivalry “declined”—though the fact itself is
not disputed. In the broadest sense, social, eco-
nomic, military, cultural, and religious changes all
contributed to making chivalry less and less politi-
cally relevant. These changes, however, came
slowly. Chivalry could be described as flourishing
at the start of the sixteenth century, when powerful

monarchs such as Maximilian I of Germany and
Henry VIII of England portrayed themselves as
the first knights of their respective realms. Malcolm
Vale has argued that late fifteenth-century chiv-
alry remained an important arena for testing
weapons, armor, and tactics. Yet he has also
pointed to the changing nature of warfare during
the same period, in which “chivalry” lost ground
to bureaucratization and “the officer.” The
Protestant Reformation (from c. 1520) also con-
tributed to chivalry’s waning political influence,
as it attacked the efficacy of “works” for salva-
tion. The rise of artillery, mass Swiss pike forma-
tions, and the general shift of chivalric “honor”
from the public sphere of tournament and warfare
to the private sphere of the duel—all took part in
the “decline” of chivalry. The chivalric ethos was
replaced by a “cult of honor,” whose most famous
manifestation was the private duel. Like tourna-
ments in the twelfth century, the duel was sternly
opposed by state power in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.

What chivalry lost, kings gained. As Richard
Kaeuper argues in Holy Warriors, the state, as the
locus of loyalty and legitimacy, ensured the final
collapse of the chivalric ethic, as chivalry’s inde-
pendence of state and church endorsement had
allowed its survival. As the knightly class shrank,
religion became an increasingly personal affair
(albeit one requiring princely support), and state
bureaucracy grew, knights and gentlemen found
their motives for performing “deeds of arms” sub-
sumed into the service of the state, the source of
martial honor. The chivalric revival in Elizabethan
England, for instance, can best be understood in
this context. The continued success of royal chi-
valric orders also demonstrated the state’s suc-
cess, while literature showed a parallel tendency:
from Amadis de Gaul, a “superhero” chivalric tale
(c. 1550) to Miguel de Cervantes Saavredra’s
Don Quixote (1605), which mercilessly satirizes
chivalric deeds of arms. Cervantes’ hero had read too
many chivalric tales, and his misadventures demon-
strated to avid readers why chivalry for its own sake
was fundamentally incompatible with the emerg-
ing state-centered political order of modern Europe.

Daniel Franke

See also Aristocracy; Hierocratic Arguments; Kingship;
Oaths
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Cicero, MARrcus TULLIUS
(106-43 BCE)

Measured by influence upon the thinking, writing,
and speaking of subsequent centuries, Marcus
Tullius Cicero was clearly the most influential fig-
ure of the late Roman Republic. Sometimes simply
called “Tully” in the later literature of the West,
he was among the most powerful and learned men
in his own time. His range of achievements was
truly remarkable, encompassing his much revered
oratorical ability and writings on rhetoric, his
legal and political career marked by holding key
offices reaching to the highest office of consul in
63 BCE, his extensive correspondence (more
than 900 extant letters), and his rich and varied

philosophical writings at the center of which is his
work as a political theorist. Decisions he made in
the politically tumultuous circumstances of his
life—notably his handling of the Catilinarian con-
spiracy and his opposition to Julius Caesar, Mark
Antony, and forms of agrarian legislation—made
him a highly controversial figure. The ire of his
political opponents then and down through the
years, along with the very personal revelations of
his correspondence, have at times created obsta-
cles to a fair-minded study of his writings on
moral philosophy and political theory.

Philosophy and the New Academy

Cicero saw himself as a Socratic, appreciating
Socrates as the “first philosopher,” not in the sense
of the first to wonder about the nature of things
but in that of the first to turn philosophy from
inquiry into heavens, namely, philosophy of nature,
and to focus it on the questions of good and evil as
they arise in the homes and cities of humankind.
Cicero embraced this “Socratic turn,” taking its
emphasis on practical philosophy one step further
and elevating the active political life over the life of
philosophy for those suitably talented. Whereas
Plato reports that Socrates explicitly turned away
from seeking political office as a threat to a life of
effective teaching, Cicero, from the earliest years,
prepared himself to seek office and regarded polit-
ical leadership in the founding and maintaining of
just political communities as the highest duty for a
human being.

However, Cicero’s love of philosophy and inter-
est in learning it from the proponents of its various
schools in his time also was in evidence from his
earliest years. He thought that philosophy, which
bore fruit for the direction of life, was the greatest
of the divine gifts to humankind. Among the major
schools of philosophy in his time, the Stoics,
Epicureans, Peripatetic followers of Aristotle, and
various strains of the Academy founded by Plato,
Cicero explicitly and repeatedly identified with the
school known as the New Academy, the school
that he saw as the most authentic continuation of
the tradition of Socrates.

The New Academy embraced a form of mod-
erate skepticism that led its adherents to hold
back from affirming with certainty all judgments
about the truth and to content themselves with
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embracing, after examination of contending posi-
tions, what seemed likely or probably true.
Accordingly, the New Academy’s position was
more procedural than a set of philosophic answers,
and it allowed Cicero, even while sometimes put-
ting the substantive teachings of the other schools
in contention with one another in his writings, to
draw from them an ethics and political theory that
usually represented his own distinctive appropria-
tion of his sources. Thus Cicero can appear a Stoic,
seem to embrace Peripatetic positions and profess
his agreement with the political principles he
regards Plato as teaching in The Republic—all of
this being consistent with his stance as a New
Academician. One school he could not embrace in
any way was that of the Epicureans, whose core
teaching was that pleasure, or the avoidance of
pain, is the highest human good. Despite his main-
taining a much noted lifelong friendship with
Atticus, an Epicurean, Cicero thought this school’s
teachings, though not the sometimes decent prac-
tices of Epicureans, undermined any conception of
moral duty, the common good, and the related
ethic of public service that Cicero sought to foster.

Writings on Political Theory

Cicero’s most direct writings on the traditional
topics of political theory were his own Republic
(De Re Publica) and Laws (De Legibus), con-
sciously following with two so-named works the
example of his revered Plato. Important also to his
very conception of politics, as it was to that of his
Greek predecessors and especially Aristotle, was
his consideration of the foundational question of
the highest human good (De Finibus) and the spe-
cific virtues and moral duties that might be reason-
ably based on one or another answer to this
question (De Officiis). Cicero wrote his Republic
in the 50s, beginning it in 54 BCE, which would
also mark the beginning of a decade of intense
writing in which he completed all 12 of his major
philosophical works. Though begun shortly after
writing his Republic, Laws was not circulated in
completed form in his lifetime, and there is uncer-
tainty about how far it extended beyond the
largely intact three books that exist.

The Republic and The Laws, like most of his
philosophical writings, employ the dialogue form
that he knew not only from Plato but also from his

access to Aristotle’s dialogues, which are not avail-
able today. Discussions in Cicero’s letters of the
construction and variety of types of dialogues seem
to indicate that his prefaces to some books of The
Republic in his own direct voice and his actually
writing himself into a major role in the dialogue of
The Laws are features characteristic of Aristotelian
dialogues. Though often utilizing long speeches
with their considerable rhetorical potency within
his dialogues, Cicero did so consciously and indi-
cated at one point his full awareness that the short
and pressing question-and-answer technique of
Socratic dialectic served best overall to get at the
seeming truth of whatever was under inquiry.

Through a long period of the history of the
West, Cicero’s most political work, his Republic,
was lost, disappearing sometime late in the fifth
century BCE only to be found under a writing of
Augustine in the Vatican Library in 1820. Even
then, what was recovered amounts to no more
than half of what appeared to be contained in the
original, and the recovered portion is heavily frac-
tured with missing sections, including almost the
entirety of three of The Republic’s six books. What
was recovered, however, has allowed a reasonably
reliable reconstruction of the argument of the
whole dialogue; this process has been assisted by
the availability of quotations and paraphrases
from the text as well as summaries of it in the
extant writings of Augustine, Lactantius, and oth-
ers who had read and engaged Cicero’s thinking in
The Republic before the text’s disappearance. The
most notable such segment is known as “The
Dream of Scipio,” with which the dialogue ends
and which was preserved continuously intact
down through the years in Macrobius’s famous
commentary on it. “The Dream” appears to have
been intended to function much like the myth of Er
does in closing Plato’s Republic, namely, as an
expression of the hope and reasonable expectation
that a life of justice will be rewarded after death.
However, like all of Cicero’s appropriations of
Plato, it has a specific Roman and practical twist
in emphasizing ancestral ties and the importance
of a life of public leadership and service.

Cicero’s Impact as a Political Theorist

Only since 1820 has Cicero’s stature as a political
theorist been seen in the light of his Republic, his
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major work in this field. Political theorists in the
Middle Ages, the Renaissance, and modernity
(through the American Founding and the French
Revolution) developed concepts like natural rights,
popular sovereignty, various types of social con-
tract, and the proper education of the citizen and
statesman without Cicero’s Republic, which would
have been able to bear directly on such thinking.
This is not to say that Cicero was not influential
upon moral and political thinking through these
periods. His impact was considerable, perhaps,
taken on the whole nearly as great as that of
Aristotle and significant even when he was opposed,
as both he and Aristotle were by Hobbes, for their
unsettling republican thinking. Without The
Republic, except for portions preserved as noted
earlier, other works of Cicero, especially his trea-
tise On Duties (De Officiis) and Laws, were the
carriers of his ideas about morals, the foundations
of law, and politics.

The Republic reveals clearly what a critical and
pivotal thinker Cicero was on politics, looking
back and learning from his formidable Greek pre-
decessors while shaping his thinking in important
ways in the light of Roman experience and devel-
opments in the schools of philosophy like the Stoic
teachings on human dignity, equality, and natural
law. Cicero’s political theory, now more fully
understood, is an important resource for thinking
through the differences and tensions between clas-
sical and modern political theory and thinking
about the moral foundations of liberal democracy,
concerns much on the mind of political theorists
since the end of World War II.

Features of Cicero’s Republic

Cicero’s Republic is a respectful encounter with
Plato’s work. Beyond his direct voice in prefaces to
some of the books, Cicero’s voice is heard, though
perhaps not exclusively so, through the major
speaker in the dialogue, Scipio Africanus Minor,
an esteemed Roman political leader who lived in
the century before Cicero. Scipio welcomed Greek
teachers into the highest Roman circles and loved
philosophy to the point of being tempted to pull
away from political responsibilities. The setting for
the dialogue is a holiday discussion among Roman
political leaders and their friends, and Scipio is
asked to indicate his opinion of what is the best

constitution for a republic or political community
(res publica). Cicero thus raised, even more directly
than did Plato, the question that Leo Strauss has
called the orienting or central question for classical
political philosophy. In Cicero’s hands the consid-
eration of the question requires a definition of
what is meant by a political community, and what
is stipulated is that such a community is literally a
thing or property of the people created by a gather-
ing of persons joined by agreement about what is
mutually useful and what is right. The true repub-
lic then requires both consent and agreement in
what is truly just or lawful. So it is that a tyranny,
even a tyranny constituted by a large consenting
majority, is not to be taken as a genuine republic.
Augustine thought Cicero set too high a standard
and noted that by his measure Rome was never a
genuine republic for it was never wholly just.
Two matters related to this foundational
moment in Cicero’s political theory should be
noted. When in Book II of The Republic Cicero
gives a selective review of Roman political devel-
opment, he highlights the custom during the period
of kings that a newly ascended monarch goes to
the people for approval of his kingship, a practice
then already suggesting a normative requisite of
consent under a republic. Cicero also stresses in his
Republic and other works that the mutual benefits
that the political community endows upon its
members must go beyond satisfying the human
need for security and survival. Cicero contends
that with all ordinary needs satisfied, the human
being seeks human interaction, through speech
and reason. The human being, for Cicero, is born
for political community and to serve others through
sustaining and developing such communities.
When Cicero’s Scipio comes to respond to the
question about the best constitution, he speaks
first of the simple forms of monarchy, aristocracy,
and democracy and regards all of them as accept-
able as long as they are just. Among such just
simple forms, monarchy is said to be the best for
reasons of the distinctive care and efficiency one
can expect from a single ruler. Even better and
thus the truly best is a constitution that combines
the strengths of the three simple forms. This con-
cept of the mixed regime or constitution that
Cicero famously describes is much indebted to the
Greek historian Polybius, who wrote on Roman
history and actually conversed with Scipio and his
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circle. By incorporating both greater freedom and
virtue through extending participation to the many
and few respectively, the mixed constitution can be
seen as an attempt to minimize political divisive-
ness and instability and thus the likely slide into
injustice that goes with the exclusion of these parts
of any society.

Rome was the best actual instantiation of the
best regime for Cicero and the best teaching exam-
ple for his immediate Roman audience. He did not
regard it as the best constitution in all respects and
thus entirely equivalent to the imaginary city that
Plato created in his Republic. While tracing the
development of Rome from its founding to its
seeming republican peak in the century of Scipio,
Cicero not only cautiously alludes to the short-
comings and injustices in that history but also
stresses the gradual, trial and error improvement
of the Roman regime over a long time. In this pro-
cess prudent political leaders take on a critical role,
learning from past experience and even at times
from Greek practices and thought, and moving
Rome toward the type of city that might deserve
the empire it came to administer.

The Model Statesman

It appears that missing portions of Cicero’s
Republic treated in detail the proper education of
the political leader or statesman. This lacuna can
be filled in large part by attention to Cicero’s treat-
ment of education in his dialogue on the model
orator (De Oratore), for the model statesman must
also be the model orator. Yet even in what we have
of his consideration of this model statesman, it is
clear that the model statesman must be nourished
for his public role by a philosophical understand-
ing both through learning and a reflective solitude
marked by self-examination. The ground or mea-
sure of a realized self and the duties of leadership
is “the way of nature,” in the phrasing of the Stoic
tradition. It is from that tradition that Cicero takes
and elaborates the language of natural law. Only
in the light of the natural and universal standard
available to human reason can there be a suffi-
ciently grounded justice to allow a ranking of dif-
ferent constitutions and a choice of a best one;
otherwise, all is simply custom and thus relative to
context. Cicero’s teaching on natural law, sketched
in his Republic but elaborated in the first two

books of his Laws, provides the framework for his
observations on conscience, the seeds of that law
within human beings, for a consideration of pri-
vate property that is respectful of customary and
legal claims while noting that nature gives its
goods and lands to all for common use, and for a
moral basis for his defense of tyrannicide. With the
idea of natural law that Cicero appropriates and
develops, he comes to have a critical role in the
passage of the concept of nature as a standard to
its elaborations in the Middle Ages and into
modernity’s emphatic embrace of natural and
human rights.

Walter Nicgorski
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CICERONIANISM

In the broadest sense of this somewhat elusive
concept, Ciceronianism is an attraction to Cicero
giving rise to a desire to imitate him in one or
more features of his manifold achievement. The
initial use of the term, as well as the most frequent
usage, seems to pertain to Cicero’s quite univer-
sally acknowledged stylistic mastery reflected
above all in his orations but also in evidence in his
writings on rhetoric and philosophy as well as in
his letters. Cicero’s excellence in this respect
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comes to give the name Ciceronian to a period of
Latin literary excellence that is co-extensive with
the second half of his life. Ciceronianism becomes
directly relevant to political theory as, over time,
it takes on a meaning that goes beyond stylistic
achievement and by means of the example of
Cicero himself comes to refer to a commitment to
a life of public leadership informed by philosophi-
cal and humanistic learning and marked by rhe-
torical and moral excellence. In this form of the
model or perfect statesman-orator, the Ciceronian
ideal has its most notable impact on Renaissance
thinking and maintains a significant influence
through the Enlightenment to the founding gen-
eration of the American Republic. It thus comes to
refer to an ideal of republicanism in which the
moral excellence and learning of leaders and lead-
ing citizens are coupled with persuasive power.

Cicero as Model

In his own life, Cicero struggled to find the stylistic
balance that ultimately made him the very stan-
dard of classic Latin speech and prose. That bal-
ance was defined in terms of extremes of Asianism
and Atticism, which were drawn from Greek rhe-
torical and literary history. Asianism, to which
Cicero inclined, especially in his first years as a
public speaker, was an abundant, emotionally
charged, and ornate style. Those who found it
tasteless and were inclined to the plain, lucid, and
terse Atticism were apt to describe it as grandilo-
quent, turgid, and repetitive. Julius Caesar, Cicero’s
political nemesis in the last phase of his life,
inclined to Attic qualities, but as Cicero attained
his balance and peak as a master of Latin prose,
even Caesar and other representatives of Atticism
tended to recognize that Cicero had attained a
model classic style. So it was that Quintilian,
Cicero’s learned first-century admirer, came to say
that Cicero was not so much the name of a man as
the very name of eloquence.

Still, with respect to his rhetorical achievement,
Cicero had his critics in his own lifetime and
immediately thereafter. Criticism of his style often
was closely bound up with opposition to his poli-
tics and a closely related critique of his character.
This tradition of criticism has persisted, along with
the attraction to Cicero, through Western history.
It was given its most influential modern expression

in Theodor Mommsen’s mid-nineteenth-century
History of Rome.

Mommsen revealed a passionate dislike of
Cicero along with a welcome embrace of the his-
torical actions and aspirations of Julius Caesar.
Mommsen’s ire for Cicero seemed to spread from
his opposition to Cicero’s political role to judg-
ments on Cicero’s character, thinking, and writ-
ings, including his orations. He alleged that Cicero
was “a statesman without insight, idea, or pur-
pose,” who as a writer “had no conviction” or
“passion,” being “nothing but an advocate, and not
a good one.” Cicero was seen as lacking in sound
as well as original ideas, “a dabbler” and a bad
“journalist” at best. Confronting the long-standing
acclaim for Cicero the orator and prose stylist,
Mommsen remarked that this “Ciceronianism is a
problem . . . that can only be resolved into that
greater mystery of human nature—language and
the effect of language on the mind.” Mommsen
revealed his taste, shaped so clearly by Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s elevation of the Greeks
and their cultural experience, when while acknowl-
edging the historic regard for Cicero’s orations, he
noted “the unpoetic, dogmatical, rhetoricizing tem-
perament of the Romans” and concluded that “the
Romans possessed no great Latin prose writer.”
Yet for Mommsen, if there was a master of Latin
prose in Cicero’s time, it was Caesar, the model
man and the greatest statesman of the last years of
the decaying Roman Republic. Caesar’s chaste and
simple style was in accord with the simplicity of the
“democratic monarchy” that, according to
Mommsen, he rightly saw as the remedy to the
republic’s corruption in politics, morals, language,
and literature. In Mommsen’s view, what Julius
Caesar sought was realized in what Caesar Augustus
ushered in, an age of Caesar and Caesarism.
Mommsen’s usage of Ciceronianism indicated that
it remained anchored in matters of style while
Caesarism pointed directly to a form of political
rule, to which Ciceronianism posed an obstacle.

A richer conception of Ciceronianism was none-
theless what Mommsen attacked with his charges
about Cicero’s character and political leadership.
Like many of the criticisms of Cicero made through
the years, this richer conception of Ciceronianism
was rooted in Cicero’s own actions and aspirations
and even more so in his writings about a model
orator-statesman who was a good and learned
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man. To aspire to be Ciceronian is to seek to be
that model orator or writer who is a good man and
a philosophically informed statesman, or to be the
model statesman, like Cicero and like his own
model, Scipio Africanus Minor, who is devoted to
the common good, is deeply engaged in philoso-
phy, and excels in rhetorical ability. Rhetoric
makes philosophy efficacious, and philosophy
grounds rhetoric in the truth and thus ultimately
makes it more effective. Cicero’s most explicit dis-
cussion of the desired unity of rhetorical excellence
with wisdom and public service is found in his
dialogue On the Orator (De Oratore). Here Cicero
the Socratic protested that even Plato’s Socrates
had portrayed rhetoric too negatively and thus
contributed to a separation between the mind and
the tongue.

The Ciceronian Tradition

Quintilian became a highly influential formulator
of the richer sense of Ciceronianism, and with the
rediscovery of a complete text of his most impor-
tant writing (Institutio Oratoria) in the fifteenth
century, the ideal of Cicero came to captivate
important figures in the Renaissance. Whatever his
personal faults, Quintilian held, Cicero aspired to a
noble ideal. Independent of Quintilian and from
Cicero’s own writings and orations, Cicero’s elo-
quence and moral teaching came to be a dominant
influence on intellectual leaders of early Christianity.
Among the most notable were Lactantius, “the
Christian Cicero”; Jerome, who feared he would be
judged more a Ciceronian than a follower of Christ;
and Ambrose, who preached with Ciceronian elo-
quence and drew direct inspiration and direction
for pastors from Cicero’s moral teaching. Directly
moved by Ambrose’s eloquence, Augustine regu-
larly engaged Cicero’s writings throughout his life.
Initially, however, as a young teacher of rhetoric, his
reading of Cicero’s now lost dialogue, Hortensius,
turned him from professional success based on
simple rhetorical mastery to philosophy and a
search for a life-directing wisdom. In the passage in
his Confessions where he reports the impact of the
Hortensius, he speaks of Cicero as one whose
tongue, but not his heart, is admired by most, thus
providing a reminder of the difficulty, even for the
legacy of Cicero, of forging a unity of moral and
rhetorical excellence.

Earlier in the first century, as Quintilian extolled
Cicero and drew out the rich sense of Ciceronianism,
Plutarch in his Life of Cicero displayed sensitivity
to the tensions and shortcomings in Cicero’s effort
to realize the ideal in his own life. Never, it seems,
was Ciceronianism, at least as exemplified in
Cicero, without its skeptics and critics. Modern
scholarship reports that it survived through the
Middle Ages and the ascendancy of the contempla-
tive ideal closely associated with Christianity.
Then, and especially in the late medieval period
and into the Renaissance as Ciceronianism was
reborn with vigor, it contended with an
Aristotelianism that gave priority to philosophy
and theology above all, usually held rhetoric in
contempt, and tended to find Cicero’s edifying
moral teaching wanting in philosophical support.
In this time of its ascendancy, perhaps the greatest
champion of Cicero, and in fact of Ciceronianism,
was Petrarch. Even this devotion of Petrarch then
suffered an important setback when he recovered
an important part of Cicero’s correspondence and
found himself disillusioned with what his discov-
ery brought to light, namely, that his eloquent and
noble political leader and moral teacher had been
involved in the pursuit of power and all the atten-
dant calculations and maneuvers in the “dregs” of
Roman politics.

The Ciceronian ideal and often the attendant
reputation of Cicero continued to be embraced
or contested in different ways by Erasmus, Thomas
More, Niccoldo Machiavelli, and Thomas Hobbes.
It appears to have been especially renewed in the eigh-
teenth century when it engaged Montesquieu and
impacted notably David Hume, Edmund Burke,
and statesmen-thinkers such as John Adams,
Thomas Jefferson, and James Wilson, who assumed
leadership in the founding of the American
Republic. The first half of the nineteenth century
witnessed the finding of substantial portions of
Cicero’s long lost Republic (De Re Publica) with
their decisive elevation of the life of public leader-
ship and the necessary preparation for it, as well as
of the Roman Republic as a political model real-
ized by the cumulative efforts of outstanding lead-
ers. At much the same time, the influential lectures
of Hegel on the philosophy of history worked to
diminish Roman achievement overall and set the
stage for Mommsen’s severe critique of Cicero and
Ciceronianism.
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Mommsen’s attack was never lacking in crit-
ics though it shaped the view of Cicero and
Ciceronianism that largely prevailed into the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century. Through advances
in scholarship on the Roman Republic and on the
texts of Cicero, a more balanced view of Cicero
and Ciceronianism took hold. Aspects of that ideal
appear to be especially welcome in the postmodern
period where there is a tendency to privilege atten-
tion to the practical and hence to practices, cus-
toms, and traditions over theoretical and speculative
inquiry and where there is also found a renewed
appreciation for responsible rhetoric, moral devel-
opment, and dedication to the common good.
Often closely linked to, but sometimes independent
of, how Cicero’s personal achievement was being
assessed, Ciceronianism has been a resilient ideal in
the experience of the West.

Walter Nicgorski
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CITIZENSHIP

Citizenship is the condition of membership within
a political community. While citizenship refers
broadly to a shared political status, theories of
citizenship vary widely in their interpretations of
the scope, shape, and depth of that status.
Citizenship may refer to a formal legal category,

the condition of sharing an ascribed characteristic
such as ancestry or ethnicity, a set of shared cul-
tural or civic practices, or an aspirational ideal.
Debates over the boundaries and content of
citizenship—who is included within the citizenry
and what entitlements and obligations accompany
the status of citizenship—are at the heart of con-
temporary political debates on topics ranging
from immigration policy to the welfare state.

Citizenship may assume both thin forms, char-
acterized by relatively weak levels of association
between citizens, and thick forms, where the defi-
nition of citizenship assumes a more robust char-
acter. In a thin view, citizenship may refer simply
to the legal rights and obligations of citizens living
under a common law. Citizens defined this way
may share little more than a passport. Conversely,
citizenship may also be viewed as a thicker asso-
ciation, one defined by common origins, language,
religion, customs, or a shared conception of the
good. From this perspective, citizenship is defined
more substantively as a collective way of life.
Modern citizenship has typically been defined by
the boundaries of the sovereign nation-state.
However, confronted with the effects of globaliza-
tion, political theorists have argued for an expan-
sion of the definition of the citizen to include
multicultural, postnational, and cosmopolitan
forms of citizenship.

Classical Citizenship

According to J. G. A. Pocock, Western conceptions
of citizenship can be traced to two distinct lin-
eages: the Ancient Greek model of citizenship and
the Roman model of citizenship. The Greek, or
“classical,” model of citizenship is associated with
the Athenian polis (city-state) in the fifth and
fourth centuries BCE. Aristotle’s Politics offers the
canonical articulation of this model, an ideal con-
ception in which the practice of citizenship is itself
the definition of the good life. For Aristotle, citi-
zenship is the condition of self-rule among equals—
the practice of ruling and being ruled.

To share in virtue of civic life, the classical citi-
zen must be free from material needs and the
demands of labor. The citizen must therefore
leave behind the realm of necessity in the house-
hold, the oikos, where the women and slaves
attend to them, as per their natural roles. (The
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question of whether or not the institution of slav-
ery and the exclusion of women are accidental or
inherent features of Aristotelian conceptions of
citizenship remains an active topic of debate.) In
the Aristotelian view, the public exercise of citi-
zenship was the highest form of human activity
and constitutive of the good life.

Liberal Citizenship

In contrast to the Greek model, the Roman or
juridical model of citizenship, originating with the
Roman jurist Gaius, focuses upon the rights of
citizens as subjects to a common law. The contem-
porary heir to the Roman tradition is liberal citi-
zenship, founded on a contractualist understanding
of civic law. Modern liberalism, originating in the
seventeenth-century philosophy of John Locke,
prioritizes consent as the basis of citizenship.
According to Locke, men in a state of nature are
always vulnerable to threats from other men
against their liberty and property. Therefore, men
join together in civil government through a social
contract by voluntarily renouncing some of their
natural freedom for the purposes of collectively
securing their liberty and property. Liberal citizen-
ship is thus conceived in contractual terms as an
agreement premised upon the mutual consent of
free individuals for the sake of their property and
liberty. Consequently, liberal theories of citizen-
ship have tended to focus upon the legal rights of
citizens, employing a juridical model of the citizen.
The law, legitimated by the fact that citizens con-
sent to it, is the contract that binds citizens together
and defines their rights as citizens.

Individuals, instead of political communities,
are the primary actors for liberals. Liberals
approach citizenship instrumentally, as a means of
protecting the liberty of individuals. Because indi-
vidual liberty is the goal of liberal citizenship, lib-
erals tend to have relatively thin conceptions of
citizenship. The liberal priority of individual free-
dom implies that individuals should be as free as
possible to determine the courses of their own
lives. This form of freedom is defined negatively as
freedom from external intervention.

Because their priority is individual autonomy,
liberal citizens do not need to share values or cul-
ture. Indeed, liberal citizens need only share a
contractual agreement. Whereas Aristotle defined

a shared pursuit of the good as the defining feature
of citizenship, liberal theories usually defend the
rights of individuals to define and pursue their
own diverse visions of the good life. Such a defini-
tion accommodates pluralistic visions of the good.
Liberal citizenship is therefore not an end in and of
itself, but a means to protecting the autonomy of
individuals.

Feminist and Marxist theorists have criticized
the liberal priority of autonomy as a founding
principle of liberal citizenship. Feminists such as
Susan Moller Okin and Anne Phillips have argued
that the apparent autonomy of the liberal citizen
(presumed to be a man) depends upon the fact that
women tend to basic necessities in the domestic
realm. Liberal men are only able to be free because
women are confined to the home. Likewise,
Marxists criticize liberalism’s driving motivation
of securing private property. If, as in the Marxist
view, the world is divided into the propertied and
the propertyless, then citizenship may function as
a mechanism to protect the interests of the owners
of property from the threat of the propertyless.

Defending liberal citizenship against these con-
cerns, T. H. Marshall has contended that liberal
citizenship in the postwar era has evolved beyond
a strictly civic notion of citizenship to include
political and social dimensions of citizenship. For
Marshall, the liberal welfare state can ensure the
universal enjoyment of citizenship by providing
basic social entitlements, such as public education
and subsistence provisions, that facilitate equal
access to citizenship.

Republican and Communitarian Citizenship

Meanwhile, contemporary communitarian and
republican models of citizenship reject both liber-
alism’s individualistic approach and its retreat
from the public sphere. Republicanism and com-
munitarianism emerged at the end of the twentieth
century as critical movements that sought to
recover citizenship’s classical roots and to restore
the public, participatory dimension to citizenship.

Republicans are critical of the liberal turn away
from civic virtue and its corresponding duties.
Republicans such as Quentin Skinner, Adrian
Oldfield, and J. G. A. Pocock seek to bring civic
duties back to the center of the notion of citizen-
ship, which has focused almost exclusively on
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rights in the liberal model. Contemporary repub-
licans, often referred to as civic republicans or
neo-republicans, trace their philosophical lineage
back to Machiavelli and Rousseau. While repub-
licans share the liberal commitment to the priority
of freedom, they argue that methodological indi-
vidualism is the wrong approach to the preserva-
tion of liberty. Republicans contend that the
active exercise of civic duty is the best defense
against the threats to liberty. In this view, partici-
pation may function as an instrumental form of
resistance to domination.

Communitarian models of citizenship, associ-
ated with the work of theorists such as Alasdair
Maclntyre, Michael Sandel, and Michael Walzer,
are critical of liberalism’s universalist standpoint
and methodological individualism. For communi-
tarians, liberals fail to recognize the basic fact that
individuals form their views about freedom and
justice in the context of the shared meanings of
their political communities. Because individual
ideas about justice, liberty, and the good are devel-
oped within political communities, these values
cannot be treated as strictly individual preferences.
Instead of viewing liberty in terms of the self-
determination of the unencumbered individual,
communitarians view freedom as the ability of a
political community to act in order to pursue its
collective goals. Further, communitarians often
contend that we have particular ethical obligations
to members of our political communities that may
supersede our duties to nonmembers, with whom
we do not share affective and communal ties.

Some communitarians, such as Walzer, empha-
size the crucial role of voluntary civil society asso-
ciations in contributing to the development of
good citizens. This emphasis on the role of civil
society echoes the work of Alexis de Tocqueville,
who argued that civil society functions as a
“schoolhouse” for democratic citizenship. Rather
than defining freedom as a private good that must
be protected from the public, participation in pub-
lic life itself becomes the architect of freedom.

Accordingly, both republicans and communi-
tarians defend a form of citizenship that requires
the active participation of citizens in the public
sphere. Advocates of communitarian and republi-
can citizenship emphasize the priority of the
political community and urge active participation
as a requirement of citizenship. Whereas the liberal

model tends to treat citizenship as nothing more
than a common set of laws to protect private liber-
ties, these thicker models of citizenship contend
that freedom itself is derived from active engage-
ment in civic life.

Nationalism and Citizenship

Offering another critique of liberalism, propo-
nents of a nationalist definition of citizenship
contend that liberal citizenship is incapable of
instilling a sense of shared purpose and commit-
ment to a political community. For nationalists,
the thin, legalistic conception of liberal citizenship
is insufficient to unite individuals in a common
political project. Nationalists argue that citizen-
ship requires the cultivation of an emotional
attachment to one’s fellow citizens as members of
a single nation. Further, nationalists often argue
that members of a nation have particular ethical
claims and duties that cannot be overridden by
purely legal civic demands.

Although definitions of nation and nationality
vary, national identity tends to be understood as
an ascriptive characteristic. In other words, mem-
bership in a nation is usually defined in terms of a
shared history, culture, language, civic life, ethnic-
ity, or religion that one does not voluntarily
choose. The ascriptive element of nationalism has
fueled accusations that nationalism is inherently
racist or illiberal. Critics of nationalism point to
the rise of xenophobic, expansive, and authoritar-
ian forms of nationalism in the second half of the
twentieth century as evidence of the dangers of
nationality as a means of defining citizenship.

Nationalism may be defined in terms of ethnic
or racial nationalism, determined by shared
genetic ancestry, or civic-territorial nationalism,
based on a shared territory and civic life. In an
effort to preserve the ethnic character of citizen-
ship, most continental European states have
implemented the policy of jus sanguinis, citizen-
ship determined by blood lineage. Other nations,
such as France and the United States, follow the
doctrine of jus soli, birthright citizenship, which
confers citizenship upon those born within the
state’s sovereign territory. Regardless of how
nationalism is defined, the strongest articulations
of nationalism demand that the nation be coex-
tensive with a sovereign state. Contemporary
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work by David Miller, however, contends that the
principle of nationality may, in some cases, be
protected without recourse to state sovereignty.

Globalization and the Future of Citizenship

In recent years, the concept of citizenship has
been under growing pressure in the face of the
transformations understood collectively as global-
ization: the consolidation of Western European
states in the European Union, increasing rates of
migration, rising refugee populations, the integra-
tion of world markets, technological innovations
that have facilitated rapid transfer of information
across boundaries, the emergence of transnational
political institutions and a global human rights
regime, and the challenges posed by increasingly
multicultural polities. Confronted with these
changes, cosmopolitan, postnational, and multi-
culturalist theorists have argued that the state is
increasingly incapable of clearly delimiting the
status of citizenship and that citizenship needs to
be redefined to accommodate the fact of cultural
pluralism.

Multicultural Citizenship

Will Kymlicka argues that in response to rising
ethnocultural conflicts stemming from increasing
diversity and pluralism, liberal democracies need
to rethink their definition of citizenship. According
to Kymlicka, human rights and majoritarian
democracy are insufficient mechanisms to protect
cultural and ethnic minorities from majority tyr-
anny. As such, Kymlicka argues that liberals
should adopt a notion of multicultural citizenship.
According to the multicultural model of citizen-
ship, liberal states should accommodate cultural
and ethnic particularism through measures such as
the special language rights and guarantees of group
representation in political institutions.

Likewise, Iris Marion Young advocates a notion
of differentiated citizenship. For Young, the notion
of a universal form of citizenship masks the fact
that the citizenry is differentiated along lines such
as class, race, ethnicity, gender, religion, and sexu-
ality. While a universal approach to citizenship
may appear to be the best approach to ensuring
equality, treating unequal citizens equally may in
fact reinforce existing inequalities. Young argues

that citizenship should therefore accommodate
differences that exist in pluralistic societies by
allowing for special rights for oppressed groups,
such as group representation and affirmative
action policies.

Cosmopolitan Citizenship

Meanwhile, proponents of cosmopolitan citi-
zenship question whether the state is the appropri-
ate location for citizenship in the first place.
Cosmopolitanism, a term derived from the Greek
kosmos (universe) and polités (citizen), refers to
the status of membership in a world polity. Liberal
cosmopolitanism traces its modern roots back to
the work of Immanuel Kant, who envisioned a
moral universe that extended beyond the boundar-
ies of the state. Following Kant’s universal moral-
ity, cosmopolitans such as Martha Nussbaum and
Kwame Anthony Appiah reject the notion that a
person’s future should be determined by the acci-
dent of where one happens to have been born. In
this view, the rights and duties of state member-
ship should not override our moral obligations as
human beings simplicter.

Postnational Citizenship

Likewise, pointing to the emergence of a global
human rights regime, Yasemin Soysal argues for
the emergence of a new form of “postnational”
citizenship, where civic rights and duties can tran-
scend state borders. Other theorists argue about
the viability of multiple citizenships as a means of
reflecting the mobility of the resident of a global-
ized world. Critics of cosmopolitan, multiple, and
postnational citizenship question the ability of
divided citizenship to enforce rights and duties and
worry about the democratic legitimacy of frac-
tured polities. These critics contend that transna-
tional political institutions such as the United
Nations have proven relatively ineffectual in pro-
tecting the rights of human beings in general and
argue that states remain the proper site for the
expression and protection of citizenship.

In the coming years, globalization will con-
tinue to redraw the world map, and definitions
of citizenship will need to accommodate this
changing topography. As the borders of nation-
states are transformed, residents of this shifting
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terrain will most certainly redefine the boundaries
of citizenship.

Jackie Vimo
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CITY-STATE

The compound word city-state was coined in
nineteenth-century political science to describe a
type of state concurrently in terms of its character-
istics as a settlement and as a social and political
organization. As a settlement, the city-state con-
sists of a comparatively large and densely popu-
lated urban nucleus with a sufficient degree of

internal complexity to foster division of labor, spe-
cialized skills and crafts, trade, and market exchange
and thus to act as a social, economic, and religious
center of an agricultural hinterland. As a political
organization, the city-state exhibits the capacity
and level of institutionalization to exercise legal
authority over a particular population and
territory.

Although initially conceived with reference to
classical antiquity, in the twentieth century the
city-state model has been identified with a cultural-
evolutionary stage of global significance, found in
Mesopotamian, Mesoamerican, African, Asian,
and European civilizations. In this comparative
perspective, city-states occurred commonly in
clusters, forming extensive culture areas whose
inhabitants shared a common language, religion,
and other traditions and which transcended the
political subdivisions into separate polities.
According to the most comprehensive investiga-
tion of ancient and modern city-states, conducted
under the aegis of Mogens Herman Hansen at the
Copenhagen Polis Centre, the role of city-states in
world history entailed four major developments
and unifying features:

1. A degree of urbanization unprecedented before
the Industrial Revolution

2. The rise of a market economy based on trade

3. Political decision-making processes dominated
by assemblies and majority votes rather than
monarchs

4. Interaction between individual city-states, which
led to the rise of federal states of a type first
transferred into a territorial state with the
foundation of the United States of America in
1787-1789.

For political theorists, the classical Greek city-
state, the polis (plural poleis), has remained the
city-state par excellence—the birthplace of philo-
sophical and political inquiry, including the atten-
dant repertoire of terms and concepts current to
this day, above all, politics (ta politika, literally the
affairs of the polis). The polis is commonly defined
as a community of equals (politai) who controlled
the major source of wealth (agricultural land in a
catchment area called chora) and decided on policy
through open debate and voting. Thus, the polis
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was, in principle, self-governing and economically
self-sufficient, and autonomy and autarchy were
indeed avowed ideals, even though some classical
cities had clearly outstripped their domestic agri-
cultural resources, and the creation of leagues and
federations in the unceasing struggles for freedom
or domination spelled the loss of political indepen-
dence for many communities. The terms of par-
ticipation in the polis community (politeia, also
translated as citizenship or constitution) deter-
mined the nature of political debate and shaped
social relations within the polis. The citizen body
consisted of a subgroup of the adult males defined
by a set of criteria such as birth, property, military
service, and education. Regardless of local differ-
ences in citizenship definition, the membership of
countrymen as well as city dwellers promoted
greater economic and political integration than in
most other ancient (Near Eastern, Phoenician,
Etruscan) and modern city-states, whereas the
exclusion of women, foreign residents, slaves, and
children from active involvement in decision mak-
ing encouraged hierarchical segregation into gen-
der, age, and ethnic groups. Most of the 1,500 or
so attested poleis were small, often smaller than
1,000 square kilometers and numbering less than
10,000 inhabitants. But in large centers, such as
Athens, Cyrene, Syracuse, and others, the popula-
tion exceeded 100,000 inhabitants and thus clearly
surpassed the scale and complexity of a face-to-
face society.

The aim of this entry is to consider the broader
setting for the works of ancient Greek political
theory covered elsewhere in the encyclopedia. It
places the invention of Greek politics in its histori-
cal and social contexts and concludes with obser-
vations on the survival of Greek political concepts
beyond their original framework of creation. The
account focuses inevitably on the fully developed
political society of fifth- and fourth-century BCE
Athens, which has produced most of the relevant
literary sources. However, archaeological and epi-
graphic evidence suggests that the basic social
relationships and practices of other Greek poleis
were broadly similar to those of Athens and had
their roots in a set of cultural and ideological
transformations in the eighth century BCE—at the
end of the period of relative material poverty that
followed the collapse of the Bronze Age Mycenaean
palace culture.

From Thought to Theory:
The Historical Context of Greek Politics

The extant corpus of Greek political theory con-
sists chiefly in the works of Plato and Aristotle.
However, the discovery of political theory occurred
in Greece at least a century before Aristotle had
begun his career. It is first unequivocally attested
in Herodotus’s “Persian Debate” (3. 80-82), a
fictional episode of Persian court history in which
the seven conspirators around the future king
Darius engage in comparative constitutional anal-
ysis according to the conventions of Greek politi-
cal discourse. Each speaker offers different views
on the most desirable political organization, argu-
ing in turn for rule by the majority (plethos), a
group of the “best” (aristoi), and a superior indi-
vidual as monarch, as the form of government
most conducive to stability and imperial continu-
ity. Although avoiding overtly Greek political ter-
minology, Herodotus’s account subscribes to the
idea that all political formations must be identifi-
able with one of only three classificatory types:
democracy, oligarchy, or monarchy. This taxonomy,
central to all subsequent constitutional theory, is
remarkable for its heuristic grasp, surpassing the
level of abstraction of earlier political thought wit-
nessed by the Greek sources, such as the poetry of
Homer and the archaic lawgiver Solon, and undoubt-
edly paralleled in neighboring Mediterranean city-
state cultures.

If open debate of one or the other form deter-
mined communal policy in most Greek poleis, it
should not be surprising that the conditions under
which such debate was conducted became them-
selves the issue of discussion and disagreement. To
some extent, the theoretical turn of Greek politics
may be considered simply a natural consequence
of debate on relatively equal terms reaching a new
level of intensity, yielding analyses of the commu-
nity from the outside—from a standpoint ostensi-
bly unencumbered by sectional interests, suggesting
objectivity and dispassionate interest while employ-
ing a conceptual apparatus that had arisen within
polis politics. It received its fullest expression in
the attempts in the fifth and fourth centuries BCE
(notably Plato’s Republic and Laws, and Aristotle’s
Politics) to envisage ideal poleis with institutions
directed toward a specific goal: happiness by some
definition. However, given that the experience
of living in a Mediterranean city-state is not
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sufficient to explain the transformation of political
thought into theory, we need to consider the social
and historical factors specific to Greece that
encouraged political analysis beyond the bounds
of specific issues.

The appearance of such theoretical analysis was
inherently bound up with Athens and the two
turning points of fifth-century BCE Athenian
history—the Persian War of 480-479, in which a
coalition of Greek states under Spartan and
Athenian leadership warded off the far greater
forces of the invading Persians under Xerxes, and
the Peloponnesian War of 431 to 404, a long and
vicious struggle of attrition in which Athens, ulti-
mately defeated by a Spartan-led alliance, sought
to consolidate an empire of tribute-paying subjects
among the Greek poleis originally united in a
defense league against Persia. The two wars,
recounted by the historians Herodotus and
Thucydides, respectively, provided both the sub-
ject and social conditions for political theory.

On the one hand, both conflicts were conceived
crucially as conflicts of the polis. In Herodotus’s
Persian War, the superior resolve and fighting
spirit exemplified by the Athenians is linked to the
political organization of the Greeks into small and
autonomous communities of equal citizens and
contrasted with its inverted (and heavily struc-
tured) mirror image—a vast dynastic conglomer-
ate under the autocratic and increasingly despotic
rule of a monarch, the Great King of Persia.
Thucydides’s account of the Peloponnesian War,
while making a passionate plea for the democratic
virtues of freedom and individual enterprise (most
famously so in the Funeral Oration, 2. 34-46, deliv-
ered by Pericles for the war dead of 431-430 BCE),
deals squarely with the ambiguity and dangers of
democracy which the crisis had exposed: namely,
its reliance on the personal leadership of outstand-
ing individuals who, driven by the same demo-
cratic virtues that Thucydides identified as the
source of Athenian greatness, turned into “flatter-
ers of the people” (demagogoi in the more recent,
negative sense) and brought Athens to ruin through
personal ambition.

On the other hand, the concurrent and connected
revolutions of mid-fifth-century BCE Athenian
history, the introduction of radical democracy in
Athens, and the imposition of empire over Greek
communities in the Aegean Sea and the Black Sea

resulted in a massive redistribution of wealth and
political opportunity. Radical democracy meant
literally direct rule by the people (demos):
Attendance in the assembly (ekklesia) was open to
all citizens, and each of them enjoyed the right to
speak (isegoria). Nearly all public offices, includ-
ing the 500 members of the council (boule), were
chosen by lot and rotated, thus opening them to
people who were otherwise virtually debarred
from active participation and ensuring that an
unprecedented proportion of the citizen body
gained firsthand experience in the running of civic
affairs. Participation was further promoted through
the introduction of daily allowances for men serv-
ing in administrative and judicial bodies. No doubt
the actual proposal and formulation of policies
remained the preserve of a small political class
who had the education required for persuasive
speech making and the leisure and personal con-
nections to keep abreast of political affairs else-
where in the Mediterranean world. Nevertheless,
conservative critics, such as the “Old Oligarch,”
the anonymous author of the Constitution of the
Athenians, came to consider democracy and impe-
rialism as elements of a self-sustaining power
structure controlled by the interests of the thetes
(mob), who manned the warships of the Athenian
navy, extracted tribute from their subject-allies,
settled their lands with armed agricultural colonies
(cleruchies), and imposed like-minded democratic
regimes throughout the Aegean.

The Old Oligarch’s dissatisfaction with contem-
porary politics must have been widely shared among
well-educated aristocrats who saw their wealth and
traditional privileges undermined. It created the
conditions for the rise of a class of intellectuals
who perceived and consciously styled themselves
as outsiders—removed from the politics of their
own community despite their superior disposition
and ability. Exclusive upper-class drinking parties
(symposia) came to provide alternative and poten-
tially subversive forums for political discussion
and theorizing. In Athens, the notorious clubs
(betaireiai) were twice involved in oligarchic
coups, introducing, temporarily, a limited fran-
chise of 400 oligarchs (411 BCE) and 30 “tyrants”
(404 BCE). It was from the charged atmosphere of
the elite symposion that the classification of consti-
tutions into democracy and oligarchy derived its
meaning: as a means to draw clear ideological lines
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between political systems that were (apart from
minor variations in the distribution of powers and
eligibility for office) continuous.

The Classical City-State
as a Political Community

In the opinion of a growing number of scholars,
the classical polis, traditionally viewed as the city-
state par excellence, was neither a city nor a state
in the strict sense. The conventional rendering of
polis as city-state is considered inadequate for two
reasons: (1) Archaeology has shown that urbaniza-
tion and the development of poleis were commonly
though not intrinsically connected, and (2) the
polis is thought, in important respects, to fall short
of modern definitions of the state. Among the
alternative characterizations of the polis proposed
in recent years, citizen-state (Garry Runciman) has
gained some currency. As in any debate on catego-
rization, the position adopted depends mostly on
how the categories are defined, and in the case of
such complex social phenomena as cities and
states, these vary considerably among the disci-
plines. Regardless of differences in opinion, how-
ever, it would seem undeniable that analyses that
stress dissimilarities between the polis and its mod-
ern equivalents provide greater explanatory insight
into the social context of Greek political theory
than those that stress similarities.

Such particularizing definitions stress the rela-
tively undifferentiated nature of government insti-
tutions in the polis, including the division of
powers (basic to modern doctrines of the state)
into legislative, executive, and judicial. The emer-
gence of such powers, organized and perceived as
an agency beyond everyday life, was effectively
prevented through the laymanship that prevailed
in the classical polis. In Athens, the political insti-
tutions, the assembly, the council, and the law
courts were conceptually identical with the citizen
body and, with the exception of the generals
(strategoi), all magistrates were appointed annu-
ally by lot. As a result, the same individuals, either
the rich few (oligoi) or the demos, took turns at
ruling and being ruled through the political insti-
tutions. In the absence of a bureaucracy, separate
government buildings were not necessary. Only
the largest cities acquired purpose-built structures,
such as the Athenian Bouleuterion (council hall)

and law courts. Elsewhere, political meetings were
conducted in functionally compatible mess halls
and open-air theaters, and even in Athens the
city’s political buildings shared the central Agora
throughout its history with market stalls and
shrines.

Moreover, the widespread reliance on citizen
militias precluded the formation of a centralized
state monopoly of violence with its corresponding
organs of army and police. The dominant mode of
warfare in ancient Greece involved massed infan-
try ranks of citizen-soldiers (hoplitai) equipped
with thrusting-spears and circular shields, which
were fixed to the left forearm. The use of such
shields was only effective in a closely packed line
(phalanx), in which each soldier relied on his right
neighbor’s shield to protect his right side. Swift
and brutal, hoplite battle required little specialized
skill, reflecting its social basis in a “middling”
class of landowners who paid for their own equip-
ment and shared a strong egalitarian ethos. Only
Sparta and Athens established permanent units
comparable to standing armies, an anomaly result-
ing from the unusual status that the two communi-
ties had acquired as suzerains of extensive empires.
Yet, even with these partial exceptions, the general
rule applies that enforced conscription was
unknown, and probably impracticable, in the
ancient Greek polis.

Similarly, law enforcement agencies or police
systems in the proper sense of the word are
unheard of in the Greek world. In the absence of a
public prosecution system, arrests and court orders
were carried out on the initiative of family mem-
bers or other interested parties, usually through
the intervention of appointed magistrates, such as
the Athenian Eleven (hoi hendeka), who were also
in charge of the prison and executions. The sig-
nificant exception to the rule is the tyrants of the
sixth and seventh centuries BCE who temporarily
assumed power in some Greek cities with the help
of “bodyguards,” later retained for internal policing.
The most successful among them pursued a conscious
policy of centralization, reorganizing the relation-
ship between public and private space and creating
state institutions that were amenable to political
control. Peisistratos of Athens (c. 546-527 BCE),
for instance, cleared the Agora of private build-
ings to make room for some of the city’s first
public facilities and permanent symbols of state,
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including a notional territorial midpoint, the Altar
of the Twelve Gods, in relation to which all dis-
tances in Attica were measured.

In the absence of strong state coercive powers,
the polis community was maintained by a mixture
of consensus and legal routine. This is well illus-
trated by the Athenian system of public funding,
through contributions called liturgies (works for
the people), which depended to a large extent on
the willingness of wealthy citizens to accept finan-
cial responsibility for specific tasks in return for
public recognition. Direct taxation (eisphora, or
paying in) was exceptional and had to be levied
collectively through a vote, for a specific purpose
and from a specific group, often from wealthy
foreigners—still a far cry from the impersonal dues
collected by modern governments. Moreover, the
administration of justice was clearly a communal
affair. No citizen could be executed without being
tried by a court appointed by the polis, and no one
was permitted to take the law into his own hands
without a public warrant (psephisma), save for
such specific cases as burglars or adulterers caught
red-handed, and traitors or exiled offenders found
in the country of jurisdiction. Correspondingly, by
the fifth century BCE the carrying of arms in pub-
lic was associated with the lawless conditions that
supposedly prevailed among contemporary bar-
barians and the Greeks of the past (Thucydides 1. 6),
and the introduction of law codes was imagined as
a departure from primitive custom, requiring inno-
vation and conscious imposition by archaic law-
givers, such as Draco and Solon of Athens, and
Lycurgus of Sparta.

However, the polis differed from nonstate soci-
eties, notably tribes, as much as it differed from
modern states. Communal cohesion and collective
responsibility in the polis transcended kinship ties;
this is borne out by the fact that in times of inter-
nal crisis or conflict (stasis), divisions were primar-
ily political and coincided only incidentally with
lineage. Although some polis institutions had
names that may have reflected a tribal past, such
as phyle (tribe), phratria (brotherhood) and genos
(family or lineage), by the classical period the func-
tion of these associations was wholly determined
by the political organization of the polis. In fact,
Athens provides abundant evidence to suggest that
the polis community perceived kinship or family
allegiance as a potential threat to its integrity.

Cleisthenes’s reforms of 507 BCE, for instance,
which later Athenians deemed a critical event in
the formation of their constitution, involved as a
key feature the reorganization of the citizen body
into ten tribes in place of the old four and the divi-
sion of Attica into three regions: the city, the coast,
and the plain. The new tribes were composed of
newly established “thirds” (trittyes), one from
each of the three regions. Furthermore, each of the
tribes was assigned a mythical eponymous hero
with a statue monument in the Agora, perpetuat-
ing a fiction of common ancestry and autochthony.
The main purpose of this mixing was undoubtedly
to minimize the divisive impact of local or familial
allegiances by ensuring even regional participation
in each of the political and military units of the
Athenian polis.

In the classical period the conflict between kin
and communal interests was a regular subject of
tragedies, such as Sophocles’s Antigone, and the
creation and maintenance of the polis community
were thought to demand selfless prioritizing of the
common good over that of the family—a central
theme of both Pericles’s Funeral Oration and the
sculptural decoration of the Parthenon frieze,
recently identified as the mythical sacrifice of
King Erechtheus’s daughters by their mother to
ensure Athenian military success. Likewise, the
extension of family ties beyond the polis was
actively curtailed by Pericles’s citizenship law of
451 BCE, which made birth from two Athenian
parents a requirement for legitimate citizen status.
Archaeological evidence confirms that the extended
oikos became a feature of the past, as classical
housing was commonly structured around the
core family and burial plots of big clans were
superseded in the fifth century BCE by rela-
tively short-lived family tombs of standardized
form on the one hand and public burial grounds
for the war dead and other prominent individuals
on the other.

As far as modern theories of the state are con-
cerned, the polis is a remarkable phenomenon. The
salient feature of modern states—a formal govern-
ment machinery exercising legal control over a
territory through elected party representatives and
salaried public-sector employees—was only rudi-
mentarily developed in functionally equivalent
institutions. Lacking a coercive monopoly sepa-
rated from the citizen body, its structure is not
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easily accommodated within modern definitions of
the state, as formulated from Thomas Hobbes to
Max Weber. Nevertheless, life in the polis pro-
duced integrated, self-governing communities
whose sense of belonging and respect for law
depended neither on kinship ties nor substantially
on regular face-to-face contact, thus recalling in
some respects the “imagined communities” of
modern nation-states. The thriving of such com-
plex societies without much statehood in the nar-
row sense defies the evolutionist notion, implicit in
many social science disciplines, that civilization is
synonymous with state formation.

Ancient writers in fact have always described
the polis in terms of its members and the relation-
ships among them, not as a group of political
offices or a territory. In his Politics, Aristotle
provides two complementary definitions of the
polis: His developmental account in Book 1 is
centered on the members of the household
(oikos)—men, women, children, and slaves—as
the primeval unit of social and economic repro-
duction, whereas his systematic account in Book
3 focuses on the citizens and the constitution as
the two essential aspects. Throughout the work,
he considers the polis as a species of koinonia, a
key term meaning association or, literally, shar-
ing in. An abstract idea of the state associated
with a territory was also unknown in everyday
language. Athens was always referred to as “the
Athenians,” and they fought wars against the
Spartans, not Sparta. In art, the Athenians could
be personified through the Demos (a bearded
man with staff, borrowing the standard citizen
iconography), but proper allegories of state are
not attested prior to the figures of Macedonia
and Asia in a wall painting from Boscoreale,
Pompeii, copying a Macedonian original (now in
Naples, in the Museo Nationale).

Individual Choice and the
Maintenance of the Political Community

For such decentralized societies to endure, a strong
consensus was crucial—a sense of communal pur-
pose and a readiness among its individual mem-
bers to accept majority decisions and the rule of
law. The question of how Greek poleis sustained
social cohesion will not reveal its full historical
significance unless we stress the radical differences

between ancient and modern notions of political
community, however much the latter might depend
on the concepts and prestige of the former. Moshe
Berent has forcefully argued that much of what is
distinctive about Greek political theory may be
explained by its function in society, as an aspect of
cultural practice responding to the problem of
civic cohesion in the “stateless” polis. Without an
idea of state or tribe acting as a dominant referent
for group identity and loyalty, social crises were
likely to have been perceived individually in terms
of competing moral claims and approached through
political deliberation and discussion. Accordingly,
whereas modern political theorists tend to focus
on the difference between legitimate (i.e., state)
and illegitimate (private) violence, ancient politi-
cians (where all violence was private) focused on
the roots of internal strife, trying to determine,
first, what sort of person should be allowed to
participate and try to resolve civic discord, and,
second, what sort of social system would prevent
such crises from emerging in the first place.

This socially conditioned focus on the individual
and the individual’s moral choices might explain
some of the ancient responses to conflict that strike
the modern observer as incompatible with modern
conventions. For instance, Athens had a law
against neutrality, traditionally attributed to Solon,
which compelled Athenian citizens under the threat
of disenfranchisement (atimia) to participate in
civic conflict. Thus, although most ancient authors
abhorred stasis, Greek ideology accepted it as a
constant and necessary fact of life that required the
involvement of able citizens willing to form counter-
factions in order to preserve a balance of interests
and power in the community. Furthermore,
throughout their careers, whether in court or upon
entering citizen status or office, politically active
members of the polis had to expect periodic moral
scrutiny by their fellow citizens. In contrast to
modern legal practice, many Greek law court pro-
ceedings were about potential rather than past
offenses, judging the defendant morally with regard
to his conduct and associations, which might jeop-
ardize his ability to perform his duties as a citizen.
The peculiar practice of ostracism, in which the
citizen body voted anonymously for the banish-
ment of individuals by inscribing their names on
pottery fragments, was likewise a moral assess-
ment of comportment and character.
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Most importantly, however, the social context
of Greek political debate holds out a convincing
explanation of the ethical character of Greek
political theory often stressed by modern observ-
ers. After all, much of the preserved corpus of
Greek political thought consists of reasoned but
prescriptive opinions on the value system and civic
virtues most likely to unify the polis. In the absence
of an external repressive apparatus, ancient theo-
rists from the Sophists to Plato deliberated by
default on the right system of education that con-
ditioned moral inhibitions and self-restraint in
both personal and communal affairs. The central
significance of Greek education, understood as
upbringing and cultural training in the broadest
sense, was impressively demonstrated by Werner
Jaeger, whose multivolume Paideia, approaching
the sources through a unifying thematic stand-
point rather than formal literary categories and
genres, remains the most holistic modern synthesis
of classical Greek literature.

Conclusion: Politics Beyond the City-State

The Copenhagen Polis Centre concluded its com-
parative examination of city-states with the obser-
vation that, although the last true city-state
cultures (as opposed to isolated city-states sur-
rounded by territorial states) had ceased to exist
around 1900, the political organization of most
modern territorial states has come to resemble
that of city-states in important respects. Whereas
all territorial states prior to the eighteenth century
appear to have been monarchies, in most of their
modern successors the political decision-making
process involves some form of discussion and vot-
ing, practices that have their origins in ancient
city-state cultures. The transferral of city-state
politics into modern nation-states goes back to the
French Revolution, in particular Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s blueprint for democracy modeled on
the ancient constitutions of Rome and Rousseau’s
native Geneva. Similarly, the Founding Fathers of
the American Revolution invoked ancient prece-
dents, such as the Achaean and Aetolian Leagues
(both founded in Greece in 180-179 BCE), for the
federal constitution they created.

Whether this transferral of Greek politics into
modern contexts extended to more than concepts
remains a moot point. Other scholars, notably

Moses Finley, hold that without the organism of
the classical polis, which had come to a terminal
end with the conquests of Alexander the Great,
Greek politics could not have a genuine legacy.
After the death of Alexander in 323 BCE, all Greek
poleis fell more or less directly under the sway of
monarchs, and autonomy in politics, though vigor-
ously contended for in civic discourse, was increas-
ingly restricted to internal affairs. The highest
offices became honorary, requiring financial clout
and administrative skill, rather than proficiency in
political debate and warfare. Elsewhere, the condi-
tions for the emergence of a political community in
the classical sense failed to materialize too, due to
either the persistence of segmentary tribal struc-
tures (e.g., some African city-states) or the eco-
nomic and political differentiation between city
and countryside (e.g., early modern and Renaissance
Europe), which prevented the formation of inte-
grated communities with a comparably high par-
ticipation ratio in central decision making. Finally,
in larger territorial states the decision-making pro-
cess, if it is to be based on consent and majority
decision, has to involve some form of representa-
tion, which inevitably presupposes institutions and
relationships between citizens and politicians dif-
ferent from those encountered in the classical polis.
The disparity between ancient and modern politics
would seem to be unbridgeable, and any modern
claims to constitutional precedents deriving as a
living tradition from ancient Greece must be treated
with due caution.

Caspar Meyer
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Crvic HuMANISM

Civic humanism is rooted in the theory that a
branch of republican political philosophy devel-
oped in Florence and spread throughout the
Italian city-states toward the end of the fourteenth
century. It emphasized a return to a Roman ideal
of the citizens’ reciprocal relationship to the state,
which had lain dormant since the end of the
fourth century CE. To the extent that it remains
viable todays, it is seen as a precursor to the repub-
lican ideals developed in France, America, and
England in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
that led to the formation of the modern secular
democratic state. The cornerstone of the republic
for the civic humanist was the citizen or cittadino
and his relationship to his fatherland or patria.
Citizenship conferred rights of community and
livelihood in exchange for accepting a series of
obligations, such as undying fealty to the patria
and its needs during times of both war and peace.
In peacetime the fortunate cittadino would, for a
limited term, be entrusted with the rule of the
republic. He worked to extend and protect the
peace and prosperity of his city by setting aside his
private interests and devoting himself to the com-
mon good; in times of war he was expected to
give up his worldly goods, the lives of his sons,
and perhaps even forfeit his own life in the service
of the state in order to secure that most precious

of goods: the liberty of the patria in the face of
inevitable tyranny should the republic fail.

Hans Baron is widely considered to have coined
the term civic humanism in 1955 in The Crisis of
the Early Italian Renaissance in response to what
he considered was Jacob Burkhardt’s undue empha-
sis on the individualism of the Renaissance. In
point of fact Eugenio Garin slightly preceded
Baron’s claim in 1952 with L’umanesimo italian,
although Baron made the greater impact by empha-
sizing the elevated social standing accorded the lit-
erary humanists and coining the evocative term
biirger humanismus, or civic humanism, to
announce the paradigm shift he had just described.

Baron lauded the auctorial power of Guarino
Veronese, Pier Paolo Vergerio, Gasparino Barzizza,
and Niccolo Niccoli and especially that of the new
breed of Florentine literary entrepreneurs Leonardo
Bruni and Poggio Bracciolini. He grounded his
thesis on their republican eulogizing of citizen-
driven political engagement after Florence’s war
against Milan in 1402. They were well rewarded
with both money and communal honor by their
politically ascendant mercantile readers; this sug-
gested to him that a new politically committed and
patriotic form of humanism had emerged in
Florence by the early fifteenth century. Civic
humanism as an analytically coherent concept was
then taken up most prominently by members of
the Cambridge School, led by John Pocock and
Quentin Skinner. Also referred to as the contextu-
alist school, the Cambridge School worked hard to
correct the hitherto dominant Lockean-liberal
paradigm of the positive unintended consequences
of acquisitive individualism. Skinner agreed with
Baron’s analysis of the impact of the call to civic
republicanism but saw it less as a Renaissance
recovery of a lost Hellenistic stance than as an
amplification of an already extant, if relatively
dormant, tradition of rhetorical and scholastic
study. It is now generally accepted that Baron
made too clear a divide between the Renaissance
and the Middle Ages and hence ignored the long-
standing tradition of civic liberty that developed
its voice throughout the high Middle Ages in both
oral and textual traditions. Skinner’s contempo-
rary, Pocock, was less concerned with traceable
literary antecedents than he was with thematic
coherence, contending that political discourse in
general and republican discourse in particular
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developed from its classical roots through a series
of epiphanic paradigm shifts, or “moments,”
finally calcifying into what would become known
as the “Atlantic republican tradition.”

The Cambridge scholars emphasized the con-
temporaneous reception of historically situated
political utterances and consequently made much
use of literary evidence left by humanists. This
emphasis led to the claim that Western liberal
democratic values could be directly traced to the
spread of civic humanism in the Italian Renaissance.
Nevertheless, it is Locke’s liberalism rather than
Machiavelli’s republicanism that is still regarded as
the primary influence on the formation of contem-
porary American values. However, the ahistorical
foundation of excessive individualism has left the
door open for a historically grounded, theoretically
rich counter-theory to gain ground. It is in this
context that civic humanism has once again become
a powerful rhetorical tool against the dominance
of individual property rights.

Critical Responses to Civic Humanism

Given the centrality of Baron’s Crisis, those wish-
ing to call civic humanism into question inevitably
begin by confronting the work itself, on the
assumption that if the axiom can be shown to be
flawed then all derivations from that axiom can be
disregarded as unsound. Alison Brown critiques
Baron’s monological presumption of social devel-
opment, citing examples such as “now that chiv-
alry had ceased to be the determining factor in
Italian medieval life” or the ideal of Franciscan
poverty, which “began a victorious procession
through all ranks of society.”

William Bouwsma takes a more analytical posi-
tion in arguing that the fact such ideals needed to
be lauded at all suggests that de facto civic human-
ism was not present and that Baron’s version of
civic humanism represented an ideal representation
rather than the reality of fifteenth-century commu-
nal history. Bouwsma notes that after 1434 the
Medici family held such a tight grip on the city’s
nominally republican government that opportuni-
ties for the active life of a citizen quickly began to
fade. However, Brown’s critique of Baron’s overly
stark intellectual transitions applies equally well to
Bouwsma when he suggests that the neo-Platonic
mysticism of Pico’s Oration on the Dignity of Man

forced the demise of civic humanism in the early to
late fifteenth century. The truth is that despite the
rise of such esoteric philosophies, the Petrarchian
tradition of civic pride remained alive in Florence
well into the sixteenth century at the same time as
it was being critiqued by Savonarola, Machiavelli,
and Guicciardini.

Unlike earlier critics, James Hankins is unremit-
tingly forthright in his rejection of Baron’s thesis:
With respect to political theory, Hankins declares
that Baron was simply wrong about the signifi-
cance of the Milanese wars, and that Baron failed
to see the true significance of Bruni’s “civic human-
ism,” which was in fact a subtle reinterpretation of
Florence’s traditional republican language in oli-
garchic terms. Along with Philip Jones, Peter
Herde, and Nicolai Rubinstein, Hankins takes
Baron to task for his naive view of republican
politics. A richer interpretation of Renaissance
societies suggests that they were not as devoted to
individual liberty as their traditions of political
folklore would suggest; within the patria full free-
dom was enjoyed only by a few long-standing
property-owning residents.

Critical attention has also been paid to Baron’s
followers; Pocock extended Baron’s thesis by
claiming that Florence’s civic humanists con-
sidered the concept of the patriotic citizen to be
antithetical to homo economicus. This obvious
anachronism in the most commercially successful
city in Europe stood unchallenged until 2001 when
Mark Jurdjevic demonstrated how, far from being
antithetical to the mercantile mind-set, the lan-
guage of Florentine civic humanism celebrated the
merchant as the economic wellspring of the repub-
lic and the guarantor of communal liberty.

John Najemy has further argued that the ten-
sions created by economic expansion in peacetime
and patriotic defense in times of war were required
to promote civic freedom. Najemy proposed that
civic humanism was a new ideology developed
under the aegis of Florence’s elite mercantile fami-
lies to deflect attention away from their de facto
control of the state. The platitudes of civic human-
ism were, for the politically disenfranchised middle-
rank Florentines, the echo of a political voice that
had effectively been stripped of all practical power
to criticize the regime.

The consensus seems to have developed that late
Renaissance republics were invariably oligarchic in
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structure and had weaker claims to legitimacy than
many tyrannies. It is worth noting that since the
late fourteenth century, Florence had relied heavily
on slaves who were imported from a variety of
foreign locales to fill the labor shortage after the
plague of 1348. A decree of 1363 allowed slaves to
be imported without limit as long as they were not
Christians, and by the mid-fifteenth century slavery
was institutionalized to the extent that there were
commonplaces about the slaves’ national charac-
teristics: Tartars were hard workers, Circassians
were good looking with sweet temperaments, and
so forth. In the mid-1450s, just as Bruni and Poggio
were composing their paeans to the republican lib-
erties enjoyed by Florence’s citizens, Guglielmo
Rucellai was busy trying to recover 30 florins he
had spent on a young female slave he had hoped to
debauch. After discovering that she was pregnant
he immediately returned her and recovered his
money plus costs from the slave dealer. Baron’s
thesis ignores this lacuna in his account of
Renaissance Florence’s humanist ideals and the
reality of a slave-owning noble remains a fatal flaw
for subsequent claims that Renaissance civic
humanism was ever anything other than a roman-
tic ideal at best or oligarchic propaganda at worst.

In many practical respects civic humanism has
established itself as a corrective ideal to free-market
capitalism as well as the illiberal educational axi-
oms promoted by the religious right in the United
States. The corrective effect is assumed to lie in its
inherent communitarian values matched to its call
for mandatory civics lessons promoted by the secu-
lar arm of the state’s educational institutions. The
historical controversies may eventually prove to be
a red herring as, even in its debased state, the fact
that a notion unknown until 1955 has become an
academic commonplace suggests that our own cen-
tury’s need for a unifying term of civic engagement
is much stronger than it ever was in the past. Its
critics notwithstanding, in the twenty-first century,
civic humanism and the classical republican ideal it
evokes remains a central feature in the debate sur-
rounding the political validity of communitarian-
ism, representative democracy,and civicengagement
in the political process.

Edward King
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Crivic REPUBLICANISM

Civic republicanism addresses political concerns
that have been extant since at least the Hellenistic
period. The tradition favors approaches to social
and political life that focus on the importance of
civic virtue and the political participation that
such virtue entails. It necessarily highlights the
dangers of political corruption, the primacy of the
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rule of law, and the inestimable benefits of a con-
stitution dedicated to a “thick” view of personal
liberty expressed as freedom from arbitrary power.
In the most potent manifestation of civic republi-
canism in Western Europe during the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, civic republicans drew
heavily on classical examples to make their politi-
cal points. They were especially fond of citing
Cicero and his fellow Roman historians, which
led to their movement being referred to as the
“classical republican” or “neo-Roman” tradition
of political thought. The neo-republican interpre-
tation of the Roman tradition, developed in large
part in the second half of the twentieth century, is
not without its critics, and because so much in the
civic republican tradition relies on its interpreta-
tion of classical political writings, these criticisms
have traction in the debate as to the approach’s
overall viability.

The Civic Republican Model

The end of World War II stimulated a reformula-
tion of the social conditions of the west, which led
to an increased interest in the classical republican
tradition. As might be expected after the cataclys-
mic destruction caused by the previous sociopoliti-
cal models of Europe and the West, classical
republicans initially held to what we might describe
as a perfectionist political philosophy. This assumed
that there was a specific and achievable definition
of the good life, the perceivable benefits of which
would create a politically engaged, incorruptible
citizenry to bring it to fruition. Aristotle’s concep-
tion of the properly constituted polis was their
axiomatic model and they seemed to assume that
political engagement would, of itself, naturally
lead to the eudaimonia they sought. This view is
now commonly referred to as the civic humanist
interpretation of the classical republican tradition.
It was most vigorously promoted until the mid-
1970s by authors such as Hans Baron, Hannah
Arendt, and John Pocock and, to a certain extent,
it still exists.

Despite its relative lack of appeal to contempo-
rary scholars in the field, civic humanism remains
the dominant paradigm for lay readers who wish
to oppose the stark utilitarianism of classical lib-
eralism, and as such it might be useful to disen-
tangle it from later incarnations of civic

republicanism. The most singular difference is the
primacy given by civic republicans to the notion
of political freedom or liberty. For civic republi-
cans this freedom is the condicio sine qua non of
the good life, and nothing good can exist for long
without it. Whereas this positive interpretation of
freedom is present in some Hellenistic texts, it is
not present for most readers of the classical
Roman authors, in whose works the emphasis is
more on freedom as noninterference than on free-
dom as a positive good in itself. This is a problem
for authors seeking their political justification in
the republican successes of ancient Rome, and
thus some civic republicans assert that freedom
for the republican citizens of Rome involved their
active participation in the political process of self-
determination. Their favored exemplars are
Brutus, Cincinnatus, and Scipio who were lauded,
even in their own day, for their extraordinary
commitment to the republican cause. It is an even
greater problem for neo-republicans who seek
historical confirmation of their tenets in Niccolo
Machiavelli’s Florence, as that city’s social struc-
ture in the fifteenth century relied heavily on slav-
ery to fill the labor shortage suffered by the city in
the wake of the plagues that occurred after 1348.
A decree of 1363 allowed slaves to be imported
without limit as long as they were not Christians.
In the mid-1450s, exactly contemporaneous with
Leonardo Bruni’srepublican panegyrics, Guglielmo
Rucellai was reimbursed 30 florins plus costs for
a young female slave he discovered to be inconve-
niently pregnant. It is hard to imagine a circum-
stance more antithetical to the neo-republican
ideal than a slave-owning nobleman returning a
human being bought for sexual pleasure on such
grounds. Since its high watermark in Pocock’s
Machiavellian Moment, the paradigm for
Renaissance scholars such as Quentin Skinner,
Gisela Bock, and Maurizio Viroli has shifted away
from the impact of the perfectible qualities of civic
humanism and has moved toward an instrumental
interpretation of civic republicanism as the con-
cept with most traction for modern readers. The
problem with this approach, for those intent on
developing a distinct civic republican model, is
that its largely instrumentalist interpretation of
the historical roots of republicanism too easily
collapses into liberalism for it to long remain
apart from its tenets.
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Republican Concepts of Liberty

Skinner introduced his reading of civic virtue as an
instrumentally valuable aspect of political liberty in
The Idea of Negative Liberty (1984). The impact of
this piece has meant that in contemporary political
philosophy, the “republican” part of civic republi-
canism more often than not refers to Skinner’s
rather singular interpretation of the development of
the classical tradition. Skinner understands the
overwhelming republican criterion of value to be
political liberty, which he describes in Isaiah Berlin’s
terms as a “freedom from” oppression and arbi-
trary rule, rather than a “freedom to” assert one’s
individual will in the face of the communal good.
Such an approach has been further developed, most
prominently by Philip Pettit, into a persuasive the-
ory of contemporary political action, and scholars
in his mold are often referred to collectively as
“civic republicans” or “neo-republicans.”

Civic republicans seek to understand the limits of
freedom in a socially and politically interdependent
world. They suggest that the best opportunity for
personal freedom consists in membership in a
political community. A collective response to the
shared human condition of vulnerability and fear
offers a more formidable defense from myriad natu-
ral and man-made terrors than could ever prove
possible for a solitary individual, no matter how
accomplished or wealthy. Such a response articu-
lates the concept of negative liberty, insofar as the
community’s members are not prevented from fol-
lowing their desires, a freedom that is limited only
to the extent that their decisions do not in turn pre-
vent other members of the community from follow-
ing theirs. This basic conception of negative liberty
was ultimately derived from Hobbes although it
was most persuasively articulated by Jeremy
Bentham and by his godson John Stuart Mill, who
declared in Chapter 1 of his essay “On Liberty”
that “the only freedom which deserves the name is
that of pursuing our own good in our own way, so
long as we do not attempt to deprive others of
theirs” (Mill, 1991, p. 17). This pragmatically pro-
phylactic understanding of personal freedom, which
places liberty and responsibility in constant tension,
is now entrenched as the dominant conception of
liberty among contemporary English writers.

The continental European tradition, promoted
by the likes of Baruch Spinoza, Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel,

involves a more “positive” conception of liberty
that allows citizens to fulfill their own potential,
especially with respect to proactive engagement in
government. The major difficulty, as Berlin noted,
is that positive arguments can easily be applied on
behalf of a citizen incapable of recognizing his or
her own best interests, such as is commonly done
on behalf of children or the chronically addicted.
To what extent, for example, should an alcoholic
be permitted to claim a positive freedom to drink
when any reasonably impartial spectator would
declare him or her to be acting against his or her
own best interests and possibly against the best
interests of society? The point seems to rest on
when and to what extent citizens are free to exer-
cise negative liberty to prevent being coerced for
their own good. Despite the broad Anglo-American
liberal consensus that positive freedoms have the
potential to enervate the citizens’ freedom of
choice, civic republicans continue to argue that
negative freedoms alone are an insufficient axiom
upon which to develop a truly free society.

Civic republicans see political liberty in terms of
the quality of relationships that exist between per-
sons or groups, rather than the contingent out-
comes of any such structures. Whether a strict
patriarch decides to show a kindness to his eldest
daughter is an outcome contingent on many fac-
tors that lie outside of the daughter’s control. A
legally sanctioned system of patriarchy is part of a
series of entrenched social laws and conventions
that effectively deny free agency to female citizens,
irrespective of whether any particular daughter has
a good or bad relationship with her particular
father, and as such they are the legitimate target of
committed civic republicans. They therefore begin
by defining freedom as conditional upon not being
subject to the arbitrary whim of a superior power.
This stance, which Machiavelli had originally
defined as one of the dichotomous positions of the
human political condition, is foundational to
republican theorists: “The end of the people is
more decent than that of the great, since the great
want to oppress and the people want not to be
oppressed.” It is important to recognize that this
negative conception of political liberty remains a
necessary but not sufficient condition of civic
republicanism. Short of regular but infrequent vot-
ing, there is no imperative to do anything in par-
ticular to enjoy political liberty in this minimal



196 Civic Republicanism

sense of republicanism. There is no requirement to
perfect one’s life or society, exercise or restrain
one’s will, or achieve any goal beyond accepting
Rousseau’s advice that contentment was to be
found by vegetating perpetually on the hillside of
the upper Valais.

Practical Limitations of Civic Republicanism

A more developed view of republican freedom,
such as might be held by a contemporary civic
republican, demands recognition—and eventually
elimination—of the broader frame of oppression
that exists in the example of patriarchy cited ear-
lier. The fact that the patriarch’s daughter enjoys
the privilege of not being impeded in her choices
does not mean that she has the right to insist upon
such freedoms should her father choose to place
limits upon her. This argument would hold irre-
spective of whether the father is under the sincere
belief that he is acting in the best interests of his
daughter and even if it could be irrefutably demon-
strated that his daughter’s decisions would lead to
a worse outcome than those of his own. It is
important to recognize the counter-intuitive fact
that theorists of republican liberty value the oppor-
tunity to fail on one’s own terms over any degree
of success wrought on one’s behalf by others act-
ing without one’s express permission. This differ-
ence between a privilege extended—albeit
benevolent in intent—and a right—irrespective of
its efficacious application—forms the axiomatic
basis of a civic republican theorist’s opposition to
the intrusion of the state into the affairs of its citi-
zens. The goal of a civic republican would not be
to seek a “golden mean” between the value of the
father’s experience and the daughter’s desire to
maximize her utility. The daughter can have no
measure of mature liberty without the abolition of
patriarchy as both a legal institution and a cultural
phenomenon. The goal of a civic republican then
is to design and establish laws and institutions that
will eliminate the systemic barriers to free agency—
especially those barriers based on arbitrary ascrip-
tion, such as race, gender or sexuality, that
invisibly determine the relationship between the
individual and the state. As Pettit notes, the point
is to eliminate the negative influence of dominium
and imperium by limiting relationships that permit
private persons to oppress each other (dominium)

while at the same time limiting the state’s power to
do the same thing in the public realm (imperium).

This entirely normative desire has an attractive
lucidity in its theoretical formulation. However,
once these ideals are mapped onto the political
realities of actual communities, the rigors of ideal
conceptions of liberty begin to exhibit their prag-
matic limitations. To what extent is a republic
willing to bear the cost of the sum of all the poor
decisions that will inevitably be made by individu-
als who have little regard for, or intellectual capac-
ity to compute, the social impact of their decisions?
Societies operating according to the strictures of
sufficiency over idealized optimality regularly
restrict their citizens’ access to drugs, weapons,
prostitutes, child laborers, or slaves. The argument
that the repeal of some of these restrictions would
have little appreciable effect on the orderly main-
tenance of society is undeniable, but the decision
as to which ones could reasonably be relaxed is
one that resists the universal demands of neo-re-
publican theory in favor of negotiations involving
parochial norms, laws, and conventions. The fact
that all democratic societies live in a constant state
of negotiated tension over these communal and
individual liberties speaks to the demonstrable
lack of interest free peoples have in absolute collec-
tive freedoms. To the extent that republican theo-
rists such as Pettit acknowledge the normative
quality of their claims, such a dearth of practical
exemplars does not trouble them much.
Unfortunately, the equally valid normative claims
of conservative citizens concerned about the moral
decay of their communities have received short
shrift from them. There is an elitist tendency in the
republican tradition that sees political wisdom as
rooted in the mature and enlightened members of
the community who then educate the less insight-
ful as to how to develop in a similar fashion. The
fact that emotional appeals to fear and loathing
are most frequently the rhetorical devices chosen
by those who oppose the extension of absolute
liberty to all who desire it should not obscure the
fact that absolute freedoms may well not have the
best interests of the community at heart. As with
the individual level examined earlier, neo-republican
theorists are not primarily concerned with contin-
gent outcomes; they tend to value the exten-
sion of liberty as a singular criterion of value that
overrides any and all outcomes that may derive
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from the exercise of those freedoms. This should
alert us to the potential value in a conservative or
gradualist approach to the extension of liberties
for liberty’s sake.

Civic Virtue

One of the most important themes of the classical
republican tradition is the role of civic virtue in
preventing the spread of civic corruption.
Republicans such as Pettit deviate from their lib-
eral colleagues in that they do not generally
assume, for example, that public officials are insti-
tutionally or collectively corrupt but rather choose
to view officials as individuals and, as such, only
potentially corruptible. By evading the question of
power relations that Robert Michels’s iron law of
oligarchy suggests is inherent in all organized insti-
tutions, this approach leaves republicans free to
believe that the organization of the social and
political realm involves nothing more than the cor-
rect algorithm for the relationship of institutional
laws and practices. Republicans believe that not
trusting people will inevitably lead to the very
practices one intends to prevent. This is, of course,
a reasonable assumption when one is dealing
with individuals, but less persuasive when people
are institutionally embedded. Civic republicans
improve individuals through a program of civic
education that rewards virtue with public esteem.
However, no modern republican theorist has yet
offered a pedagogical approach to civics that dif-
fers significantly from that employed in Hellenistic
Athens, the Roman Republic, or Renaissance
Florence. These examples of short-lived republics
only serve to emphasize the fact that such an
approach has no long-term successes to boast of in
any culture outside of the militaristic and pro-
foundly illiberal case of ancient Sparta. Until the
shift in the instrumental approach to virtue inspired
by Skinner, critics of republicanism were able to
legitimately complain that the profound degree of
self-sacrifice, matched to the stoic frugality of the
classical exemplars, made such a political ideal
unattainable for any but either a militaristic soci-
ety or an elite number of secular saints. Once this
assumed perfectionism was replaced by the accep-
tance of civic virtue as a strictly instrumental
good—useful for maintaining republican liberty
but not the sole criterion of value—citizens were

able to pursue their goals for private rather than
strictly public benefits, reserving their group inter-
ests to issues of collective security.

Another significant lacuna in this classically
rooted approach is its almost complete failure to
address the disproportionate power of corpora-
tions, the media, and informational technology to
shape and direct the lives of modern citizens. Its
theorists seem to slip all too easily into the axioms
that functioned perfectly well in its earliest Roman
formulation but were already becoming untenable
in Machiavelli’s economically developing Florence.
The fact that Hans Baron was able to locate a
republican strain in the polemical writings of
Leonardo Bruni was less of an indication of its de
facto existence than it was a rhetorical device to
deflect attention away from the oligarchic domi-
nance of the public realm instigated by the Medici.
Despite reigniting interest in civic republicanism in
the 1990s, this relative disinterest in fitting the
theory to contemporary realities was at the root of
much criticism leveled at Pettit’s Republicanism
(1997). This suggests that beyond the theoretical
elegance that undoubtedly exists in its formula-
tions, a practical revival of civic republicanism is
effectively impossible until the progress gap
between conditions that existed 2,000 years ago
and those that exist today is addressed.

Civic Republicans and Freedom

A further problem lies in the fact that civic repub-
licans generally insist upon a much “thicker”
conception of freedom than even their historical
progenitors would ever have claimed as necessary.
To the extent that Machiavelli was engaged in a
civic republican revival—as opposed to the more
hybrid form of a republic for the citizens with
extra-legal responsibilities for the apotheosized
elite and the debased consigliore recently pro-
posed by Edward King (2008)—we can see the
origin of Florentines’ concern with freedom placed
in opposition to an oligarchical preference for
noninterference. However, Machiavelli believed
that people would support any governmental sys-
tem as long as it constrained the nongoverning
nobility from their desire to dominate. Their free-
dom from oppression was guaranteed by the sup-
pression of those who would oppress them if
given the opportunity.
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Clearly the government could not be seen to
rule arbitrarily either; neither could it openly
flout the traditional conventions of the patria,
especially when it pertained to patrimony or the
security of women; otherwise, there is almost no
discussion whatsoever with respect to positively
defining the freedom of the citizenry, meaning
that Machiavelli advocated noninterference of a
much lower order than would prove acceptable
to a neo-republican. For example, Machiavelli
never presumed that a republic could ever do
away with its overwhelmingly powerful ruling
families. Pettit decries precisely this acceptance of
a privilege extended in that no matter how exten-
sive the education of such a ruling family might
be through “mirror to princes” literature or
shared responsibilities with a Machiavellian coun-
selor, there is no guarantee that such a ruler
would continue to respect the mutual benefits
that such a relationship ought to confer. Indeed
the historical record would tend to support his
demand that the citizens’ acceptance of the
prince’s arbitrary power must end before any
meaningful discussion of their freedoms could be
entered into. The presumption that underlies such
an aversion to arbitrary power is that it is by
definition a bad thing.

For a dogmatic civic republican, one enjoys
freedom only to the extent that one is indepen-
dent from arbitrary power. For a less analytically
constrained thinker such as Skinner, there is little
pragmatic value in a distinction between nonin-
terference and the more profound level of free-
dom required of civic republicanism. They both
carry de facto value to the citizen and in some
instances interference can be deemed a positive
good. In cases exemplified by the parent—child,
doctor—patient, or pilot—passenger relationship,
there is an explicit value in surrendering some of
one’s rights to perfect freedom in exchange for the
expert guidance of a trained professional. There
are clearly limits that need to be monitored to
ensure that the long-term balance of benefits
remains with the immature, sick, or temporarily
powerless party, but on balance we regularly and
willingly agree to temporarily surrender our abso-
lute freedoms to persons of professional repute.
Indeed a world in which such transactions were
constrained could prove at best inconvenient and
at worst fatal.

This contradiction could be accommodated by
considering the human experience holistically,
rather than decontextualizing the moments when
we surrender our freedoms from the complete arc
of our lives. It seems intuitively reasonable to
accept constraints on the diminished human
experience—such as when we are in our minority,
when we are sick, or when we need protection
from invasive exogenous forces such as terrorists
or foreign armies—for the benefits they confer
once we are restored to the sovereignty of our
person. Pettit appears to promote such a position
when he distinguishes between factors that com-
promise and factors that condition a citizen’s lib-
erty. Acitizen’s freedomis potentially compromised
when someone seeks lasting arbitrary power over
him or her, but it is only conditioned when he or
she fails to exert her freedom to its maximum
potential due to the exigencies of exogenous fac-
tors. Although Pettit only considers exogenous
conditioning factors, with some adjustment this
framework could accommodate decisions to tem-
porarily condition one’s freedom for the greater
good of one’s holistic well-being. The issue for
Pettit, as with other civic republicans, seems to
rest on the slippery slope of where we draw the
line at willfully permitting our freedoms to be
held in abeyance. Pettit illustrates how the cost to
the individual of a conditional quality of freedom
can be much more damaging that it at first appears
by citing Hobbes’s description of a state without
freedom from interference as being a state of war
of all against all. The citizen’s liberty is condi-
tioned by his or her having to be safe from immi-
nent death 24 hours a day in the state of nature.
Given that Hobbes advocates for absolute rule as
an acceptable cost for personal security, poorly
reasoned conditioning might easily lead to a com-
plete compromise of one’s liberties resulting in
death, rendering the degree of distinction some-
what moot.

Civic Republicans and Arbitrariness

Just as the term freedom appears as a false friend
to a civic republican once it is examined closely, a
similar problem arises with the notion of arbitrari-
ness. It cannot simply be unpredictability, as under
a pseudo-republican Machiavellian regime, ratio-
nalizing the prince’s actions to allow one to better
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predict his behavior does nothing to remove the
systemic roots of princely oppression. In this
Machiavellian formulation arbitrariness is defined
by a failure to be constrained by the generally
accepted standard of the parochial modes, laws,
and ordinances in effect in any given patria. This
does little to raise the standard of arbitrariness
above that covered by the rule of law, and it fails
even that standard if the outcome can be judged to
have benefited the patria more than it has harmed
a significant number of its citizens. Pettit again
tries to thicken the value of the term by defining
arbitrariness as a failure to track the “welfare and
world-view” of those affected, although he remains
open to the charge that this requires an a priori
definition of the common good available to a state
that is acceptable to all. It is possible to deflect this
unappealing scenario by submitting the account of
the welfare of citizens to the democratic process.
However, it is difficult to know how this last move
achieves any substantive deviation from the practi-
calities of contemporary liberalism.

In addition to being concerned with government
assuming arbitrary powers over its subjects, civic
republicans are also concerned that individuals or
groups within society do not assume arbitrary
power over each other. A system of laws to govern
the citizens’ mutual relations is as important as the
rules that protect the citizens from the awesome
power of the state. All of this is available in the
classical republican literature; where neo-republicans
extend the concept is in recognizing that the least
advantaged members of society are vulnerable
to the vagaries of the economy, and not having
their basic needs met renders moot any concern for
their political liberty. An initial reaction might be
to ensure that government provide subsidies to
low-income families to protect them from the arbi-
trary power of exploitative employers, but we
should recognize that they are also in danger of
losing their freedom from long-term dependence
on the very subsidies designed to protect them in
the first place. This constant battle with the
entrenched inequalities inherent in a competitive
capitalist society leads contemporary republicans
to consider no less trenchant inequalities in public
policy directed toward gender, race, education, or
disability provisions in public and family law.
There is no doubt that considerable work remains
for civic republicans engaged in determining

appropriate policies that can answer the philo-
sophical demands of republican freedom while at
the same time satisfying the practical needs of the
most disadvantaged of citizens.

Conclusion

Despite making significant contributions to a series
of ongoing debates in contemporary social and
political theory, neo-republicans seem unnecessar-
ily constrained by the need to maintain a distance
between themselves and the mainstream liberal
tradition. To claim, as Viroli does, that liberalism
is “an impoverished or incoherent republicanism”
is to prize the dry coherence of an abstract and
rigidly monological thesis over the essentially
human advantages inherent in a rich communitar-
ian existence. Both approaches share political
commitments to, for example, equality, political
liberty, and the rule of law. And many axiomatic
authors such as Machiavelli and Montesquieu rep-
resent both approaches, so the move to an instru-
mental interpretation of liberty spearheaded by
Skinner might have opened the door to a symbiotic
relationship. Even as signally perfectionist a liberal
as John Rawls declared that his theory had no
fundamental opposition to a nonperfectionist,
instrumental interpretation of republicanism. The
alarm for such a failure to seek a theoretical com-
promise in favor of a historically anachronistic
purity was sounded by David Hume at the height
of the republican movement in 1778:

A civilized nation, like the English, who have hap-
pily established the most perfect and most accurate
system of liberty that was ever found compatible
with government, ought to be cautious in appeal-
ing to the practice of their ancestors, or regarding
the maxims of uncultivated ages as certain rules
for their present conduct. (Hume, p. 525)

Edward King
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CriviL DISOBEDIENCE

Arguments as to the meaning and acceptability of
civil disobedience became central to political the-
ory in the late 1950s and remained so into the
1970s. The topic had been much discussed before
the 1950s, especially in debates initiated by the
writings of Henry David Thoreau and Leo Tolstoy
in the nineteenth century and by the actions of
Mahatma Gandhi in the early twentieth, but it
was the American civil rights movement and the
antiwar protests of the student New Left which
propelled civil disobedience to center stage in
political theory. Then it captured the attention of
leading political philosophers, including Hannah
Arendt and John Rawls, who wrote extensively
on the theme, and generated a broad public
debate about the limits of acceptable political
action in a democracy.

The Concept of Civil Disobedience

In this mid- to late-twentieth century variant, the
term civil disobedience was almost always taken to
refer to a refusal by a group of individuals to obey
a specific law, particularly when such refusal was
accompanied by nonviolent protest, including
so-called direct action protest whereby civil disobe-
dients confronted legal authorities directly and
drew immediate attention to their refusal to obey.
These tactics were pioneered in campaigns against
racial segregation in the northern United States by
James Farmer’s Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)
in the 1940s, and they spread more dramatically to
the southern states of the United States in the 1950s
and 1960s, led by Martin Luther King Jr.’s Southern
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and by
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
(SNCC). The widespread publicity that these move-
ments garnered, combined with their apparent suc-
cess in overcoming racially exclusive legislation, led
to the tactic being widely copied, most notably by
the student New Left in the United States in their
campaigns against American involvement in the
Vietnam War in the later 1960s and early 1970s.
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Despite the popular association of civil disobe-
dience with dramatic and direct forms of political
action, political philosophers of civil disobedience
generally insisted that it was an approach to poli-
tics characterized as much by a precise and
demanding set of restrictions and constraints on
citizen behavior as it was by support for radical
action. The major philosophical defenders of civil
disobedience, including Arendt, Marshall Cohen,
Rawls, and Michael Walzer, thus placed great
emphasis on the ways in which civil disobedience
differed from insurrection, rebellion, or revolu-
tion, arguing as they did so that it might be pos-
sible for the practice of civil disobedience to be
compatible with the maintenance of the prevailing
liberal democratic political order over time. This
account was dependent on four characteristics of
civil disobedience on which these philosophers put
much store.

The first of those characteristics emphasized
that civil disobedience must always involve claims
of “justice” rather than straightforward claims of
“interest.” An action only counted as civil disobe-
dience, on this account, when those involved in
disobeying the law did so not simply because the
law did not serve their own self-interest but
because there was something fundamentally unjust
about it: an injustice, moreover, which could
potentially be accepted not only by the disobedi-
ents, or by those directly affected by the specific
law being disobeyed, but by any reasonable,
impartial observer. In this way, civil disobedience
was said to differ from many of the campaigns
conducted by other movements, such as radical
trade unionists or tax refusers, in which the targets
of disobedience were particular laws that directly
disadvantaged certain groups in ways widely con-
sidered to be fair, just, and appropriate. These
other campaigns did not deserve the title “civil
disobedience,” it was charged, because they were
intended to serve the interests of some specific
group rather than the general cause of justice or
fairness.

The second characteristic of civil disobedience
followed directly from the first characteristic. This
involved a claim that it was not just any concept of
justice that civil disobedience must serve but rather
justice as already generally understood by the
majority of reasonable citizens living in the particu-
lar nation whose laws were being disobeyed. Just as

it was not acceptable for disobedients to appeal
solely to their self-interest, it was also not accept-
able for them to appeal to standards of justice that
could not be shared by fellow citizens. In this classic
version of civil disobedience, therefore, actions
could not be classified as civil disobedience if they
were defended by deeply controversial interpreta-
tions of the demands of justice, such as those
derived from comprehensive religious or philo-
sophical doctrines, but only if they were justified
with reference to norms and values that were
already widely shared in the broader public culture.
The American civil rights movement was once
again presented as the paradigmatic example of
civil disobedience in this vein by many philoso-
phers, because although many members of CORE,
SCLC, and SNCC possessed controversial visions
of the ideal society, they tended to justify their resis-
tance to the law in terms of widely shared “American
values,” especially in terms of those rights, free-
doms, and equalities promised in the Declaration of
Independence, the U.S. Constitution, and the Bill of
Rights. Martin Luther King Jr., in particular, was
renowned for his insistence that the civil rights
campaign was an effort to make American society
live up to its own standards rather than an attempt
to impose new moral standards upon it.

The third characteristic of civil disobedience
required that this justificatory story must be clear
and apparent to all and not only to the disobedi-
ents themselves. To be properly described as civil
disobedients, protesters would have to conduct
their campaigns openly in public, explicitly draw-
ing their opponents’ attention to the specific injus-
tice that they were opposing and their reasons for
doing so. In this way, civil disobedients would
make it clear that they were not trying to serve
their own interest but rather trying to serve the
general good, and were not seeking to do so coer-
cively through threat or force but by persuading
the broader community of the necessity of rectify-
ing the particular injustice. If actions were secret or
their justifications hidden from view, after all, dis-
obedients would always be open to the charge that
they lacked real confidence in the relationship of
their cause and broader social attitudes toward
justice and injustice.

Finally, the fourth characteristic of true civil
disobedience was said to rest in what John Rawls
called the ideal of “fidelity to the law.” On this



202 Civil Disobedience

condition, campaigners could only turn to direct
action and to disobedience of the law once they
had fully exhausted other avenues of political
change, including elections, pressure group actions,
and appeals to judicial bodies such as supreme or
constitutional courts. Prospective disobedients had
to be certain, therefore, that the injustice that they
were protesting could not be met in any other way
than through an active campaign of refusal to obey
the law. Moreover, this fidelity to the law also
demanded that disobedients willingly accept any
legal punishments that followed from their disobe-
dience, including appropriate imprisonment or the
payment of fines. Philosophers of civil disobedi-
ence argued that the acceptance of such punish-
ment, even if it were rightfully considered unjust,
was the best guarantee possible that the disobedi-
ents were sincere in their cause and truly believed
that their actions were required to bring the injus-
tice they protested to the attention of the nation at
large. Disobedients would not, after all, commit to
such self-sacrifice merely in the pursuit of self-
interest, but they would do so if they believed that
the duty to the justice of their cause demanded it.

These four conditions were intended to be
extraordinarily demanding on civil disobedients.
They were designed to ensure that civil disobedi-
ence was never taken lightly and always taken in
good faith. They also placed great expectations on
the personal characteristics of those involved in
civil disobedience. It was unsurprising, therefore,
that organizations such as CORE, SCLC, and
SNCC made considerable efforts to ensure that
their members were capable of engaging in cam-
paigns that were consistent with these conditions,
often drawing on the spiritual and psychological
writings of Tolstoy, Gandhi, and French existen-
tialist Albert Camus, in order to explain how it
was possible for human beings to live up to such
high standards in their political lives, even in the
face of great stress and constant opposition. Civic
virtue and personal restraint thus became the key
characteristics of the practitioners of civil disobedi-
ence in the mid-twentieth century.

Criticism of Traditional
Philosophies of Civil Disobedience

Partly in response to these demands on practitioners,
critical voices emerged in the later 1950s through

and the 1970s when a wide and diverse range of
activists and thinkers, including Stokely Carmichael,
Frantz Fanon, and Tom Hayden, insisted that the
rules for civil disobedience laid down by liberal
philosophers were unrealistic. These critics insisted
most of all that traditional philosophies of civil
disobedience failed to acknowledge how far
removed most—if not all—existing nation-states
were from the political, social, and economic con-
ditions that justice required. When seen in this way,
the publics of existing nations were unlikely to be
led to abandon unjust practices even when those
injustices were pointed out to them through non-
violent direct action and by the breaking of specific
laws. This was partly because ideals of justice were
not, in fact, widely shared across the citizen body
and partly because actual injustices were far too
deeply entrenched in the politics and culture of the
nation to be fully remedied without considerable
difficulty. Racial segregation, for example, might
be ameliorated through the kind of action recom-
mended by the philosophers of civil disobedience,
but it would require significantly stronger, and
potentially more coercive, campaigns to eradicate
racial injustice entirely in the United States.

Such critics thus disputed both the practical
efficacy of civil disobedience as previously described
and the normative force of the restrictions that the
philosophers of civil disobedience had sought to
place on activists. If, after all, the majority of citi-
zens to whom disobedients were appealing had
historically proven themselves immune to the
demands of justice, then it seemed inappropriate to
restrict disobedients to public actions that were
explicit in their justifications and to insist that they
accept any punishments to which this majority
deemed it fit to submit them.

These debates as to the efficacy and appropri-
ateness of civil disobedience continued vocifer-
ously in political theory in the early 1970s. They
dropped away from the center of academic argu-
ment, however, as actual social movements of civil
disobedience declined across the developed world
later in that decade. As the movement for civil
rights moved into mainstream party politics and
the student New Left disintegrated in the face of
the United States’ withdrawal from Vietnam, no
new movements of civil disobedience replaced
them in North America, and much the same was
true for Europe and the developing world too.
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For a while, therefore, it seemed as if the debate
about civil disobedience was relatively sterile, play-
ing a relatively minor supporting role to arguments
about philosophical anarchism and the problem of
political obligation more generally. The theoretical
arguments resurfaced in a slightly new form,
though, in the final years of the twentieth century
and beginning of the twenty-first century, as a
result both of the emergence of environmental and
antiglobalization activism and as a response to
developments in democratic political theory itself,
and especially the rise of the theory of “deliberative
democracy.” Many activists and deliberative dem-
ocrats in these new movements were initially very
sympathetic to the original description of civil dis-
obedience and were especially enthusiastic about
its insistence on campaigns for justice rather than
self-interest and on the need for constant public
justifications of actions taken. Recent years, how-
ever, have also witnessed a reemergence of more
skeptical voices, with a group known as democratic
realists insisting that significant, far-reaching polit-
ical change is unlikely ever to be brought about
through such relatively mild forms of disruption.
The debate between these two movements now
occupies center stage in democratic political theory.
It appears, then, that both the moral and the practi-
cal arguments about civil disobedience and its lim-
its might well become a major theme of theoretical
argument again in the decades to come.

Marc Stears
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CrviL Law

“Civil law” is a translation of the Latin term ius
civile, a body of law exclusively available to
Roman citizens. In modern scholarship, the adjec-
tive civilian is used to identify those legal systems
historically influenced by Roman law through the
process of “reception.” Before the stages in this
process can be explored, some remarks on the
Roman law that was “received” are required.
During the sixth century CE a compilation of
law was collected by order of the Emperor Justinian.
This collection, later named the Corpus Iuris
Civilis, consisted of the Institutes (a textbook of
first principles based on one written by the jurist
Gaius during the second century CE), the Digest
(an anthology of juristic writing compiled from
nearly 2,000 books by 38 renowned jurists of the
first to the third centuries CE), the Code (an
updated collection of Imperial law covering the
second to sixth centuries CE), and latterly the
Novels (further Imperial laws collected after
Justinian’s death). The first stage in the reception
process was initiated by the partial rediscovery of
the Corpus Iuris Civilis during the twelfth century
in a library in Florence. The discovery is conven-
tionally linked to the investiture contest between
the Hohenstaufen emperors and the popes. Because
this collection of Roman law contained many refer-
ences to the power of the emperor and his relation-
ship with the law, it proved a powerful tool in this
debate. The rediscovery of Roman law was further
aided by the founding of the first universities in
Europe. When the University of Bologna was
established in the mid-twelfth century, one of the
first subjects taught was Roman law. Throughout
the twelfth century, as other universities were
founded in Northern Italy, a group of legal schol-
ars (the Glossators) emerged. The Glossators, so
called because of their method, were interested in
uncovering the true meaning of the text, but by
linking texts using glosses they succeeded in form-
ing general principles (regulae). The culmination of
this method is visible in a work, the Glossa
Ordinaria, produced toward the end of the twelfth
century by Accursius. With the advent of the thir-
teenth century, southern France became an impor-
tant center for the study of Roman law. The subject
continued to flourish at Italian universities, but a
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different methodology began to emerge at French
universities such as Orleans under the influence of
scholars, known as the Ultramontani (or “school”
of Orleans). Whereas the Glossators treated the
Corpus Iuris Civilis as a finished text that could
not be questioned, French scholars, chief among
these Jacques de Revigny and Pierre de Belleperche,
adopted a skeptical approach to the order of the
texts (which had been transmitted in different for-
mats) and to their content. By the start of the four-
teenth century, Italian jurists again began to
dominate the study of Roman law. Unlike their
French counterparts, these scholars, known as the
Commentators, adopted yet another method of
examining Roman legal texts. While continuing to
engage in textual exegesis, these scholars, most
prominent of whom were Bartolus de Saxoferrato
and his pupil Baldus de Ubaldis, also specialized in
writing freestanding commentaries on specific areas
of law in which they demonstrated how the rules
and principles of law could be applied to the cir-
cumstances of their day.

By the end of the fourteenth century, Roman
law had contributed significantly to the creation
of a European “common law” (ius commune).
This common law did not replace existing local
law. Rather, legal practice shows that local stat-
utes continue to be drafted and many of the Italian
city-states had their own customary law. Rather,
the concepts, intellectual structures, and terminol-
ogy of Roman law were learned by students from
across Europe studying at these universities and
transfused into the court system or bureaucracy of
their native jurisdictions upon their return. The
ius commune, which came into existence by the
end of the fourteenth century, was not solely made
up of Roman law but was also shaped by canonic,
customary, and feudal laws.

The transformation of the ius commune into
the legal systems of Western Europe (and else-
where) from the fifteenth century onward is inex-
tricably linked to the rise of the nation-state and
the impact of the Protestant Reformation. The
fifteenth century witnessed an intellectual break
with the medieval past and over the next two cen-
turies legal scholarship came under the influence
of humanism. For the study of Roman law, this
manifested itself in an attempt to produce author-
itative editions of Roman legal materials. During
the course of the sixteenth century, two further

important developments occurred. First, a group
of Spanish theologians, the Scholastics, came
under the influence of Thomas Aquinas’s inter-
pretation of Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics and
his notions of distributive and commutative jus-
tice, which led them to reinterpret Roman legal
principles and taxonomies. Second, the work of the
Scholastics had a profound influence on the sixteenth-
century Dutch jurist, Hugo Grotius, widely
regarded as the father of seventeenth-century nat-
ural law thought.

The seventeenth century, a turbulent period in
Western Europe characterized by bloody wars
and the recognition of the boundaries of many
modern European states, was dominated in the
field of legal scholarship by (secularized) natural-
law thought. According to supporters of this the-
ory, the inspiration for law could be derived from
inductive reasoning and intellect rather than a
higher power (as was the prevailing medieval
view). It was also during this period that new
taxonomies and methods of legal classification
were explored. Natural-law thinking continued
to dominate legal scholarship for much of the
eighteenth century, fueled by values of the
Enlightenment and the legal developments in
the rights of man following the French Revolution.
Encouraged by the rational approach of natural-
law scholarship, the end of the eighteenth century
also witnessed the first attempts at redacting the
law into a code aimed at replacing the organic
legal development that had occurred since the
advent of the twelfth century. A good example of
this development is the Prussian Civil Code of
1794, commonly regarded as the first of the legal
codes in early modern Europe. Much of nine-
teenth-century legal scholarship in Western Europe
focused on the development of codes of law. In
France, the Civil Code of 1804, a product of
Napoleon’s grand vision, is squarely rooted in
Enlightenment thought. Similarly, the German
Civil Code of 1900, borrowing in many instances
from the Prussian Code of 1794, is a textbook
example of structuring of legal thought during
this period. In the creation of these codes, the ter-
minology, structure, and concepts of Roman law
featured heavily—hence the modern classification
of these systems as civilian.

Paul |. du Plessis
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Crvi. RELIGION

The idea of civil religion received its first sustained
theoretical treatment in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s
The Social Contract (1762). Rousseau dedicates a
penultimate and relatively lengthy chapter of that
work to a discussion of civil religion, laying out its
central conceptual elements and emphasizing its
normative importance for a healthy body politic.

Civil religion is a public profession of faith, one
that aims to inculcate political values and that pre-
scribes dogma, rites, and rituals for citizens of a
particular country. These are the central and defin-
ing elements of civil religion, as Rousseau describes
it. The object of civil religion is to foster sentiments
of sociability and a love of public duties among
citizens, extending these bonds throughout a citi-
zenry and its membership. Civil religion identifies
gods and tutelary benefactors to assist with this
great aim, and its successful inculcation is sup-
posed to help maintain stability, order, and pros-
perity for the country.

Rousseau proposes that the dogmas of civil reli-
gion ought to be simple: They should affirm the
afterlife, a God with divine perfections, the notion

that the just will be happy and the wicked pun-
ished, and the sanctity of the social contract and
the polity’s laws. Civil religion should also con-
demn intolerance as a creedal matter, Rousseau
contends, given that there can never again be an
exclusive national religion. A civil profession of
faith ought to tolerate all and only those religions
that tolerate others, he suggests, at least insofar as
the respective religious groups do not uphold
beliefs that run contrary to citizens’ duties. More
extremely, Rousseau avers that penalties may
rightly be applied against those who do not
observe the civil religion. Although government
cannot obligate a person to believe its dogmas, one
who fails to adopt them can rightly be banished
from the state on grounds of unsociability.
Additionally, a citizen who publicly acknowledges
civil dogmas may be punished with death if subse-
quently that citizen behaves as if he does not
believe them.

Civil religion is not identical to religious establish-
ment. While established religions receive symbolic
endorsement or financial aid from government,
they may not reciprocate by supporting state insti-
tutions or citizens’ duties. An established religion
might advocate meekness or withdrawal from
public life, or promote other values that run con-
trary to the purposes of citizenship. Established
religions can prioritize otherworldly ends over life
on earth, too, or identify a church leadership inde-
pendent of political authorities. Rousseau sees the
latter problem as both common and pernicious:
“Wherever the clergy constitutes a body,” he
writes, “it is master and legislator in its domain.”
Rousseau claims that Thomas Hobbes was the
only Christian writer brave enough to propose that
Christianity and state be reunified but that Hobbes
apparently misunderstood that Christianity is ter-
rible for founding republics. Rousseau charges that
Christianity teaches people to be excessively servile
and dependent, leaving adherents unsuitable for
military service and ready for slavery. Interestingly,
Rousseau contrasts contemporary, institutional-
ized Christianity with the “religion of man,” dis-
tinguishing the latter as the religion of the gospel.
He lauds the religion of man as “saintly, sublime,
[and] true,” but adds that its weakness lies in the
fact that it lacks a proper relation to the political
whole, and as such gives no external force to the
fraternal unity that it envisions.
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Rousseau maintains that civil religion has
decided benefits: It unites divine love with the laws
of one’s country, prompts people to pray for their
homeland, and vivifies the body politic. But civil
religion has distinct weaknesses: Because its dog-
matic elements of sociability are constructed, and
will vary across countries, it stands to reason that
they could be devised poorly or incoherently.
Furthermore, the theological postulates of the civil
religion presumably may be false, a point that
Rousseau seems to recognize. Civil religion also
runs the risk of fostering credulity, superstition,
intolerance, and bloodthirstiness in the body poli-
tic; in addition, moral or prudential problems may
accompany efforts to foster or perpetuate civil
religion in a pluralistic country.

Although Rousseau may have given civil reli-
gion its first elaboration in political theory, the
phenomenon predates him by many centuries.
Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges identified forms
of civil religion in the foundations of the ancient
city-states of Greece and Rome. And the Greek
historian Polybius, writing in the second century
BC, observed elements of civil religion in his study
of the Roman constitution. Polybius remarked that
superstition bound the Roman state together,
adding—with admiration—that this made Rome
decisively superior in the sphere of religion. The
Romans’ public form of religion stimulates magis-
trates to be scrupulous and dutiful, Polybius pro-
poses, while the fickle, lawless masses remain
restrained by their fear of gods and punishment in
the afterlife.

Sociologist Robert N. Bellah has proposed that
civil religion exists in America: The United States is
suffused with various rituals that unite its citizens,
employing symbols that are drawn from specific
religions but which operate independently of those
origins. He reckons that America has its own series
of saints and martyrs (such as George Washington,
Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln) and that
an examination of founding documents and impor-
tant inaugural addresses shows how America oper-
ates on the idea that it is a nation chosen by God.
However, while unifying symbols, founding myths,
and public rituals may be found across countries, it
is unclear whether civil religion is necessary for a
country’s foundation or ultimate success.

Lucas Swaine
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Civi. RiIGHTS

The International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights (adopted by the General Assembly of the
United Nations in 1966) includes the following;:

e The right to life

e The right not to be tortured or subjected to
cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment

e The right not to be held in slavery or servitude

e The right to liberty and security from arbitrary
arrest

o The right for accused persons to be kept
separately from convicted criminals

e The right not to be imprisoned solely for
inability to fulfill a contract

e The right to freedom of movement and residence

o The right to due process when accused of a
crime, including the right to be presumed
innocent until proven guilty

e The right against retrospective legislation

e The right to privacy

e The right of freedom of thought, conscience, and
religion
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e The right to hold opinions and express them
freely

e The right of peaceful assembly

e The right of freedom of association, including
the right to form and join trade unions

e The right of men and women of marriageable
age to marry

e The right to a nationality

e The right to take part in public affairs, including
to vote in a secret election, and to have access,
on terms of equality, to public service

e The right of members of minority groups to
enjoy their own culture, religion, and language

e Provisions that require that these rights be
respected for all people independently of their
race, color, sex, language, religion, political
opinion, national or social origin, property,
birth, or other status

It is not clear that there is a determinate answer
to the question which of these are “civil” and
which “political” rights. The concept of civil rights
is typically understood as encompassing those
rights that guarantee a person the standing of a full
and equal member of a political community.
According to this view, some of the rights, in the
previous list, that seem clearly “political” might
still qualify as civil rights. For example, we might
ask whether for a person to be a full and equal
member of a political community, it is necessary
that the person holds the right to take part in pub-
lic affairs. Nondemocratic theorists might deny
this, but supporters of democracy are likely to
think that the right to political participation is a
central component of any person’s standing as a
full member of his or her political community.
Furthermore, some will think that this list of rights
omits some important civil rights, such as the right
to own property.

Which rights should be included in a list of civil
rights will turn on what the theorist deems neces-
sary for a person to have the status of a full and
equal member of a political community. Any plau-
sible list is likely to include some of the following:
rights against arbitrary or excessive interference
from the state and other people; rights to appropri-
ately respectful treatment within the legal system;
rights to participation in the law-making process;
rights to equal standing under the law and rights
against unjustified discrimination. Among the

policies for implementing these rights, we can dis-
tinguish between those aimed at generally ensuring
the rights are fulfilled (e.g., policies aimed at pro-
tecting people’s privacy or at preventing torture)
and policies that aim to prevent unequal or dis-
criminatory respect for these rights (e.g., policies
aimed at preventing racial or gender-based dis-
crimination in educational practices or in access to
public office). It is notable that policies aimed at
preventing unjustified discrimination in all areas of
life—including access to employment and con-
sumer opportunities, rather than simply to directly
“political” activities—have fallen under the head-
ing of “civil rights.”

Civil Rights and Other Categories of Rights
Natural Rights

The list given by the International Covenant can
be taken as operationalizing the fundamental rights
to life, liberty, and property endorsed by John
Locke, and in various forms by other natural law
theorists—although the International Covenant’s
list is notable for the omission of property. The con-
ception of civil rights as natural rights is also evi-
dent in the American Declaration of Independence
(1776) and the French Declaration of the Rights of
Man and Citizen (1789). Understood as natural
rights, civil rights would exist independently of
their social or legal recognition through instru-
ments such as the International Covenant. Whether
further rights—such as socioeconomic rights and
group rights—also qualify as natural rights is a
matter of debate, but most natural rights theorists
have included the fundamental civil rights among
their lists of natural rights. However, one can be
committed to the importance of civil rights without
regarding them as natural rights. For example,
although Jeremy Bentham famously dismissed
inalienable natural rights, he nonetheless argued
that the social and legal creation of, and subse-
quent respect for, civil rights is of the utmost moral
importance. Contemporary utilitarian defenders of
civil rights take a similar view.

Human Rights

There are many ways of conceiving human
rights: as the rights listed on the international and
regional lists like the Universal Declaration of
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Human Rights, or the European Convention, or
African Charter on Human Rights; as secularized
forms of natural right; as the rights that each per-
son has simply in virtue of being human; or as
among the most morally important rights we hold.
On any one of these understandings, human rights
will include most civil rights. If human rights are
those we have by virtue of being human, then
whether human rights include all civil rights will
depend on whether simply by being human, one is
entitled to the standing of full and equal member-
ship within a political community. Political con-
ceptions of human nature (as evident in Aristotle)
will support the view that all civil rights are human
rights, but others argue that some of our civil
rights, such as the right to compensation for a mis-
carriage of justice, are not human rights because
they are not essential to the possession of a distinc-
tively human life. As with natural rights, whether
further rights—beyond civil rights—qualify as
human rights is a matter of debate.

Negative and Positive Rights

Negative rights entitle their holders to noninter-
ference and can typically be fulfilled through
refraining from doing things to the right-holder;
examples include the rights not to be killed or tor-
tured. By contrast, positive rights entitle their
holders to assistance, and their fulfilment typically
requires actions to be performed for the right-
holder; examples include the rights to education
and medical care. Civil rights have standardly been
conceived as negative: At first glance, it seems that
respecting people’s lives, refraining from torturing
or enslaving people, and respecting people’s free-
dom of worship and expression all require mere
noninterference rather than assistance. But on sec-
ond glance we might question this: Some of the
components of full and equal political member-
ship, such as the right to political participation or
the right to a nationality, seem necessarily to
require positive actions for their fulfilment (e.g.,
actions of setting up a democratic system and pro-
viding passports), and even those civil rights that
seem to demand no more than noninterference
(such as the right not to be tortured or enslaved)
still require positive action for their enforcement,
such as funding a police force and establishing law
courts. More radically, Henry Shue and Jeremy

Waldron have also argued that none of the civil
rights is genuinely secured for a person who lacks
the means for subsistence, education, and housing;:
On this account, fulfilment of a range of clearly
“positive” welfare rights would be a necessary
precondition for fulfilment of civil rights.

Social, Economic, and Welfare Rights

Civil rights are often contrasted with social,
economic, and welfare rights such as the right to
work, the right to health care, and the right to
education. This contrast is evident in the United
Nations’ provision of a distinct International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights,
and in the frequently made claim that social, eco-
nomic, and welfare rights constitute a second gen-
eration of rights, in contrast with first generation
civil rights and third generation cultural and group
rights. Some theorists charge some of the second
and third generation rights with not being genuine
rights, or atleast not genuine “natural” or “human”
rights, sometimes on the ground that they are too
demanding or too liable to conflict, sometimes on
the ground that they lack determinate content, are
unenforceable, or do not entail determinately allo-
cated duties. Others, as noted earlier, argue that
fulfilment of certain social and economic welfare
rights is a necessary precondition for the fulfilment
of civil rights.

Who Holds Civil Rights?

If civil rights secure one’s status as a full member
of a political community, then in some sense it
must be possible for them to be held by anyone
who has the capacities necessary to be a full mem-
ber of a political community. It is interesting to
consider what this implies for those who lack these
capacities. Some have argued that babies and
young children, adults with severe mental health
difficulties, and animals cannot qualify as bearers
of any rights whatsoever, or at least of any human
rights, because these beings lack the necessary
rational capacities. Such exclusionary arguments
seem surprising in light of the prominence given to
nondiscrimination within civil rights discourse.
Nonetheless, it is notable that for some rights on
the International Covenant’s list, many societies
seem willing to make exclusions (e.g., by disallowing
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adults with severe mental health difficulties full
freedom of movement and residence and by exclud-
ing political participation rights from children and
animals). Furthermore, those rights on our initial
list that seem to apply universally to all people—
such as the rights against torture and slavery and
rights of due process—are arguably not only civil
rights. Such universal rights seem to constitute
broader rights of humane treatment justifiable
independently of their role in securing rights-hold-
ers full membership of a political community. They
are also civil rights because they are also necessary
for full and equal membership, but they are valu-
able in ways that go beyond this role.

Against Whom Are Civil Rights Held?

It is important to consider whether a person’s civil
rights entail duties for a citizen, government, or
both. Furthermore, one might wonder whether a
person’s civil rights can also entail duties for for-
eign governments and transnational bodies (such
as the United Nations, nongovernmental organiza-
tions, and corporations). Theorists, particularly
those working primarily on human rights, are
divided on these issues. At the least, a citizen’s civil
rights must surely entail binding duties for the citi-
zen’s government, and many are willing to go fur-
ther and argue that human rights in general
entail duties for any individual acting in an official
capacity within the society. Whether civil rights, or
human rights more generally, also directly entail
duties for all citizens is debated, but the civil rights
against nondiscrimination, torture, and slavery
seem clearly violable by individual citizens. Some
would argue that whereas an intrusive neighbor
can violate one’s civil right to privacy, this will
only qualify as a human rights violation if the
neighbor is acting in an official capacity, or if the
neighbor’s intrusions are condoned by the state.

What Justifies Civil Rights?

One’s positions on the issues outlined earlier will
vary depending on one’s theory of the justification
of civil rights. There are several rival accounts of
why we hold rights in general, with implications
for civil rights. Among these accounts, we should
distinguish between individualistic theories, which
maintain that a given person holds civil rights

because of the great importance to that person of
what civil rights secure, and more collectivist theo-
ries, which maintain that a given person holds civil
rights because of the wider importance to everyone
of a system of civil rights. Both types of accounts
should be distinguished from those which justify
civil rights independently of the importance of
what they secure—perhaps on the ground that the
principle of respect for civil rights is universalizable
or not reasonably rejectable. Whichever account is
chosen, it is likely that its grounding for civil rights
will appeal in some way to the value of playing
one’s part in a political community, the importance
of political communities in general, and the role of
equal status in the moral community.

Civil Rights in History
The U.S. Civil Rights Movement

The campaigning movement to liberate African
American U.S. citizens from legal and institutional
oppression is often called the civil rights move-
ment. The rights for which the movement fought
included direct rights to political and legal partici-
pation (e.g., removal of restrictions on voter regis-
tration and discrimination in law courts) but also
rights to full and equal participation in public
activities that are not, at first glance, overtly polit-
ical (such as desegregated shopping, employment,
and public transport). The range of activities over
which the civil rights movement fought reflects the
wide range of aspects of life that are central to
one’s full and equal participation in society: educa-
tion, economic activities, and family life, including
marriage. In Martin Luther King Jr.’s 1963 “Letter
From Birmingham Jail,” he describes the urgent
need for reform, cataloguing a series of injustices
that includes lynchings, police brutalities, and pov-
erty among African Americans, and ending with
his own personal dilemma when trying to explain
to his young daughter why a television advertise-
ment for an amusement park is not aimed at her
and why the park will exclude her. Elimination of
discrimination in all areas was, and remains, one
of the core goals of the movement. This has led to
debates over policies of affirmative action. And the
African American campaign should be understood
as generating and working alongside related civil
rights campaigns to end discrimination on the
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basis of gender, sexual orientation, disability, and
species membership. These various civil rights
movements, with their overriding aim to secure for
all citizens a full and equal status as members of
the community, should be distinguished from anti-
colonial and indigenous groups’ campaigns against
imperial domination, which aim for political self-
determination, and from campaigns for wider
respect for welfare rights in general.

Civil Rights as “Western”

Two years after the U.S. Civil Rights Bill was
passed in 1964, the two International Covenants—
on (1) Civil and Political Rights and (2) Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights—were adopted by the
General Assembly of the United Nations, open for
ratification by member states. The division into
two covenants partly reflected the cold war divi-
sion between the North American and Western
European focus on civil and political rights, and
the Eastern European and USSR’s focus on eco-
nomic and social rights. Although neither bloc was
exemplary in respecting either sort of right (wit-
ness the continued civil rights struggles in the
United States and the economic deprivations in
parts of the former USSR) the assumption that
some types of rights are more suited to, culturally
embedded in, or normatively relevant to certain
types of society reappears on various occasions,
such as Lee Kuan Yew’s claim in 1991 that Asian
values prioritize the community over the individual
in a manner not congruent with traditional civil
rights.

Rowan Cruft
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CIviL SOCIETY

The term civil society refers to a variety of unco-
erced voluntary associations that publically pro-
mote a broad range of shared interests, purposes,
and values. Although these necessarily include some
self-interested goals, the trope of civil society pre-
supposes that the citizens form such associations
out of a collective desire to improve the communi-
ties to which they belong. Such associations vary in
terms of the formality of institutional structure, the
influence they can command in the public sphere,
and the degree to which they are fully autonomous
from more integrated civic institutions, such as the
government or the corporate world.

The term civil society is a false friend to the
social sciences in that it has come to mean all good
things to all people, even when competing claims
become mutually exclusive to the point of absur-
dity. Michael Edwards illustrates this problem by
contrasting the Cato Institute’s understanding that
civil society is “fundamentally reducing the role of
politics in society by expanding free markets and
individual liberty” with the World Social Forum’s
claim that it is “the single most viable alternative
to the authoritarian state and the tyrannical mar-
ket” (Edwards, 2007, p. 13). Part of the reason for
the term’s malleability comes from the fact that
citizens seeking the common good through a vari-
ety of voluntary public activities often find it
impossible to agree on their competing interests,
goals, and values. Engaged citizens participate in a
variety of nongovernmental organizations, includ-
ing those led by women, labor unions, faith-based
organizations, community leaders, professional
associations, charities, and local and international
justice, peace, and poverty coalitions, the goals of
which are often at odds with each other. With The
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere
(1962), Jurgen Habermas initiated a movement to
“tidy up” the disordered face of civil society by
distinguishing these activities from the more paro-
chial demands of family, friends, state-sponsored
institutions, or the stock market, although in prac-
tice, such divisions often render the political impact
of voluntary associations meaningless. Robert
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Putnam emphasized the historical dimensions of
this dislocation when he showed that citizens in a
modern society have become progressively less
likely to sign a petition, participate in a political
rally, socialize with their neighbors, or even spend
time with family. The title of his work, Bowling
Alone, which became his metaphor for the dimin-
ishing status of civil society, was derived from the
observation that despite the fact that more people
bowl than ever before, fewer than ever are bowling
in leagues. However, neither author makes it clear
that the level of civic engagement in the tradition-
ally unstructured realm or in other, less demonstra-
tive arenas has reduced the overall political impact
of contemporary citizens on their representatives.

Ferguson and the Scottish Enlightenment

Despite civil society being a subject of interest since
antiquity, the modern understanding of the term
was first developed during the Scottish
Enlightenment by Adam Ferguson, who was David
Hume’s successor as librarian to the Faculty of
Advocates. Despite contrary advice from Hume,
who thought the essay “superficial,” Adam
Ferguson published his Essay on the History of
Civil Society in 1767, and it was well enough
received to be translated into several European
languages in his lifetime. In opposition to many of
his contemporaries, such as Francis Hutcheson and
the third Earl of Shaftesbury, Ferguson never found
the theory that human society was enjoying a
peaceful development toward a teleologically satis-
fying (and benevolent) dénouement analytically
satisfying. In his essay he declared that

every step and every movement of the multi-
tude, even in what are termed enlightened ages,
are made with equal blindness to the future;
and nations stumble upon establi