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PREFACE 

T HIS book is based on the lectures in Political Theory 
which I gave for a number of years in the different 

universities in which I taught. Two or three friends, who 
heard these lectures, expressed a wish that they were available 
in published form. Thus encouraged, I had originally 
intended to publish them very much as they stood. But I 
speedily discovered that the lecture style, at any rate as I 
practised it, was not at all suitable for a book, so, though most 
of the substance has been retained, the lectures have been 
largely re-written. I am afraid it is possible that traces of 
the lecture style have lingered here and there, but I hope that 
that will not affect the clarity of the exposition. There is 
also a fair amount of fresh material added which was not in 
the lectures at all, and the book, as a whole, is considerably 
longer than they would have been. 

I might explain that these lectures were given, with short 
intermissions, over a period of forty years. They were 
originally written out and re-written from time to time, but I 
never stuck rigidly to what I had written, and I do notJ sup­
pose that in fact I ever gave exactly the same lectures two 
years running. Nevertheless a few main ideas which I 
conceived at a fairly early stage still seem to me to have 
proved themselves useful guides to an understanding of the 
subject. I have had the experience from time to time of being 
approached by a member of my audience who suggested, 
either approvingly or disapprovingly, that in some particular 
passage, under the guise of laying down general principles, I 
was really hitting at one side or another in some contemporary 
controversy. And it was as likely as not to turn out that the 
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VI POLITICAL THEORY 

passage in question belonged to the older stratum of the 
lectures, long before that particular controversy had ever 
been heard of. 

There is one point on which I felt considerable hesitation, 
and that was the inclusion of the historical sketch in the first 
three chapters. In the original lectures half the course was 
devoted to the history of political ideas, and the other half to 
what was described in one university syllabus as 'Analytic 
Politics'. It was the latter half which I was interested in 
turning into a book, and my first intention was to omit the 
historical account altogether. But on second thoughts I 
decided to insert a summary account, for two main reasons. 
In the first place, I often found it helpful to make a point 
about present-day ideas by reference to or comparison with 
ideas of an earlier age. And it seemed better to give some 
general account of these latter to begin with than to try to 
explain them on each occasion. Secondly, and more generally, 
it seemed desirable to produce the sort of atmosphere in 
which our present ideas and problems would be seen as a 
stage in a long historical process of continual development 
and not as a fixed and final order of nature. I have included 
as an appendix an article on Greek democracy which was 
published some years ago in the Cambridge Journal, because 
in modern discussions about the meaning of democracy it is 
hard to avoid all reference to the Greek use of the term. For 
the rest, I have assumed in my readers some general know­
ledge of history and some interest in and acquaintance with 
the main political issues of recent times. 

If I were asked for whom this work was intended I could 
only reply that it was for anyone who might be interested. 
I hope that it may prove of some use for university students 
for whom the original lectures were given, but I also hope 
that it will not be of interest to them alone. I am not sure 
that I should have written it very differently if it had been 
intended primarily for specialists in the subject. They would 
doubtless find a good deal of it elementary and commonplace, 
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But in my experience in subjects like this a great many 
differences and misunderstandings between specialists arise 
because they arc afraid of seeming simple and ob\'ious and 
fail to make clear the elementary ideas which they assume as 
their starting-point. 

I am indebted to a number of friends for helpful discussions 
on these subjects. I would mention especially Professor 
Stephan Korner, my successor in the Chair of Philosophy 
here, :\Jr W. 1-1. Burston of the London Institute of Educa­
tion, and the members of the Law Faculty in this University, 
particularly Mr G. A. Forrest. 

Democracy, Ancient and il1odem, which is printed as an 
appendix, originally appeared in the Cambridge Journal, and 
is reproduced here by the kind permission of the publishers, 
Messrs. Bowes & Bowes. 

Bristol, April 1955 G. c. FIELD 

My husband died suddenly and very shortly after com­
pleting this book and I would like to express my thanks to 
Mr A. B. Cottle of the U nivcrsity of Bristol for his great kind­
ness in helping me with the proofs. 

A. D. FIELD 
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INTRODUCTION 

J\S a general rule it is a mistake to attempt a precise definition 
l""l.of a subject before starting on the investigation of it. 
What the investigator can do is to give a provisional indica­
tion of the general direction in which he is going to start, 
while reserving to himself the right to extend, restrict, or 
modify his field of study as the argument seems to require. 
So we may suggest as a provisional account of Political Theory 
that it is an attempt to arrive at a comprehensive, coherent, 
and general account of the sorts of thing that we talk about 
when we are talking politics. 

It hardly seems necessary, at this stage, to attempt any 
definition of the word 'politics'. There may be a marginal 
territory in which it would be possible to doubt whether it 
would be more properly described as political or as some­
thing else. But it is, once more, a great mistake in any 
subject to start by worrying about borderline cases. The 
fruitful procedure is to start from the obvious and undoubted 
cases, and then, if required, we can go on to see how far our 
treatment of these cases can be applied to the more doubtful 
ones. There is certainly a wide enough field for our purpose 
which no one would hesitate to call political. 

As for the other terms, it is to be comprehensive in that it 
tries not to omit any important side of the subject, though it 
must be admitted that no single book could cover all the 
points of interest that might be raised. It is to be coherent 
(or systematic or connected) in that it tries to see the con­
nection between different subjects of political talk and to 
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xii POLITICAL THEORY 

avoid self-contradiction. And it is to be general in that it 
tries to look at particular political issues or particular political 
phenomena, at any one time and place, as instances of some 
more general principle or idea. 

Perhaps, something more should be said here about the 
use of the term 'general', in view of some rather carping 
criticisms that have appeared in recent years. In some of 
these it seems to be suggested that political theorists have 
gone wrong in thinking that they could extend their general 
conclusions about political matters beyond the limits of a 
particular society or kind of society. Thus, we are told, we 
cannot have any general theory of the State, but only accounts 
of particular states, and it has been suggested that the thinkers 
of the past, who attempted to give such a general theory, were 
in reality, so far as they were talking sense at all, merely 
describing features of their own state or society. But this line 
of criticism really misses the point of the kind of generality 
at which the political theorist is aiming. He does not expect 
to get a series of abstract universal statements which will 
apply necessarily to any kind of society whatever. He is 
interested in the particular political phenomena, and unless 
he has considerable acquaintance with them he is not likely 
to theorise very well. But he approaches them with the aim 
of rising to a higher level of generalisation, in the light of 
which he can survey the more particular phenomena. 

Of course, like any thinker, he would naturally start his 
reflections on the political ideas and institutions with which 
he is most familiar. He is thus always exposed to some 
degree of danger of coming to think of the special conditions 
of his own time as representing the natural order of things, 
and of features which are really peculiar to his own particu­
lar society as being necessary elements in any society. But 
that is a warning of a danger to be guarded against, not a 
statement of a necessary limitation on his thinking. Every­
body, presumably, would recognise that we can overcome it 
to some extent. An Englishman can talk about representa-
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tive government without assuming that it necessarily means 
elections by single-member constituencies to a House of 
Commons presided over by a Speaker with a wig on his head 
and a mace in front of him. \V e are all capable of some 
degree of analysis of our institutions with the aim of dis­
tinguishing the essential from the accidental, or the more 
essential from the less essential elements in them. And this 
sort of analysis is one of the main objects of political theory. 
It would be very arbitrary to lay down rules beforehand to 
the effect that we can carry it so far but no further. We 
cannot tell how far we can carry it till we have tried. 

There is a further question of method or approach to be 
noted here. Political theory has generally been regarded as 
something of special interest to philosophers: if not, strictly 
speaking, a branch of philosophy it may, perhaps, be des­
cribed, in the lawyers' phrase, as a quasi-philosophical sub­
ject. The special approach to political theory which I should 
call philosophical starts from an examination of the assump­
tions that we can find in the various ways in which people talk 
and think and act in particular political situations, assumptions 
which seem clearly implied though not necessarily stated in 
these discussions. These assumptions are of various kinds. 
Thus we find people habitually talking about some political 
fact, say the State or the Law, or some political ideal such as 
Liberty or Equality, in a way which suggests or implies that 
they think of it in a particular way, though they may not 
state this explicitly or even be fully conscious of it themselves 
Or they may habitually use a particular form of argument, 
without ever asking themselves how far they would regard 
that form of argument as valid in general. 

An important part of the philosophical examination of 
these assumptions consists in an inquiry into the way in 
which the words commonly met with in political discussion 
are in fact habitually used. Some philosophers at the present 
time, it seems, would maintain that that was all a philosopher 
could do, and that he should properly confine himself to dis-
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covering the rules for the use of the words in ques~ion in 
ordinary speech without concerning himself at all w1th the 
facts which the words were supposed to represent. But 
however this method may work in other fields it is hard to 
see how it could make sense as applied to political theory. 
We could not attach any meaning at all to the words used 
without some acquaintance with their context of political facts 
and political practice. And if we think that we can see that 
the words are sometimes being used in a way incompatible 
with the facts that they are supposed to express, it would be 
highly artificial to stop short at that point and say that we 
ought not to carry the discussion any further. Without going 
into a metaphysical argument about ideas and objects, we can 
say that we cannot go very far in understanding political ideas 
without trying to see how they are related to political facts. 
Political theory must involve a good deal of knowledge of 
political practice. How much is necessary we cannot tell till 
we have tried. 

The political theorist, then, will concern himself both with 
political facts and with the way in which people think about 
them, as evinced in the way in which they talk and write. 
But we can go further, and say that there is no clear distinc­
tion between the two. Political ideas are themselves political 
~acts. Mter all, most, if not all, political 'facts' come down, 
m the end, to forms of behaviour of human beings, and think­
ing and talking are themselves forms of behaviour, which 
very often have an important influence on the rest. But 
further discussion of this had better be postponed until we 
see how this approach works out in practice. 

I have already indicated some of the general facts or ideas 
with which the political theorist will concern himself. Insti­
tutions, such as the state or, on a smaller scale, the political 
party, elements within this, such as law and government, 
forms of government, such as democracy and the like-aU 
these are obvious instances of the kind of thing which is 
constantly referred to in political discussions. And our as-
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sumptions about what sort of things these are will form the 
starting-point of our inquiries. But besides these, there is 
another set of assumptions which pervade our political think­
ing. And that is what we may call, in the broadest sense, 
moral assumptions. 'In the broadest sense', because there is 
to be found a tendens;y at times to restrict, somewhat arbi­
trarily, the meaning of morality to certain special cases of it, 
and, as a consequence of this, to try to keep the fields of moral 
thinking and political thinking separate from each other. 

In the sense, however, in which I am using the word I 
should say that we are thinking morally whenever we judge 
that one state of things or one kind of behaviour is better than 
another, as long as we mean by 'better' something more than 
a mere matter of individual taste or of what happens to be 
more agreeable or profitable to us personally. \Ve assume 
that, in some sense, a judgement of this kind can be true or 
false, and that if it is true at all, it must be valid for other 
people besides ourselves. And further, we assume that this is, 
in some way, a reason for us or for anyone else to pursue 
what is better rather than what is worse, even if at the moment 
it is not agreeable to us personally. Obviously, a great deal 
of political discussion would be meaningless unless we recog­
nised that at the back of it there were assumptions of this 
kind. Indeed it might well be argued that, so far from morals 
and politics being separate fields of thought, it was in politics, 
more obviously than anywhere else, that specifically moral 
questions arose. For it is there particularly that we are con­
cerned not with purely personal matters but with views or 
policies which we claim to be valid universally, or at the least 
far more widely than our own immediate circle. And if they 
thus pervade our political thinking, clearly they must be taken 
account of by the political theorist. Whether he needs to 
carry the analysis and examination of them to the same lengths 
and in the same direction as the moral philosopher is more 
doubtful. But that, again, is a question the answer to which 
we may wisely leave to emerge as our inquiries proceed. 
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Moral judgements, then, are an important el~mcnt _in our 
political thinking, and, as sue~,. they de~and, m their own 
right, examination by the pohttcal theonst. On the other 
hand, our analysis of some political ideas or phenomena can 
be carried for a considerable way in certain directions without 
bringing in moral considerations or questions of better or 
worse at all. And it is undoubtedly desirable that we should 
be clear to ourselves when and how far we are doing this, and 
at what point moral issues begin to arise. But we may well 
find that in some cases the two begin to appear inextricably 
mixed. Certainly when we consider the ideas expressed by 
such words as Democracy or Liberty, we shall find that what 
we mean by the words includes the idea both of a factual 
situation and of its being good or bad in certain ways and for 
certain reasons. But the two elements cannot for long be kept 
separate, for the reasons why we think Democracy good (or 
the reverse) are going to affect very considerably what it 
means to us: for they would largely determine the way in 
which we should work it out in practice, if we were in a posi­
tion to do so. To analyse the idea of Democracy, then, would 
include the examination of the reasons why people wanted or 
did not want it. And if we had thoroughly examined these 
reas~ns it would require almost superhuman self-restraint to 
ref:a~n from coming finally to our own conclusions about their 
vahdtty. I should, indeed, be prepared to argue that in some, 
at any r~te, of this kind of arguments we could not be said to 
have arnved at a full understanding of what they mean until 
we had decided whether or how far they could be accepted as 
correct. But it is not necessary to hold this in order to see 
that, psychologically if not logically, it is practically impossible 
to stop short before we have come to our own conclusions. 

There is one other set of assumptions which can often be 
detected in discussions about politics, particularly when they 
are concerned with practical issues. That is, the assumptions 
about human nature, about how people feel and act in 
response to various kinds of situation. Both practical policies 



INTRODUCTIOr\ XVll 

and general theories haYe in fact often been built on assump­
tions of this kind, and they obYiously call for critical examina­
tion by the political theorist. But we cannot carry such a 
critical examination very far without adopting or assuming 
some general views about human nature for ourseh·es. In 
fact, anyone who is concerned with political theory will find 
himself at some point making such generalisations, even if 
they arc only negative ones. If he is wise, however, he will 
state such conclusions as he reaches in terms of tendencies 
which will influence human behaYiour in varying degrees in 
varying circumstances. Specific prophecies will depend on 
the study of the particular circumstances at particular times 
and places. But such study will inYolve an analysis of the 
general possibilities and the influences that may play a part. 

It must be remembered that most political discussions have 
as their final aim to arrive at practical decisions about the 
policy that is to be adopted or supported. And if we are 
starting on an examination of the assumptions of such discus­
sions any of the considerations that come into play in arriving 
at these decisions may be relevant material for our study. 
The pure-minded logician may feel that this would make 
political theory a mere hotch-potch of verbal analysis, histori­
cal information, psychological generalisations, and moral 
judgements. To this we could only reply that that is what 
politics is, and if we are to make a theory about it we cannot 
afford to leave any of these elements out, if we are not to 
distort the whole picture by false abstraction. After all, if 
each of these elements is to be handed over to a separate 
specialist, who is there left who can think about their inter­
relations as a whole? 





Chapter I 

SOME HISTORICAL PRELIMINARIES (1) 

O t:n main point of interest will naturally be the examination 
of our own political assumptions and ideas. But, as a 

preliminary to this, it might be as well to say something about 
the political ideas of other ages. There is always a temptation 
to think of our own ideas at the present moment as represent­
ing, so to speak, the natural order of events and the final 
culmination of the historical process, instead of being, as they 
arc, merely a fleeting and transient stage in a continuous 
development. Some knowledge of history is a valuable cor­
rective to this. On the one hand, by presenting us with a 
state of things in which ideas are taken for granted which 
seem strange and startling to us to-day, it helps us by contrast 
to become aware of what we are taking for granted ourselves 
and to realise that they are not self-evident truths but can 
be doubted or criticised. On the other, by showing us some 
ideas very similar to our own, appearing under very differ­
ent historical conditions, it helps us to analyse our own 
ideas and to see which clements in them are purely the 
product of temporary conditions of the present day and which 
are of more universal application. In what follows no attempt 
will be made to give a comprehensive account of the history 
of political thought. I shall only attempt to indicate, very 
much in outline, some of the ideas of past ages which seem of 
special interest to our own, either because they contain the 
origins of our own ideas in them or because they are con­
trasted so sharply with them that they make our own stand 
out more clearly. 

I 
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ANCIENT GREECE 

The study of political ideas naturally begins with the 
ancient Greeks, because, in a real sense, they were the first 
people to have political ideas at all. Of course, there was 
plenty of thinking much earlier about practical problems, how 
best to conquer a neighbouring territory, for instance, or how 
to retain one's power over it after the conquest. But the 
application of critical 1nd rational thinking to the fundamen­
tals of politics is first tound, to any measurable degree, among 
the Greeks. It would, however, be a great mistake to exag­
gerate their rationality. In practice, their behaviour was too 
often extremely irrational. Indeed, actual Greek politics 
show us many more examples of what to avoid than patterns 
~o follow. In their thinking, too, it is possible to trace the 
mfluence of many irrational elements. But, none the less, it 
remains true that rational thinking on these matters appears 
among the Greeks to a degree quite unknown before. Their 
great thinkers, of course, such as Plato and Aristotle, will 
stand comparison with any thinkers of more recent ages. 
Indeed, there are elements in their thought, particularly in 
Plato's, which were so far ahead of their period that, though 
they. had little influence in their own time, they have much 
that ~s app.osite to ours. But the greater part of their thinking 
consisted 1~ developing and making explicit the implications 
of !he ordmary ideas of their time, and sometimes urging 
thetr contemporaries to take these ideas more seriously in 
practice. 

If we recognise it as only a sketch-plan, subject to all sorts 
~f qualification in detail, we might think of the new contribu­
tiOn of the Greeks as something on these lines. In the earlier 
stages of social development it would on the whole be true to 
say that people acted as their desires, interests, and emotions 
led them, except in so far as they were restrained or directed 
by the customary rules of their tribe or society. These rules 
were regarded as the supreme authority over conduct, and, 
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among many other things which they commanded or forbade, 
they assigned special degrees of power and authority to par­
ticular individuals. Thus, they combined in themselves what 
we regard as the distinct ideas of custom, law, both constitu­
tional and private, and morality. Further, there was a 
tendency to ascribe to them a more than human authority; 
they were, for instance, often represented as the work of a 
superhuman being or beings, such as a divine or semi-divine 
ancestor. As a consequence, they were not normally ques­
tioned or thought of as alterable at will. They were taken for 
granted as a permanent framework within the limits of which 
ordinary human activities went on. 1 

This way of looking at laws and institutions does not com­
pletely disappear till comparatively modern times and its 
influence is still apparent among the Greeks. But the impor­
tant novelty that appears among them is that they did begin 
to question it and to ask for a reason and a justification for 
these things. They first, to any noticeable degree, began to 
think of their institutions in terms of means and ends, to ask 
what purpose they served, and to consider the possibility that 
they might be consciously constructed or reconstructed to suit 
the purposes of the human beings who lived under them. 
So we find them ready at times to undertake a drastic recon­
struction of the whole framework of a particular society, if 
there was an end to be gained by it. And in their theory they 
turn naturally to the construction of Utopias or ideal states, 
sometimes put forward as practical schemes, and sometimes, 
as with Plato, as ideal models which are not expected to be 
attained in practice, but which serve as a guide and standard 

1 This might need some modification when we consider the work of the 
early legislators in Babylonia and elsewhere, such as Hammurabi. But there 
arc two points to remember in that connection. Hammurabi's code, it 
appears, was not, strictly speaking, new legislation, but rather a systematisa­
tion and codification of existing traditional laws. And, secondly, it was 
almost entirely concerned with what we should call private law. There was 
no question of any constitutional provisions or any changes in the political 
institutions, such as we find among the Greeks. So the modifications 
required in the statement above would not be so very great. 
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by which to direct and judge our practical endeavours. The 
idea of a rationally planned society is thus a characteristic 
Greek contribution to political thinking. It would have 
seemed the natural procedure to a Greek who took these 
matters seriously to think out what he wanted and then try 
to organise his society accordingly. This attitude, as we have 
noted, sometimes led to revolutionary changes. But it was 
also a conservative influence, in that it assumed that, once a 
society was properly organised, then the natural thing to do 
was to keep it like that as far as possible. There was a ten­
dency to look on change, not as the natural law of develop­
ment, but as justified, if at all, as an unfortunate necessity 
arising from a mistake in the original plan. 

When people began to ask questions about the reasons for 
particular laws or institutions, it was only to be expected that 
a few of the more adventurous minds should go on to ask 
what were the reasons for having laws or institutions at all. 
S~me radically-minded critics went so far as to say that these 
thmgs had no claim on our respect, except in so far as they 
happened to fit in with our own personal desires or ambitions. 
It ':as easy to come to think of the law as primarily something 
whtch prevented us from doing what we wanted to do, and 
then to go on to argue that what we wanted was natural and 
that these restraints were artificial, man-made contrivances 
wit? no basis in the nature of things, and no authority beyond 
thetr convenience for our own particular purposes. As was 
natural, this destructive criticism was at first applied not only 
to laws in the limited modern sense, but also to what we 
should call the moral law, the accepted rules of right and 
wrong in any society. For the two were still_ far from being 
clearly distinguished. The ordinary Greek m the classical 
period, 1 in spite of criticisms, still normally looked on the 
laws as providing a sufficient standard of right and wrong in 

1 This is the period with which we are dealing ~d may be taken as 
extending, very roughly, from ahout 6oo n.c. to the t1mc of Alexander and 
hts successors. 
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human behaviour. 'It is by the law', says a character in one 
of Euripides' plays, 'that we distinguish the righteous from 
the unrighteous in our lives.' The radical critics, therefore, 
argued in effect that there were no objective standards of right 
and wrong. There were only our own desires, and if the rules 
conflicted with these the sensible man would disobey the 
rules whenever he could do so safely and to his own advan­
tage. These destructive ideas still remained for long a heresy 
confined to a few advanced thinkers, at any rate as an explicit 
theory, though many men, no doubt, acted on them in 
practice. 

Thus was initiated a great debate which has gone on, in 
various forms, throughout the ages. And the answer put 
forward by the Greek philosophers, particularly Plato and 
Aristotle, to the sceptical critics contains much of interest for 
us at the present day. To put it very briefly and inadequately, 
their answer ran on these lines. The highest, and ultimately 
the most agreeable kind of life for human beings was to be 
found in friendly co-operation with other human beings in an 
organised society, and the laws represented an attempt to set 
out the rules of behaviour, which were necessary for such a 
life and such a society to be possible. This would apply both 
to the written laws and to the unwritten laws or accepted 
codes of conduct. But in fact it was the general assumption 
of these thinkers, as it would have been for most Greeks, that 
the written laws, enforceable in the courts, should as far as 
possible contain in themselves what was necessary to make the 
good life possible. They were thus in a very real sense natural. 
For it was only to a superficial view that they appeared as 
primarily a restriction on our natural desires. In reality they 
represented the condition of attaining the fullest satisfaction 
of our needs. 

Of course, the actual laws of actual societies would often 
fall short, sometimes very seriously short, of this ideal. And 
individuals who recognised this sometimes felt the call to set 
up their own moral standards which might take them beyond 
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or occasionally in opposition to the rules of their community. 
But that was only a second best, and the men of the highest 
moral ideals could not be satisfied till they had found or 
established a community which recognised these ideals. 
Further, even the most imperfect system of laws could be 
regarded as an attempt to arrive at a moral ideal. And that is 
why it has a claim on our respect and obedience. 

We arrive, then, at the characteristic Greek notion of the 
moral end of legislation and indeed of all political activity. 
This must not, of course, be taken to mean that the policy of 
the average Greek city, still less of the individual politician, 
was always, or even generally, actuated by the highest moral 
motives. But the ordinary Greek, when he thought about it, 
would probably, however hazily, have been ready to accept 
the idea that the true end of the community, the Greek city­
state in particular, was to develop a certain type of character 
and a certain way of behaviour in its members. 'A city teaches 
a man,' as Simonides of Ceos wrote in the early years of the 
fifth century. Further, the Greek would probably have 
accepted the corollary, that every institution and every measure 
must in the long run be judged by its effects on the kind of 
citizen it produced and the kind of life it enabled him to 
lead. This is what Aristotle means in his well-known phrase 
that the city exists for the sake of the good life. And it explains 
why he describes his analysis of the good character and the 
good way of life in the Ethics as being specially the concern 
of the science of politics. This, again, is what Plato means 
when he makes Socrates say in the Gorgias that the true test 
of a statesman is whether he leaves the citizens better men 
than he found them. In all this, the philoso~hers were only 
asking the ordinary Greek citizen to take senously the aims 
that he himself recognised as the ideal. ~her~ were, it i~ true, 
even before the end of the classical penod, Isolated thinkers 
who denied the moral end of the city community. Its proper 
function, they maintained, was merely to .a~t as a sort of 
policeman, to keep order and protect the ctttzens from vio-
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lence, internal or external. But this view is of little influence 
until a much later period, when conditions were very different. 

It is considerations such as these that provided the ethical 
basis for the democratic movement in Greece. No doubt this 
movement got most of its drive from more practical, and 
sometimes less creditable motives. None the less the ethical 
basis was there. It was held, explicitly by some and more 
vaguely by many others, that the 'good life' itself included 
participation in the public affairs of the community and a due 
share in political power. As Aristotle puts it, it is the virtue 
of a good citizen to know both how to rule and how to be 
ruled. It was a natural conclusion that, as the community 
existed for the sake of all its citizens, they must all alike be 
given the chance of acquiring this virtue by taking part in 
political activity. The differences between the Greek idea of 
democracy and our own have, of course, often been pointed 
out, and sometimes considerably exaggerated, and something 
more will be said about them later. 1 But, for the moment, the 
important point to observe is that democracy and other forms 
of government now begin to be regarded as things about 
which it is possible to argue and to give reasons why one is 
better than the other. This really seems to be something new 
in the history of ideas, even among communities which, in 
other respects, had reached a relatively advanced state of 
civilisation. So far as we know it never occurred to the 
Egyptians or Babylonians, for instance, to discuss whether 
monarchy was a better form of government than any other. 
It was simply taken for granted as the natural order of things. 

Other ideas, familiar to us at the present time, appear first 
among the Greeks. To take one instance, it is among them 
that we find the first clear formulation of the idea of social 
conflict and of the struggle between the classes for economic 
benefits, and the first clear appreciation of the pervasive in­
fluence of this on political movements. Or to take a more 
purely political example, we find it generally assumed that 

1 See Appendix. 
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among people, like the Greeks, of a high level of civilisation 
the natural and proper political arrangement was the division 
of their world into a number of separate states, each absolute 
master in its own dominions and each absolutely independent 
of any outside control. This was not by any means attained 
generally in practice. There were all sorts and degrees of 
domination of one Greek state by another. But in theory it 
was generally recognised as the ideal towards which every 
state aspired, at any rate for itself. After the classical period 
this notion begins to fade from men's minds, and it docs not 
reappear until the time of the Reformation. 

There was a tendency in Greek thought to push this idea to 
extremes, and to suggest that ideally each state should be not 
only politically independent but economically and culturally 
independent as well. A city in Aristotle's phrase, should be 
'self-su~cient for the good' life'. Further, not only should 
every cttlzen be able to find all the requisites of the good life 
within his own city, but his own moral responsibility stopped 
sho~ at its boundaries. In practice, once more, this was never 
attamed and the economic and cultural influence of one city 
on another was often very great. There are even indications 
that ~orne enlightened spirits, particularly in Athens, had a 
certam sense of pride in their civilising mission. Thus Pericles 
in his Funeral Speech proclaims Athens as 'the school of 
Hellas '· But there is little or nothing in the way of serious 
theoretical discussion of this. 

Another thing that we miss in classical Greek political 
thinking is any very marked awareness of the problem, so 
prominent in nineteenth-century thought, of the relation and 
possible conflict between the state and the individual. It is 
significant that there is no word in Greek which really corres­
ponds to our 'state'. The word usually so translated is Polis 
or city, and to express Greek ideas in modern language it 
would be better to represent this b~ some such term as.' com­
munity'. The ordinary Greek, whtle w~ll aware ~hat 1_n par­
ticular cases an individual might come mto confltct Wtth his 
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community, would find it very hard to think of himself and 
his city as two distinct entities, standing over against each 
other in some sort of essential opposition, as we often tend to 
think of the state. The city is more naturally thought of as a 
society of individuals co-operating for a common purpose 
than as an authority over and above the individuals. We 
might epitomise the difference by saying that when a modern 
Englishman speaks of something as being the business of the 
state he would generally be taken to imply that it was not his 
business. A Greek, on the other hand, who said that some­
thing was the business of the city would be more likely to be 
understood as asserting that it was his business as much as 
anyone else's. Besides this we should also note the absence 
of another subject of discussion which has been prominent 
in modern political thought. That is the question of the 
proper relation of the state to the other societies of which its 
citizens were members. There were smaller societies within 
the city-states, and at an earlier period they had sometimes in 
practice constituted a threat to the unity of the city. But at 
the time with which we are chiefly concerned it was taken for 
granted without question that the city was supreme. 

Points of view such as these would develop much more 
naturally in a small city-state, which was the unit envisaged 
in all Greek political thinking in this period. It has some­
times been made a matter of criticism of the Greek thinkers 
that their thinking failed to look beyond the bounds of this 
small community. But, so far as this is true, it was at any rate 
deliberate on their part. They were well acquainted with the 
large country states of the time but they thought that the 
city-state represented a higher level of civilisation. They 
were convinced that the large states could never begin to be 
to their subjects what the city-state could be to its citizens. 
In this, indeed, the Greeks were undoubtedly right, and in 
fact the large states never attempted anything of the kind. 
f n proportion as the city-states died out the whole Greek idea 
of citizenship died with it. 



10 POLITICAL THEORY 

THE HELLENISTIC AGE 

In the so-called Hellenistic age, with the conquest of the 
Persian empire by Alexander and the establishment of the 
Greco-Macedonian kingdoms into which his dominions broke 
up after his death, a great change comes over the Greek out­
look on politics. We must, however, be on our guard against 
exaggerating the extent of the change. The free Greek city­
state by no means ceased to exist. Indeed, some city-states, 
such as Rhodes, still had their greatest days before them. 
Even in the dominions of the kings the Greek cities which 
they founded were the chief organs for the dissemination of 
Greek civilisation. To many a Greek his city must still have 
remained his chief centre of interest. None the less through­
out the greater part of the Greek world the city was over­
shadowed by the kingdoms. And these were not any longer 
barbarian states which had to be resisted in the name of Greek 
civilisation, but were themselves the champions and dis­
seminators of this civilisation. It was only to be expected, 
therefore, that new ways of looking at things should begin to 
grow up in the Greek world. It is true that the germs of 
these new ideas could be discovered in the earlier period. But 
it is only n~w that they began to be of real importance. 

One nottceable development is a further step in the direc­
tion of the separation of morality from politics. As we have 
seen, it had already been realised in the classical period that 
an individual might have to take a stand against the will of 
his community, for the sake of a moral ideal. Sophocles' 
Antigone and Plato's Socrates bear testimony to that. But 
such an attitude did not question the duty of a man, in all 
normal circumstances to conform to the standards of his 
community, and if, odcasionally, he felt im~elled t~ disobey 
the laws or commands of his city it was wtth the tdeal of a 
better law in a better city in mind. But now we begin to find 
the idea that the highest good for man was to ~e found, not 
in political activity or in relations to a commumty at all, but 
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in something, some experience or state of mind, in his own 
soul alone. The Cynics and, in a modified form, the Stoics 
preached the ideal of self-sufficiency for each individual, the 
greatest possible freedom from dependence on anything the 
world could give, whether in the way of material goods or 
social relations. The Sceptics, by a different route, came to a 
somewhat similar idea, when they proclaimed as the aim of 
their sceptical philosophy the attainment of Ataraxia, not 
worrying, the calm unrufHed mind. The Epicureans preached 
the pursuit of personal pleasure as the ideal for each indivi­
dual. This last school expressly eschewed any participation 
in public affairs. Stoic philosophers, on the other hand, often 
played a part in the politics of the time. Indeed, some of 
these thinkers regarded it as a duty to do so. But the essential 
thing for them was not to be dependent on this, but to remain 
'master of one's fate and captain of one's soul' throughout. 

Alongside of this, we find the development of the idea that, 
if we do owe a duty to anyone else, it is not to this or that 
particular community but to mankind as a whole. The idea 
of the Cosmopolites, the citizen of the world, is characteristic 
of the period. And among the early Stoics we find the notion 
of a world state put forward as an ideal. But the Stoics' most 
influential contribution to political thought was, probably, the 
development of the idea of natural law. To the Stoic this 
was not at all what it had meant to some earlier thinkers, the 
dictates of our natural animal impulses and desires. It was, 
on the contrary, the eternal law of right and wrong, which 
was the same for everyone at all times. It was not made by 
man for his own convenience, but was discovered in the very 
structure of reality. For it was the expression of the divine 
Reason, which was immanent throughout the universe, and 
of which a share was present in all human beings. It was 
because reason was present in all of us that we were all capable 
of understanding the natural law and were all equally subject 
to it. It was from this point of view that the idea of the 
natural equality and kinship of all rational beings, with all 
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that that implied, was developed. It is true that the notion 
of the wise man, the Stoic sage, who to a special degree had 
developed the reason in him, left the door open for some 
degree of leadership and authority. But the idea that, in some 
sense, all men are naturally equal remains one of the most 
distinctive contributions of the Stoics and it was essentially 
connected with their conception of natural law. 

There is much else of interest in this period, which in 
many respects represents a turning point in the history of 
thought. Unfortunately our knowledge of it is only fr~g­
mentary. Its chief significance for future developments hes 
in the fact that it was in this period that the first close co~tact 
of Rome with the Greek world began, and it was by the 1d_eas 
of the Hellenistic age rather than by those of the class1cal 
period that the Romans were influenced, so far as they were 
influenced by ideas at all. It is to Rome that we must now 
turn. 

ROME 

The Romans were not a philosophically minded people and 
any philosophical ideas that they had were borrowed straight 
from the Greeks. But they were always a legally minded 
people and their chief contribution to thought lay in the 
development of a system of law. A good deal of their law, 
too, came originally from Greek sources. But it was deve­
loped much more systematically and completely by the 
Romans, and they consistently tend to look on political affairs 
from a legal point of view. It is worth spending a little time 
to consider what looking at things from a legal point of view 
means. 

Law as a way of looking at things has cert_ain obvious 
characteristics. It is general, abstract, and defimte. That is 
to say, in the first place, that it is es_sentially a. systern of 
general rules, which means that the actwns of wluch the law 
takes cognisance have to be classified under general heads 
as this or that kind of action. The tendency of the legal pain~ 
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of view is always to think of an action, not as a unique, indi­
vidual thing or as part of an infinite network of relations, but 
as a specimen of a certain class or general species of actions. 
To do this it has to be abstract, that is to consider only 
certain aspects of the objects with which it deals and to 
ignore the others. In concrete reality e\·ery action diiiers in 
many respects from every other. But if we looked at actions 
in that way we could not classify them under general rules. 
In other words, law could not exist. 

Similarly law always aims at being clear cut and definite. 
If it is to deal with an action at all it can do so only if it places 
it definitely in one particular category and not in another. To 
take the most general classification, any action must be either 
legal or illegal. It cannot be rather legal or partly legal or 
more or less legal. And to decide this it is generally neces­
sary to classify the action under some subordinate head. It is 
a felony or a misdemeanour, it is or is not within the terms 
of a contract, or so on. It may be difficult to decide this in 
particular cases. But if the action comes within the purview of 
the law it has to be decided definitely one way or the other. 

The characteristics of this point of view can be brought out 
by contrasting it with other possible ways of looking at actions, 
as for instance the consideration of them in terms of purpose 
and results, as means to an end. Here we do not judge the 
action by itself but by its relation to something else, its pur­
pose or results. We do sometimes use general rules here as 
statements of the kind of action that is usually likely to bring 
about a certain kind of result. But they are only rough work­
ing guides to what can usually be expected to happen. We 
can never be sure beforehand that some unusual and unex­
pected circumstances will not nullify them. And they have 
no authority in themselves. If we are unsuccessful in bring­
ing about a desired result because we have failed to notice 
some special circumstance of the case, it is of no avail to 
plead that we have followed the rules. Such a plea would be 
a fit subject of satire, like the doctor in Moliere's play who 
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offered the consolation to the bereaved relatives that the 
patient had died according to the rules. Further, while an 
action cannot be more or less legal, it can be more or less 
successful in the results it produces, or partly successful, or 
successful with the qualification that the same result could 
have been brought about better by another method, and so on. 

The contrast between these two points of view, thinking in 
terms of law and thinking in terms of purpose, runs through­
out the history of political thought. Of course, the distinction 
must not be pressed too absolutely. The two points of view 
can be combined in varying proportions by particular people, 
and philosophers have tried, with varying degrees of success, 
to resolve the two into a higher unity. But the broad distinc­
tion remains, and we can generally find one or the other pre­
dominating in different periods and different schools of 
thought, even if it is generally possible to find traces of the 
other at the same time. With these qualifications, it would in 
general be true to say that the Roman tended to look at things 
in terms of law, while the Greek was much more ready to 
consider them in terms of purpose, though there was perhaps 
more of the opposite point of view in his mind than in that of 
the Roman. 

We can see symptoms of this difference in their respective 
attitudes towards the question of the seat or the distribution 
of political authority. The Greek who thought about these 
matters at all would be inclined to argue about them from 
the point of view of what distribution of political authority, 
or what form of government, would produce the best results 
for the city. The Roman ~ould tend to. begin from the ques­
tion what were the estabhshed legal nghts of the different 
claimants to authority. The Greek democrat, for instance 
would defend democracy on the grou.nds of t?~ benefits: 
moral or material that the actual exerctse of pohttcal powe 
brought to the individual citizens, for ':hom the city existed~ 
And this clearly involves the conclusiOn th.a~ to get these 
benefits the citizen must himself actually parttctpate in politi-
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cal activities. He cannot appoint anyone else to do this for 
him, any more than he could get benefit to his health by ap­
pointing someone else to take exercise for him. The Roman 
lawyer also had, in a sense, a democratic theory, but it meant 
something quite different. He held that political power in 
the first place rested in the people, not because it was good 
for them but because, in the nature of things, it belonged to 
them by right. But he looked on it rather as a piece of 
property, which, like any other piece of property, could be 
transferred, wholly or with some reservations, to someone 
else. When this was done the new owner had an unassailable 
title to it, not because of any results that this might produce, 
but because the legal right to it had been transferred to 
him. 

One result of this was the development of an idea of repre­
sentation by the Romans which was never developed in the 
same way among the Greeks. It is sometimes said that the 
ancient world had never conceived the modern idea of repre­
sentative government. And if we mean by that the idea of a 
governing body elected by regional constituencies that is 
literally true. But the Romans went much further than the 
Greeks in developing a legal notion of representation, in the 
sense of the delegation of sovereign power by the community 
to an elected representative or representatives. In a Greek 
democracy, such as Athens, there were, of course, elected 
officials who performed certain functions. But they were 
thought of much more as servants carrying out the orders of 
their master, the sovereign people, and with their master's 
eyes always upon them. But the Roman magistrates, once 
they were elected, had, with a few reservations, the whole of 
the power of the people transferred to them. They were 
really the rulers, as long as they were in office, and their 
~uthority was recognised by the people. This way of think­
mg reached its culmination under the emperors. The impe­
;ial jurists laid it down, in the much quoted phrase, that 
what the ruler has decided has the force of law'. But, they 
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added, this is only so because the people by law have conferred 
all their power and authority on him. Thus the legalistic 
conception of popular sovereignty provides the foundation 
for the doctrine of the legislative omnipotence of an autocrat. 

We thus have clearly formulated the idea of a supreme law­
making authority. But, even so, the Romans never quite 
~ccepted the modern notion that a law is a law if it is passed 
1 ~ the P_roper form by the recognised authority quite irrespec­
tJv~ of Jts ~oral value, of its justice or injustice. No doubt, 
thr:lf practice CilllJe to very much the same thing. But they 

:-;till T1Wint:1im:cl tlw hdid, derived from the Stoics, in the 
n:ttur:tl /;1w, lfw etc:rnal and universal rules of right reason, 
vv·l1icll, ir1 scJJuc sense, claimed supreme authority, a~d. they 

. · '11· · Tl ctvtllaw never separated tl11s sharply from the ClVl .m · 1e 1 h 
claimed respect as an attempt to formula~e and app Y ;I e 
natural law to the circumstances of a parttcula_r s~ate. ~e 
idea never entin:ly died out that not only was It nght to 0 

what the law said, hut also that, in some sense or degree, what 
was right to do, just because it was right, had the force of 
\aw. 

~uch an i?ca may be dangerous, because 'what is right to 
do may eastly come to mean in practice what any particular 
hody of people at any particular moment feels to be right. 
And the consequences may be that a great respect for the law 
in tfl(:ory becomes comhincd with a great readiness to break 
it in any moment of excitement. The sovereign people in 
Athens were not infrequently guilty of this, and Plato warns 
his readers against the danger. 1 Bu_t .t~~ Romans were ~ prac­
tical people, not much given to cnttctsmg the foundatiOns of 

I In one nf his latest dialo~ucs Plato expresses the yicw that a system of 
general rules, just h<·cause it is general, can never attam to the ideal of per­
fect riv.hte<.lusrwss. 'l'hc rwrfcctly wise and ~ood ~~n, ~~1cref'?rc, ~vould not 
act accoru1ng to such a svstenl, hut would dca! "1th e.tch Situation on its 
111crits. llut "." we arc n;>Jw of us perfectly wrsc and good we cannot in 
practice do wrthrn~t the ~uidance and support of genc;ra! rules. \Ve shall 
get much ~carer ng-hteousness hy makin~ laws and strckmg to them, than 
bv attemptmg to act according to our fcelmgs of the moment. Sec Politicr . ~ 298-302. 
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their beliefs or pushing an argument to its logical conclusion, 
and they always retained a respect for the existing rules, even 
if they recognised that they fell short of the ideal. 

None the less, the recognition of a natural law as the ideal 
did have an effect both on their general attitude and their 
practical procedure. Thus, it was recognised that in some 
cases the rigid application of the law might need modifica­
tion, or interpretation which often amounted to modification, 
in the interests of equity. Under the Republic and in the 
earlier days of the Empire, the judicial officer was authorised 
to do this. But-and this is a typically Roman device-he 
was not supposed to do this just as he felt inclined in each 
particular case. He had to state beforehand, at the beginning 
of his year of office, the principles on which he was going to 
proceed. In fact, he habitually took over the statements of 
his predecessors, with such further modifications as expe­
rience had suggested. After this procedure was abolished 
there arose a series of legal commentators, who in a less 
formal way performed the same service, and whose commen­
taries could be cited in the law courts. \Ve thus find a con­
tinual attempt to bring the civil law closer to the ideal of the 
natural law. But, at the same time, the natural law was itself 
thought of as, in principle, a system of general rules, and the 
attempt to apply it always implied an attempt to formulate it 
in terms of such a system, which could be written down and 
known before it was applied to any particular case. 

The Roman law, as finally developed, formed a majestic 
system, unlike anything that had been achieved before, and 
destined to have a profound influence on later ages. From 
the point of view of political ideas, it was probably the idea 
of natural law which had the most pervasive effect on subse­
quent thought. But the whole legal point of view, which 
expressed itself in this great construction, attained a systematic 
completion which had never been attained before, but was 
never to be entirely forgotten again. 
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It has been worth while to spend so much time over the 

thought of the ancient world because it contained the origins 
of so much subsequent thought. Indeed there are compara­
tively few ideas of later times for which it would not be pos­
sible to find some sort of parallel in antiquity. Before going 
~urther it ~ght be useful to attempt a summary of the most 
tmportant tdeas that we have found so far. 

Among the Greeks we find the idea of the conscious con­
struction of societies and institutions to suit our human pur­
t~s~s. Talk about a 'planned society' at the present time is 

1 e Y to arouse a good deal of controversial feeling. But if 
we compare our att" t d we shall h 1 u e now to that of more primitive ages 

ave to reco . h . . are all beli . gmse t at, comparattvely speakmg we 
evers tn the 1 d . ' than we w P anne soctety · We are more so even 
ere a coup! f . accustom d e 0 generations ago, when we were 

e to say that ' · · -a remark . . const1tut10ns grow and are not made' 
wo /d I ' IncJdentally, which even as a statement of fact 
· u Jave been very far from true of ancient Greece. At 

i.ofJf rate, we are much less ready than our grandfathers were 

to accept the idea of • progress' as some kind of force which is 
' · 1. . l can neither foresee nor carrysng UR on m a ( 1rcctwn t 1at we . . h H llenic pomt of v1ew. 

control. And so far we approa.ch t. e e f th moral end of 
'The second most important 1dea 15 thTath~ e in may pro-
\ . . . h 1 . d bove ts, aga ' 

p~ tttcs, tn t e sense exp a1ne a · the resent time, 
v1dc plent-y of matter for controversy at P . d f 
t.hou~h, pcrhapH, more on questions of interpre~att.on a~ o 
app\lcat.ion in practice than on the general pnnctple Itself. 
Following from this, we get the discussion of the value of 
different institutions and of different kinds of constitution. 
ln particular we get the arguments for and against democracy, 
as a form of government. There will be a good deal more to 
be said about the relations of the Greek idea of democracy to 

our own. h ld · ,.1'1 fi d h 'd f the division of t e wor mto a 1cn, we n t c 1 ca o b · • . d endent states as emg the 
number of separate and m ~p This is so familiar to us 
natural and proper order of thmgs 
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now that it needs an effort to realise that over long periods of 
time it was not in the least taken for granted. Nor does it 
always occur to us to ask the question how far it is, or ever 
has been attained in practice. Arising out of this we have the 
idea that our moral obligations are owed to a special degree, 
or even exclusively, to the members of our own state or 
society. This is a product of classical Greece, while in the 
Hellenistic age, particularly among the Stoics, we find the 
beginnings of a belief in our duty to the whole of humanity. 
At the present day, it must be admitted that in spite of lip­
service to the latter ideal, there is much more of the classical 
point of view in our practice than we like to admit. 

From both Greece and Rome we get the belief in the rule 
of law as the condition of a satisfactory society. We con­
stantly hear their claim to superiority over the barbarian 
monarchies around them, based on the conviction that they 
live under the law, not under the arbitrary will of an indivi­
dual. That is supplemented, particularly in Rome, by the idea 
of a definite law-making authority, which in that sense is 
over the law. But it is over the law, not outside it, and, while 
it can alter the law, it is not free, in theory at least, to act 
arbitrarily in disregard of the law which it has enacted. 

We have also in these periods the initiation of the discussion 
of the relations between law and morality, which has gone on 
ever since. From the Greek side we get the beginnings of the 
idea that the law, however important it may be to obey it 
while it is in force, may be subordinate to the attainment of 
some good end or purpose. From the Romans, influenced by 
the later Greeks, we have the suggestion that it may be sub­
ordinate to some higher code of law, the natural law, and get 
some part of its authority from its relation to that. Connected 
with these, we get the Stoic doctrine, which was received by 
the Roman lawyers, of the natural equality of mankind. This 
has often been contrasted with the assertions that we find in 
classical Greek thought of the natural inequalities between 
men, and it has been suggested that this marks one of the 
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great turning points of thought. But this seems to be an 
exaggeration. The Stoics and Romans never intended to deny 
the differences in ability, in temperament and the like which 
the earlier Greek writers were concerned to emphasise. Nor 
did they do anything to abolish the existing inequalities of 
wealth or rank or prestige, which, if anything, were intensified 
under Roman rule. Nor did they ever contemplate any steps 
to abolish slavery, though that was universally declared to be 
contrary to natural law. It is true that, under the Empire, 
we find legislation aimed at alleviating the position of the 
slaves, and this may properly be put down to the influence of 
Stoic ideas. But they had been anticipated in this by the 
Athenian democracy. In spite of all this, however, the idea 
of natural equality did mean something, however elusive, and, 
if its effects were not immediately obvious, they have gradually 
percolated down to modern times. 

There are some other minor points, such as the theory of 
representation referred to above. But these are the main ideas 
of classical antiquity which are of special interest to us at the 
present day. In what follows we shall be covering a much 
larger period at a much faster pace, with a good deal of pos­
sibly arbitrary selectivity. But that will only be possible 
because of the extent to which the foundations of all subse­
quent discussion were laid in the period which we have just 
been considering. 
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CHRISTIANITY 

T HE next great change that we have to record is the arr~val 
of Christianity, and it is not always easy to estimate JUSt 

what effect that had on political thinking. The earliest 
Christians had, strictly speaking, nothing that we could call 
political theory at all. They constituted a small body of the 
faithful, living in constant expectation of the Second Coming 
and holding themselves aloof from the world and its affairs. 
Towards the rulers of the strange land in which they were 
sojourners they owed implicit obedience, in everything that 
did not directly touch their religion. St Paul's strong state­
ments to this effect were often quoted in later ages, even 
though the conditions under which he wrote had entirely 
changed. But for himself the Christian disclaimed any 
responsibility for ordering the affairs of the world. It was 
not until the adoption by Constantine of Christianity as the 
official religion of the Roman Empire that anything that we 
could call a Christian political theory was developed. 

Of course, as later ages showed, it was possible to make a 
plausible case for the widest variety of political views on the 
basis of Christian doctrine. But at this earlier period a great 
many of the dominant ideas were taken over from the Stoic 
and Roman tradition, and given a specifically Christian inter­
pretation. Thus the state of nature, in which all men were 
equal and there was no slavery or domination of one man by 
another, was explained as the state of primal innocence before 
the Fall, which could not be expected to apply to actual 
mankind, the inheritors of Adam's burden of sin. The 

21 
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dominant idea among the Fathers was that living in society 
was natural, in this sense. Even if there had been no Fall 
man would have lived in communities. But government, with 
all its apparatus of coercion and punishment, was a conse­
quence of man's corrupt nature. As such, it was ordained by 
God, and had to be accepted with implicit obedience by sinful 
man. These notions take us away from the Roman lawyers' 
idea of the popular origin of political authority, for all power 
is thought of as conferred by God. And they take us still 
further from the classical Greek notion of political activity 
and participation in political power as something of value in 
itself and a part of the good life. Government is thought of 
almost entirely in terms of coercion and punishment; as an 
unpleasant necessity, not as a co-operative activity of the 
members of a community. 

The abandonment of the Greek idea of a positive moral 
function of the secular state came more naturally because this 
function was thought of as primarily belonging to another 
body or set of authorities, the Church. It is probable that 
the idea of the Church as an organised body with its own 
organs of government was the element in Christianity which 
made the most difference to political thinking. For it repre­
sented something which had not been thought of before, the 
notion of two co-ordinate authorities over human beings, 
performing different functions and each supreme in its own 
sphere. The effects of this were manifold. Whereas, on the 
one hand, the tendency of Christian teach.ing was to exalt the 
authority of the civil rulers and to proclatm t~e duty of pas­
sive obedience even to a tyrant, on the other tt put a limit to 
this authority by setting up alongside it the ecclesiastical 
authority which was supreme in matters ?f faith and morals 
even over the civil ruler. There were obvious possibilities of 
future conflict over the exact delimitation between the two 
spheres. And when these conflicts did arise they provided a 
fertile seed-bed for the development of many discussions on 
the origin and limitations of political authority. But for the 
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time being it was assumed that the boundary between the 
two spheres was easily distinguishable, and no conflict of 
principle arose. It is when we come to the Middle Ages that 
we get the implications of the idea of a Christian society 
explicitly developed, and at the same time the latent possi­
bilities of controversy coming out into the open. 

THE MIDDLE AGES 

The Middle Ages is a conventional expression for a period 
extending roughly from the time of Charlemagne, or the 
generation which followed him, up to the Reformation. And 
it is obvious that any generalisation made about a period of 
six or seven centuries must be subject to all sort of qualifica­
tion. But we are not here concerned with a detailed history 
of the ideas of the period. \Ve may, therefore, venture to pick 
out for our special purpose certain tendencies of thought 
which can be described as typically medieval, tendencies 
which are much more obvious in some parts of the period 
than in others, but which never entirely disappear. 

Writers on the history of medieval political thought have 
singled out two main ideas which underlie all thinking about 
politics of this period. These are (x) the Unity of Christen­
dom, and (2) the Reign of Law. Both these deserve a brief 
notice, because they provide a striking contrast to the common 
habits of thought at the present day. 

(I) No one seriously doubted till the Reformation that the 
whole of Christendom was in some sense a single society. 
There might be in detail different answers to the question 
exactly in what sense this was so. But at the least it meant 
something much more than the mere unity of a common 
belief. It implied a definite organised society with some sort 
of government and administration of its own. From one 
point of view everybody in any position of authority in 
Christian Europe could be regarded as an official of the one 
society. But there were two people who were regarded as, in 
a special sense, at the head of it, the Pope and the Emperor. 
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Those who are not well acquainted with medieval history, 
when they read about the separate kingdoms, England, 
France, and the rest, acting independently and often in oppo­
sition to each other, may wonder how much reality there was 
in the theoretical idea. And they do well to ask the question, 
for the Middle Ages, even more than our own age, seem to 
have been tolerant of theories which had little or no relation 
to actual practice. But the answer in this case is that there 
was, in fact, a great deal of reality in it. It is true that the 
power of the Emperor, outside his own domains, never in 
practice amounted to more than a kind of honorary seniority, 
even though he could describe himself on occasions as lord 
of the whole world. But throughout the whole period the 
authority of the Pope in anything that was, or could be 
interpreted as, a matter of faith or morals was generally recog­
nised. The ordinary man took it for granted that in some 
matters he took his orders from his king and in some from 
the Pope, through the Canon Law and the ecclesiastical 
courts. And the body of ecclesiastics, though subjects of 
their monarchs, were to a much greater degree under the 
orders of the Pope. Of course, there were numerous disputes 
about the exact delimitations of the powers of the different 
authorities. Such disputes, indeed, occupy a large part of 
medieval politics. But the general set-up was never seriously 
questioned till the time of the Reformation. 

We have here a striking contrast to our modern point of 
view, which in this respect goes back to ancient Greece. To 
us the division of the world into a number of separate states 
seems the natural order of things, and the sovereign indi­
pendence of each state is in theory generally accepted as a 
principle which should not be violated. In the Middle Ages 
it was just the opposite. Though a certain degree of inde­
pendence for the individual rulers of the particular countries 
had to be recognised, unity remained the ideal. This was 
supported by various theoretical arguments. Sometimes they 
were theological, as when writers such as Dante argue that 
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the human race becomes more like God the more it becomes 
one. Sometimes they arc more political, as when it is argued 
that to secure justice being done there must be one supreme 
power to decide between the conflicting claims of particular 
rulers. But probably the main force of the belief came from 
two factors. There was, firstly, the memory of the Roman 
Empire and the survival of the habits of thought which that 
had engendered. And secondly there was the sense of a 
common Christianity, which made people feel that member­
ship of the same Church was, or ought to be, a more important 
bond of union than living in the same country under the same 
monarch. As that feeling weakened, the whole system 
changed too. 

(2) But this society was not, like the Roman Empire, a 
unitary society under an absolute law-making authority. It is 
true that at some periods the Popes and the papalist lawyers 
claimed that the Pope had absolute legislative power, at any 
rate over the body of ecclesiastics. But that was an excep­
tion, and was in any case not universally admitted. The 
general view was that the law was supreme. Anyone who had 
any authority owed it to the law, and had only as much 
authority as the law gave him. Even the king of a country 
with all his powers was under the law, which he did not make 
and could not alter at his will. No doubt the law was really 
custom, and some legal writers recognised this. But the ordin­
ary man probably thought of it more as something which was 
just there, in the atmosphere, so to speak, which was not 
made, but had to be discovered. What looks to us like legisla­
tion in the Middle Ages was normally regarded, at any rate 
in theory, as a statement of what the law already is. This way 
of looking at things had a long history, and retained some of 
its influence after the Middle Ages had closed. It really 
represents a reversion to a more primitive habit of thought, 
and was doubtless an inheritance from the Germanic tribes 
who founded most of the states of Europe. 

The law, as so conceived, gave, in theory, everyone in any 
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community certain rights and certain duties. The head of a 
particular community, the king of a country, for instance, had 
very great powers, but they were not absolute or unlimited. 
Every subordinate part of the community also had certain 
inherent rights, which might include an element of what we 
should nowadays call political rights, though the distinction 
between political and private rights was not clearly conceived 
at that time. It is a consequence of this that we find political 
disputes commonly taking the form of claiming or asserting 
rights that the law was believed to give, and not in any sense 
attempting to alter the institutions or system of government 
because one kind of constitution was believed to be better 
than another. If the barons rose against their king it was 
because they claimed that he had gone beyond his legal 
powers and was infringing the rights that they possessed. It 
~auld hardly have occurred to them even to raise the ques­
tiOn whether aristocracy was a better form of government 
than monarchy. To revert to our earlier distinction, the whole 
age i~ it~ fu~damental political ideas. re?resents the triumph 
of thmkmg m terms of law over thmkmg in terms of pur­
pose. 

It would be tempting to dwell on many other features of 
the thought of this period. There is the importance attached 
to. rank and status in society as part of the natural order of 
tht~gs. There is the stress on personal lo~alty as one of the 
spnngs of action. These, and others, are Ideas which ret · 
h · · fl 1 · f h am t etr m uence for a considerab e ttme a ter t e end of th . 

. d I . 1 . Cit 
p~no . t would be of parttcu ar mterest to t:ace the begin-
nmgs of discordant tendencies of thought whtch were even­
tually to break up the medieval s~stem of ideas ~!together. 
Putting aside the obviously revolutwn~ry_ or heretical move­
ments, there were the possibilities of. this 10 some of the most 
generally accepted ideas of the pen?d. '!'~us we find that 
almost all discussion is based on certam rehg10us assumptions 
to which the appeal always returns. 'P~litic~ in the Middle 
Ages is a branch of theology', as one htstonan writes. yet 
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there are already signs of how easy it was to be for theology 
to become a branch of politics. Thus, it was always possible 
to argue that some state of things was good, on other grounds, 
and then go on to assert that it must therefore be the will of 
God, as God always chooses the best. Or, again, the univer­
sally held idea that all power comes from God was quite 
compatible with the view that it might come indirectly through 
an intermediary, and there were endless possibilities of argu­
ment about who that intermediary was. 'Ve get, too, a revival 
of the Roman idea of the popular origin of at any rate secular 
power, though this was not universally accepted. But it would 
be impossible here to try to disentangle all the complicated 
strands of thought that we find in the period. 

THE SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES 

Early in the sixteenth century came the Protestant Refor­
mation, which successfully challenged some of the main as­
sumptions of medieval thought. The result was, during the 
century and a half that followed, to let loose a flood of politi­
cal speculation, such as had not been known since the time 
of the Greeks. It would be quite out of place here to attempt 
even a summary of all the varied influences that combined to 
produce this movement. But it is necessary to insist that the 
religious motive, though by no means the only one at work, 
was a very real force. There can be no doubt that large num­
bers of people felt that their religious aspirations were being 
frustrated by the existing organisation and control of the 
Church. But the Church was itself a vital part of the political 
structure of Europe, so that any attack on it was necessarily 
a political move. Thus, to many people in this period politics 
was as much a branch of theology as in the Middle Ages, and 
it is sometimes only possible to understand a political move­
ment when we see the religious motives behind it. Of course, 
the converse is just as often, perhaps more often, true. But, 
however difficult it may be to disentangle the different in­
fluences at work in particular cases, we cannot afford to ignore 
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the religious element that permeates most of the political 
thinking of the period. 

The first result of the Reformation, both in political 
thought and political reality, was the break-up of the unity of 
Christendom. From this time forth this was never more 
than a pious aspiration. In its place, we get, in a compara­
tively short space of time, the acceptance of the modern ideal 
which is also the Hellenic idea, of a world naturally divided 
into a number of separate and independent states. The his­
torians can trace the beginnings of this development much 
further back, particularly in the gradual growth of a national 
feeling for the particular states of Europe as they began to 
form themselves. But as long as unity of religious belief and 
membership of a common Church continued, this national 
feeling was always limited in its effect. When this unity was 
removed it could develop unchecked. This did not, of course, 
happen all at once, and there remained for some time in the 
minds of many people a conflict between their loyalty to their 
Church and their loyalty to their state, a conflict which led in 
some cases to bitter warfare. But by the middle of the 
seventeenth century it was already clear that the state was 
emerging as the successful claimant to man's obedience. This 
was most obvious in Protestant states. But even in Catholic 
countries the difference in this respect from the Middle Ages 
is striking. 

In the intervening period, howeve~, the relation between 
Church and state was the object of hvely controversy. B t 
the whole problem now takes a different_ form. It is _no long~r 
a question of possible conflict between dtfferent officials of one 
and the same society, to which everybody who could possibly 
be concerned belonged. Church and state now emerge defi­
nitely as separate societies, even when, as was by no means 
necessarily the case, the same people were members of both. 
And, just as it was now accepted that there were a number of 
separate and independent states, so it had in the end to be 
accepted, however relu.ctantly, that there was more than one 
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Church. As for the relation between Church and state, 
different views emerged. The Catholic theory was that the 
two societies had different functions which, over a large field, 
need not clash or conflict at all. But if they did, the Church 
is the superior society and ought to have ·first claim on the 
obedience of the members. Thus, for instance, if one Church 
was dominant in a particular country it could by right call on 
the state to put down heresy and enforce the true religion. If 
it was a minority it could demand toleration from the state 
and call on its members to resist if that was refused. Substan­
tially the same view was held by the Calvinist and Presby­
terian Churches, though they were less successful in getting 
it recognised in practice. 

\Vhere, however, the Reformation was carried out under 
the influence of other reformers, such as Luther and Zwingli, 
a different view arose. On this view, the Church was primarily 
a spiritual communion, and the essentials of true religion lay 
in a purely personal experience which could not really be a 
subject of external control or regulation at all. So far as any 
external control or regulation was required, even in religious 
matters, it fell within the province of the secular state organised 
under the legal authority, whether the king or the magistrates 
of a republic. When such a view was fully developed it meant 
that the form and manner of the religious life of the com­
munity, and the doctrineslthat could be taught, were controlled 
by the authorities of the state, and the ministers of religion, 
practically speaking, became officials of the state under its 
ruler or rulers. 

None of these points of view contemplated the toleration of 
different religious views as a principle that could possibly be 
accepted. Indeed, to most people of the period the idea that 
a man had a right to be wrong in religious matters or that it 
did not matter what he believed would probably have seemed 
the wildest of paradoxes. None the less, practical statesmen 
in some countries, who cared more about the strength and 
prosperity of their state than about enforcing the true reli-
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gion, were being forced by experience to advocate so1~1c degree 
of toleration as an unfortunate necessity. And cxpenencc also 
began to show that, if national patriotism was strong enough, 
a state could survive without uniformity of religion. From 
the other side we find first in some continental countries, , 
particularly Switzerland, and later in England, the idea put 
forward that, as a matter of principle, any body of Christians 
should be free to organise themselves for the worship of God 
in their own way, while the state should remain neutral 
between them. 

We can see, thus, how religious disputes began to raise 
problems of political authority and to initiate arguments about 
them which, it was speedily seen, could be applied beyond 
the field of religion altogether. Does the ruler of a state have 
absolute. power, above the law or anything else, or is it limited 
by the nghts of other elements? Are there any circumstances 
?n ~hich resistance to the ruler by any of his subjects is 
JUStifiable? If resistance in the name of religious belief was 
justifie~ it was very easy to go on to maintain that to enforce 
other nghts that had been infringed was equally so. In the 
l'l!i~dle Age~,. indeed, the right of resistanc~ on behalf of a 
dis~Ident :ehg10us belief would have been umversally denied, 
while resistance to enforce, say, the feudal rights of the 
baron~ge would have been much more gen~rally accepted. 
But with the growth of strong national states tt had graduall 
begun to be realised that the latter might endanger the un'ty 

. h f 1 y and secunty of the state more than t e or~er. l-Ienee we 
get in the si":teenth and seventeen~h cent~nes ~he develop­
ment of theones of political absoluusm, whtc~ ~1ght be com_ 
patible in practice with a certain degree of ~ehg1?us toleration. 

There ~re two questions which were ra1sed .m this period 
which log~cally should be kept distin~t. There ts. th~ question 
just mentiOned, whether the recogn1sed authonty 1n a state 
should be conceived as having absol~te and supreme power, 
unrestricted by the law or by the clmms of any o~her person 
or body of persons. And there is the further question, distinct 
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from that, in whose hands this supreme power should properly 
lie. By the middle of the seventeenth century Hobbes had 
clearly made this distinction. He argues that in any state, if 
it is to remain a state at all, there must be one supreme 
authority, with absolute and undivided power. But he 
maintains that, though on practical grounds he preferred a 
monarchy, his argument applies equally whatever the autho­
rity is, whether it is a king, a parliament, a general assembly, 
or anything else. But other people found it more difficult to 
keep the two questions distinct. In fact, of course, in most 
countries in Europe at this time, except Switzerland, the 
Venetian Republic, and later the Netherlands, the only prac­
tical candidate for supreme power was the monarch. And 
those who most wanted to exalt the civil power in his person 
could not be satisfied with a rationalistic argument of the kind 
presented to them by Hobbes. They needed a supernatural 
sanction as well. So we get, particularly in France and 
England, the development of the famous doctrine of the 
Divine Right of Kings. 

This doctrine goes much beyond the general notion that all 
power comes from God. It holds that monarchy is the only 
legitimate form of government and that the order of succes­
sion by primogeniture is divinely appointed, so that there can 
be no question as to who is the rightful king. It holds also 
that the king's authority is absolute and unlimited, and that 
he is answerable only to God for the use he makes of it. The 
subject, therefore, owes the king implicit obedience and has, 
under no circumstance, any right of resistance. The doctrine, 
as a whole, hardly makes any appeal to our modern way of 
thinking, but there is no doubt that it met a felt need at that 
time. To some of its advocates its chief recommendation was 
that it put the civil ruler on a level with or above the eccle­
siastical authority which had always claimed in a special 
degree to be divinely appointed. It made the succession to 
the throne fixed and certain, so that, so far as it was accepted, 
it removed one, at any rate, of the possible causes of civil 
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strife. And it gave a religious flavour to the loyalty to the king 
in which the developing nationalism of the time tended to 
express itself. 

On the other side, we find, except for a short time during 
our own civil war, very little attempt to claim absolute power 
for any other authority than the monarch. The general line of 
opposition to kingly absolutism was a return to the medieval 
idea of a division or distribution of power. But the idea now 
takes a different form. We no longer have the picture of the 
whole of Christendom as a hierarchically organised society, a 
communitas communitatum, in which each subordinate part has 
certain inherent powers and rights as against its superior. 
The picture is now much more of a unitary state, in which 
the division of power occurs at the top. The idea frequently 
appears of the normal and proper organisation of a state as 
consisting in a chief ruler-generally the king-who carried 
on the actual government of the country, and a countervailing 
power, a parliament or a body of subordinate magistrates, 
which was there, not so much to share in the work of govern­
ment as to act as a check and control on the ruler if he went 
outside the limits of his rightful authority. As subsequent 
history showed, this particular balance of powers was very 
hard to maintain. But the general idea of such a balance 
survived. 

The rightful limits of authority were normally conceived as 
being laid down, in one form or another, by the law or by a 
legal instrument, such as a contract or covenant. This Was a 
legalistic age, even more, perhaps, than the Middle A.ges 
and the development of different notions of law is one of th~ 
most interesting features of its thought. Thus, there wer 
still occasional attempts to maintain that the .law of the Ian~ 
was supreme, that it was superior to any poss1~le law-making 
body and limited its powers. We find at one time lawyers in 
England maintaining that the Common Law, as interpreted 
by the judges, was of superior authority to any statute made 
by the king in Parliament and might even declare such 
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statutes to be void. But this view was already out of date. 
Legislation had by now become too much part of the normal 
work of government for it to be accepted. There still re­
mained, however, the feeling that there must be somewhere 
some fundamental law, which could not be altered and was of 
superior authority to anything else. 

To some extent this need was met by the well-known doc­
trine of the social contract. This was the theory that political 
authority rested on a contract, either between the ruler and 
his people, or between the individual people themselves, to 
establish an organised society and set up a government. And 
as authority was based on a contract, so it was limited by the 
terms of the contract and forfeited all claim to obedience if it 
broke them or went beyond them. This theory goes back to 
the Greeks and was known in the Middle Ages but it is in the 
period now under consideration that it had its greatest vogue. 
It was used by Hobbes, paradoxically enough, as a basis for 
his argument in favour of the absolute and undivided autho­
rity of the ruling power. But in every other case it appears, 
much more naturally, as part of the anti-absolutist argument. 

This is not, however, the whole story. A contract itself is 
a legal idea, and seems to imply a framework of law already 
there which controls its terms and gives it authority. So the 
idea of natural law and the natural rights that it gave, which 
had always survived from the time of the Stoics, plays a great 
part in the thought of the period. It was easy to argue that 
the contract to set up and obey a government was made in 
order to secure the natural rights of those who made it, and 
that the positive laws made by the government could not be 
valid if they infringed these natural rights. As distinct from 
this natural law some religious sects proclaimed the supre­
macy of the law of God, which was found in the scriptures. 
The distinction between the two is significant. Of course, the 
natural law could also be regarded, in a sense, as divine law. 
But the appeal to the authority of the Bible meant that the 
law of God could be known only by revelation. It was part 
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of the very idea of the natural law, on the other hand, that it 
could be discovered by the unaided exercise of man's natural 
reason. It was not, therefore, dependent on any particular 
religious doctrine, and thus the effect of the development of 
this idea, whether intended or not, was all in the direction of 
the secularisation of political thought and its liberation from 
dependence on religious beliefs. Finally, we get the view of 
Hobbes that there is no law behind the contract, except the 
natural desire for self-preservation which leads men to agree 
to set up civil government. Then only does law begin, for 
'law proper is the word of him that by right hath command 
over others'. In other words, a law is a law if it is decreed by 
the accepted authority, and that is all there is to it. We look 
back here to the Roman legal doctrine that what the ruler has 
decided has the force of law, and forward to the modern con­
ception of positive law which is substantially the same. But 
Hobbes, in this respect, was in advance of his age and it was to 
take some considerable time before this account was accepted. 

This is, of course, very far from exhausting the contribu­
tions to political thought of this remarkable period. Some­
thing, for instance, might be said of the attempts to challenge 
the whole legalistic way of looking at things. A writer of the 
period mentions and denounces the tendency when he says 
'There is not anything in the world more abused than this 
sentence, Salus populi suprema lex. For we apply it as if we 
ought to forsake the known laws when it may be most for the 
advantage of the people, when it means no such thing.' 1 

But two developments in particular dese.rve mention for their 
bearing on subsequent thought. One IS the growth of the 
idea of political democracy, which comes to a head in this 
country at the time of the Civil War. The other is the attack 
on the system of private property and the demand for common 
ownership and economic equality. 

1 Selden, Table Talk, ed. Pollock, p. 93· . Of course, the idea of' reasons 
of state' which justify the ruler in disregardmg the l~w goes back at least to 
Macchiavelli. But then it was the interest of the prmce, rather than of the 
people, that was most in question. 
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The idea of democracy was doubtless familiar to all educated 

men of the time from their knowledge of the ancient world. 
But they did not normally think of it as a form of govern­
ment which could possibly be advocated for their own day. 
There was a general distrust and fear of the power of the 
ignorant rabble. Thus the constitutionalists who would limit 
the power of the king, and even the republicans who would 
abolish monarchy altogether, did not as a rule contemplate 
the possibility of putting power into the hands of the whole 
body of the people. They might argue that the king derived 
his power from the people, who could deprive him of it if he 
misused it. But for all practical purposes 'the people' were 
regarded as represented by their natural leaders, as for instance 
by a Parliament elected on a very restricted franchise, or, in 
some cases, by the great territorial magnates. The begin­
nings of democracy in practice are to be looked for, not in the 
political, but in the religious field. Certain doctrines of the 
Protestant reformers, for instance 'the priesthood of all true 
believers', easily developed into the belief that all members of 
a church were equally concerned in its government. Such a 
belief was to some extent put into practice, first by the Ana­
baptists on the Continent, and later by several dissenting 
religious bodies in England. 

Such a view does not necessarily lead to political democracy. 
For if 'the true believers' are only a minority in the country 
they may come to feel that, though equal among themselves, 
they are superior to the rest and may have a mission to 
dominate them and lead them along the true path. We may 
get 'the rule of the saints', which is certainly not a democracy. 
Nevertheless, it was from those nurtured in this religious 
tradition that the demand for political democracy, in the form 
of manhood suffrage, came. The debates in the army at the 
end of the Civil War produced notable statements in defence 
of this, and some of the phrases used have remained in men's 
memories ever since. 'It is the right of every free-born man 
to elect, according to the rule . . . that that which concerns 
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all should be debated by all.' 'The poorest he that is in 
England hath a life to live as the richest he.' The cause thus 
proclaimed was lost at the time. But it was not forgotten, 
though it did not come into its own till two centuries later. 

The democrats of the Civil War did not, as a rule, make 
any attack on the existing system of private property. Indeed, 
their tendency is to regard it as a natural right, and in some 
of their pronouncements they expressly deny to any govern­
ment the right of 'abolishing propriety, levelling men's 
estates, or making all things common'. But there was a parallel 
movement at the time, represented by Winstanley and the 
Diggers, which attacked the whole institution of pri\'ate 
property and demanded common ownership for the equal 
benefit of all. This was advocated in part for the relief of 
poverty and the abolition of great inequalities of wealth, and 
has little of interest to contribute to ideas about government. 
But once more, we have to recognise it as primarily a religious 
movement. It can be traced back a century earlier to the 
Anabaptists on the Continent, many of whom advocated a 
community of goods. A small militant wing attempted to 
establish their views by force, and for a time succeeded in 
setting up a theocratic republic in Munster, which was even­
tually wiped out in blood. But the great majority eschewed 
all use of violence, though that did not save them from the 
most savage persecution at the hands of both Protestants and 
Catholics. In all its forms this movement was religious in its 
inspiration. It represented, as it were, a nostalgia for the 
primitive simplicity of the early Christian society when ' not 
one of them said that aught of the things he possessed was his 
own: but they had all things in common '· 

It was thus a backward-looking rather than a forward­
looking movement. In England, it looks ?ack, not only to 
primitive Christianity, but also to an idylhc .state of things 
w~ch was supposed, with no warrant ?f htstory, to have 
extsted before the Norman Conquest. It ts worth noting that 
Winstanley talks almost entirely in terms of the economy of 
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the period, and is mainly concerned with the land and the 
fruits thereof. There is little idea of any more elaborate eco­
nomic development. 1 There is thus not much in common 
\\r:ith modern Socialism, except perhaps with the school of 
William l\1orris. As a whole, the movement does not seem 
to have had any very wide appeal at the time, and its direct 
influence was small. But indirectly it did do something, 
along with other influences, to initiate a debate on the justifi­
cation for private property. A generation later we can find 
Halifax asserting that property is not a natural right but merely 
a convenience sanctioned by long usage. Locke, of course, 
declared property to be a natural right, in fact the principal 
natural right. But the grounds on which he argued this 
would, if carried to their logical conclusion, have cast grave 
doubts on the legitimacy of the existing distribution of 
property and of the laws that produced it. 

One word of warning in conclusion. The main aim of 
these chapters is to indicate certain ideas of the past which, 
for one reason or another, seem of special interest for political 
theory of this present day. And this means that they are not 
always or necessarily set in their true historical perspective. 
The historian knows that the ideas which most interest us now 
are by no means necessarily those which seemed most impor­
tant to people at the time. We find it hard to be greatly con­
cerned about many of the theological controversies of that 
age. Yet they were of prime importance to many people then, 
and we could not afford to leave them out of account if we 
wanted to understand why men acted as they did. A modern 
writer on the period says of the time of our Civil War, 'It is 
probably true that, even when the Revolution was at its 
height, there were ten Puritans who were interested in reform­
ing the Church to one who cared what happened to the 
government of England '. 2 Even the discussions on religious 

1 It is true that Winstanley suggested measures for encouraging the 
improvement of the arts and crafts. On the other hand, he disapproved of 
trade and commerce altogether. 

~ G. H. Sabine, The Works of Gerard IViiiStmrley, p. 3· 
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liberty interest us less than they did, largely because, in theory 
at any rate, the case has been so generally conceded. Yet at 
the time it probably seemed to most people of far greater im­
portance than any question of political right. Or, to consider 
more secular matters, if we look at the manifestos and state­
ments of grievances of the period we cannot fail to be struck 
by the amount of space that is occupied by complaints about 
the obscurity of the law, the cumbrousness of legal procedure, 
its failure to give the protection that it ought against arbitrary 
treatment of individuals and so on. These were the things 
that aroused most feeling at the time and the feeling so aroused 
had eventually a considerable measure of success in producing 
reforms. The political demands were largely a by-product of 
t~ese, and it was not till much later that they aroused suffi­
ctently strong and widespread feeling to bring about some 
attempt to meet them. 



Chapter I II 

SOME HISTORICAL PRELIMINARIES (3) 

W E are now approaching the area of contemporary con­
troversy. But before leaving our historical preliminaries, 

there are still two or three movements of thought which might 
be mentioned briefly, in order to make intelligible possible 
allusions to them in what follows. Even less than in the 
preceding chapters will any attempt be made at a systematic 
treatment. Only certain points in them of special significance 
will be singled out. 

ROUSSEAU 

The first of these is a group of ideas associated with 
Rousseau, in particular those contained in his famous book on 
the Social Contract. There are, of course, many other sides 
of his thought, for instance those concerned with education, 
which have been of influence in other directions, but these 
will have to be left out of consideration here. Rousseau was 
one of those thinkers, fertile in ideas but, partly because of 
this fertility, confused in working them out, who have often 
had the greatest influence on subsequent theories. Thus, on 
the political side, he has been spoken of as the father of 
democracy and also as the father of totalitarianism, as the 
champion of liberty and the apologist for dictatorship. And 
it is true that tendencies in all these directions can be found 
in his thought. 

The first point to consider is his idea of a social contract. 
He takes this over from earlier thinkers, but gives it a turn of 
his own, which in fact makes it something quite different from 
previous notions of it. To begin with, he expressly disclaims 

39 
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any idea of giving a historical account of the actual origins of 
society. It is purely a question of people acting as if there 
were a contract, not in the least of any actual contract ever 
having been made. This is not altogether new: Hobbes was 
already feeling in that direction a century earlier. But there is 
a further important difference. Hobbes claimed to give an 
analysis of the necessary conditions of there being a civil 
society at all. He argued, in effect, that if people did not act 
as if there were a contract, civil society would be dissolved 
and we should revert to a primitive condition of anarchy. 
Rousseau, however, in spite of occasional verballapscs, is not 
concerned to maintain this. He was quite well aware that 
most existing societies did not, in fact, behave as he thought 
the idea of a contract demanded. What he was concerned 
with was to lay down the conditions for a good society, in 
pa~icular a society in which the exercise of political power, 
whtch would otherwise be mere tyranny, becomes legitimate. 
The contract is an ideal rather than a necessary condition for 
society. 

Connected with this is a development of the idea of the 
purpose of the contract or more strictly the good results that 
will follow if the members of the society behave as if there 
were a contract. Earlier forms of t~e. doct:ine had repre­
sent~d the contract being made and ctvtl_ so.ctety. set up for a 
specific and limited purpose. Hobbc~ hnnted. tt most nar­
r?wly. For him the object of there hem~ a soctety at all was 
stmply self-preservation, and that remams the fundamental 
human motive throughout. Rousseau talks at first as if that 
were its object. But when he sums up (Book I, Ch. VIII) 
the advantages that the contract confers on the individual c't' _ 

• I h' 1 1 zen he goes much further. By 1t, he says, ts faculties are 
exercised and developed, his ideas enlarged~ his feelings en­
nobled, his whole soul elevated to such a pomt · · . that from 
a stupid and limited animal he becomes an intelligent being 
and a man'. We are here very close to the Greek idea that 
1 the city exists for the sake of the good life'. Society is no 
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longer thought of as an external bond which alters the condi­
tions in which men live while leaving men the same as before. 
At its best it really makes men different beings from what they 
would be otherwise, and develops qualities in them which 
only existed potentially before. \Vhen we get to this point it 
is doubtful whether there is any advantage in continuing to 
talk in terms of a contract at all. 

Rousseau, however, continues to usc this language, and he 
expresses the terms of the contract as the total transfer by each 
individual of all his power and all his rights, not to this or 
that particular person or body of persons, but to the whole 
community of which he is a member. The particular will of 
each particular citizen becomes completely subordinate to the 
general will of the community and this general will has by 
right absolute and unlimited sovereignty. It is this notion of 
the General 'Will that is Rousseau's most characteristic con­
tribution to political ideas. What he has to say about it is 
extremely confused and sometimes contradictory. None the 
less it is possible to disentangle from it several lines of thought 
of great interest which were to have considerable influence in 
the future. 

The General Will is the union of the wills of all the mem­
bers of the community so far as they are directed to the 
general good. There are occasional phrases which suggest 
that Rousseau thought of the community as itself an indivi­
dual person with a will and a good of its own distinct from 
that of the particular persons in it. But that is not his settled 
view, which is expressed in the remark (1, vii) that the sovereign 
community 'being formed solely of the individuals which 
compose it has not nor can have any interest contrary to theirs'. 
The good of each of us is included in the general good, and 
the General Will, the desire for the general good, is some­
thing which exists in each individual. There is also a par­
ticul=itr will in each individual which may clash with the 
General Will. But, though Rousseau is very far from clear 
about the relations between the two, it does not seem that we 
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are to think of them as merely two co-ordinate sets of im­
pulses. For, just as the good of the community in_ch~des the 
good of all the individuals in it, so the General \V1ll m some 
way includes the particular wills. We might per~aps say t~at 
the particular will, taken by itself, is an abstractiOn, a part1al 
and limited point of view which in the nature of things must 
be subordinate to the more all-embracing point of view repre­
sented by the General Will. Certainly the man who sets him­
self in opposition to the community is forgetting that the 
community is the condition of the 'good life' which is what 
he really wants. 

It would be a mistake to try to tic Rousseau down to this 
particular formulation of his ideas. But it may help to explain 
why he insists that the General Will is also somehow the will 
of each individual. If the sovereign power which expresses 
the General Will has to compel an individual to follow it in 
opposition to his particular will, it is in some sense compelling 
him to do what he really wants to do. It is in that connection 
that the phrase, which seems so ominous to us nowadays, is 
used about the individual being 'forced to be free'. That 
phrase alone is, perhaps, sufficient indication of the possible 
developments in the direction of totalitarianism and dictator­
ship which might be extracted from Rousseau's thought. But 
to lay too much stress on this would be a gross distortion of 
wh~t he actually said and believed. For the one point on 
whtch he never wavers is that the supreme sovereignty 
belongs to the whole people, and by this he means literally 
the whole body of people deliberating and voting together. 
They alone can express the General Will, and their authority 
cannot be alienated. 

On the practical working out of this R~usseau is most con­
fused and unsatisfactory. If we ask how 1t can be guaranteed 
that the individual voters will not forget the general good and 
think only of their particular interests, he admits that this may 
happen but seems to suggest that if they get together under 
proper conditions the particular interests may cancel each 
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other out so that we are left with the General Will. Again, 
he admits that the people in their deliberations may make 
mistakes, however good their intentions. But he does not 
seem to realise the importance of this admission. In one 
chapter, indeed (II, vii), which he seems to forget in the rest 
of the work, he has recourse to the idea of a 'legislator', an 
idea which is very imperfectly worked out. It has been 
variously interpreted as suggesting a divinely inspired law­
giver, a statesman proposing measures to the people, or a 
mere parliamentary draftsman. But whatever the 'legislator' 
is, it is quite clear that he docs not legislate. He can draft and 
propose laws, but has no power to enact them. That is the 
prerogative of the sovereign people alone. Later (IV, ii) 
Rousseau says that the General Will is discovered by the 
counting of votes, and he has some rather indecisive remarks 
about the significance of majority decisions. But in spite of 
all qualifications and uncertainties it remains perfectly clear 
that, for Rousseau, even if the General \Viii does not infal­
libly emerge from a free popular vote, it can certainly not 
emerge in any other way. 

One other point deserves a brief mention. Rousseau argues 
that the General Will, because it is general, can command only 
in general terms, that is, make laws applicable to the whole 
community. It cannot deal with particular persons: if it does 
it ceases to be general and so loses its sovereign authority and 
its claim to obedience. The application of the laws to par­
ticular cases is the duty of the executive power, which Rousseau 
calls the government as distinguished from the sovereign. 
This may sound, to begin with, rather like a mere quibble on 
the word 'general', but there is an important principle at the 
back of it. The government, whatever form it takes, is insti­
tuted by and is always subordinate to the sovereign. It has no 
authority except to apply the laws which the sovereign makes, 
while, on the other hand, the sovereign can only make general 
laws and cannot act towards individuals. We thus find 
Rousseau, in effect, adopting in his own way the idea of the 
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division of powers, which was first clearly formulated by 
Locke and was subsequently enshrined in the American 
Constitution. Rousseau insists so strongly on the absolute 
and indivisible nature of sovereignty that the reader may miss 
this point at first, until he realises that sovereignty applies only 
to the legislative function. At any rate it is clear that Rous­
seau's ideal state is definitely a law-abiding state, and that 
arbitrary treatment of individuals is ruled out. It is thus in 
striking contrast alike to Hobbes' idea of the absolute ruler 
and to the dictatorships of our own day. 

It ought to be clear, therefore, that if the ideas of The Social 
Contract are taken as a whole, Rousseau's lead is all in the 
direction both of democracy and the rule of law. But it is 
not difficult to see that, if certain elements in his argument 
are isolated from the rest and certain of his admissions are 
unduly stressed, a dictator or group of oligarchs who felt that 
they knew what the people 'really' wanted better than the 
people did themselves, might claim that they were interpre­
ting Rousseau's teaching more logically than he did himself. 

THE UTILITARIANS 

Another movement of thought about which a word needs to 
be said is that known as Utilitarianism, which is particularly 
associated with the names of Bentham and the Mills. The 
most important part of this for our purposes, and indeed for 
any attempt at estimating its influence on thought and action 
at th~ time and in the future, is ~o be fou~d- in the_ principle 
that It laid down as a practical gutde for pohttcal action. This 
was expressed in the famous formula ~f 'The Greatest Happi­
ness of the Greatest Number', with Its corollary that, in the 
distribution of happiness, 'everyo~e is to count for one and 
no one for more than one'. This IS the pr?per end and aim 
of all public activity, and the sole test by which every measure 
or institution is to be judged. . . 

In the earlier developments of the doctrme this principle is 
presented as a deduction from what seemed the self-evident 
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psychological truth that every man always and necessarily 
pursues his own happiness (or pleasure: the two are not, as a 
rule, distinguished). But this supposed truth, when sub­
jected to further analysis, seemed much less self-evident than 
at first appeared. Indeed, it could be reasonably argued that, 
when its ambiguities were cleared up, it was revealed as either 
a tautology or obviously false. Again, it was not difficult to 
show that there was a yawning logical gap between the propo­
sition that each man necessarily pursues his own happiness 
and the proposition that the proper end (or even a possible 
end) of action is the greatest happiness of the greatest number. 
The attempts to bridge this gap were perfunctory and unsuc­
cessful. Yet, in spite of all these faults, the doctrine survived 
and maintained its influence, because it met a demand that 
was being widely made. People, particularly those who wanted 
to alter the existing state of things, were looking for a rela­
tively clear and intelligible criterion of the aims of political 
action, and if one was offered to them which seemed to meet 
their demands they would accept it as a working hypothesis 
without troubling to examine too minutely its logical founda­
tions. Thus, as many writers have shown, the Utilitarian 
doctrine became one of the main inspirations of the political 
movements of the first half or three-quarters of the nine­
teenth century, and its influence is by no means exhausted 
even today. 

From the point of view of the development of political 
ideas, one of the most interesting features of Utilitarianism is 
that, so far as it is accepted, it represents the complete estab­
lishment of the primacy of the idea of purpose over the idea 
of law. This, however, must not be misunderstood. It cer­
tainly does not mean that the Utilitarians underestimated the 
importance of law. On the contrary, it was as a principle of 
I egislation that the doctrine was first put forward, and the 
reform of the law was one of the chief causes that Bentham 
had at heart. Nor does it mean that the Utilitarian would 
necessarily hold that the existing law could at any time be 



46 POLITICAL THEORY 

overridden or disregarded if the sa/us populi seemed to demand 
it. It could very reasonably be argued that the general happi­
ness would be promoted much better by strict observance of 
the law as long as it was in force than by any attempt to 
correct it by executive action. What it does mean is that the 
law must always be regarded as an instrument subserving the 
purpose. The doctrine is fatal to any idea of the independent 
authority of the law. It is incompatible with the notion of a 
natural law in any strict sense, or of natural rights which be­
longed to people absolutely, irrespective of the results they 
might produce. The only rights are legal rights, and these 
should be given or withheld by the law simply on considera­
tions of utility, meaning by that conduciveness to the greatest 
happiness. 

It is easy to see that this doctrine was a powerful intellec­
tual weapon in the campaign against abuses. Vested interests, 
established privileges, prescriptive rights of individuals or 
groups which ran counter to the general welfare, antiquated 
institutions which had no justification except long existence 
-all these things were tried by the test of utility, and if they 
did not meet the test they were to be swept away. It was fairly 
obvious in the first part of the nineteenth century that a good 
many institutions in this country could not meet that test, 
and the Utilitarians were in the van of the reform movements 
that, to a greater or lesser degree, affected the legal system, 
the Church, local government, and many other spheres of 
public life. There was a wide field in which the results of 
applying the principle of utility were obvious and unques­
tionable. But beyond that, when the abuses had been swept 
away and the question arose of the positive policies to be 
adopted, there was plenty of scope for differences of opinion 
a?out the application of the fundamental Utilitarian prin­
ciples. It was largely a matter of historical accident that 
Utilitarianism, on the whole, became associated with one line 
of development rather than another. 

Thus, it might plausibly be argued that, on the whole, 
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every man is the best judge of his own happiness, and there­
fore that the general happiness is most likely to be attained if 
each man, as far as possible, is left to pursue his own happi­
ness in his own way. The state should intervene only to forbid 
certain classes of actions which are clearly detrimental to the 
happiness of other people. That is what the criminal law is 
for. But beyond that the state should interfere as little as pos­
sible, and the positive steps in the pursuit of happiness should 
be left to the initiative of individuals. This point of view, 
with many further elaborations, became on the whole domi­
nant in the movement, and Utilitarianism became associated 
particularly in the economic field with a belief in the utmost 
possible limitation of state control, in Free Trade and free 
enterprise generally, in freedom of contract, in all the things, 
in fact, which we are accustomed to associate with the term 
laisser faire. 

From the other side it might be argued that most people 
arc not very good judges of what will produce their own hap­
piness, particularly in the long run, that it is, indeed, a very 
difficult problem which needs special skill and special study 
to solve. Further, it might be argued that, if this is true even 
of an individual's happiness, it is far more true when it is a 
question of the general happiness. The laisser faire idea, it 
might be said, enormously underestimates the extent to 
which individuals by pursuing their own happiness may lessen 
or destroy the happiness of other people. So far, therefore, 
from leaving individuals free to the greatest possible extent to 
act as they choose, what is wanted is a great increase in controi 
by the state, under the guidance of enlightened statesmen and 
skilled officials, and, probably, safeguarded from abuse by 
representative institutions based on a democratic suffrage. 
There were certain tendencies in this direction to be noted 
comparatively early in the history of the Utilitarian move­
ment. And later in the century the Socialist movement in 
Great Britain, unlike the Continent, was very largely based on 
Utilitarian foundations. British Socialism, at any rate in the 
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past, h.as bee~ ~redominantly humanitarian in its inspiration, 
and this Socialism has generally been thought of as instru­
mental to the promotion of happiness and the diminution of 
unhappiness for the individual members of the community. 
In that way it is thoroughly in line with Utilitarian doctrine. 
There is, indeed, already a distinct Socialist strain to be noted 
in John Stuart Mill, and later Socialists, particularly perhaps 
the Fabians, might very reasonably claim to be the true 
inheritors of the Utilitarian tradition. 

It is thus evident that the fundamental principles of Utili­
tarianism as a guide to political action could, in practice, be 
developed in very varied directions. But certain basic features 
remain constant. The best modern writer on Utilitarianism, 
Elie Halcvy, has singled out two characteristics of special im­
portance as marking all forms of Utilitarian doctrine. They 
are on the one hand its individualism, and on the other its 

' ' rationalism. A brief word of explanation of what is involved 
in this description may be desirable here. 

(1) Utilitarianism is individualistic in the sense that, in 
every form, it asserts the proper and final end of political or, 
indeed, any other activity to be the attainment of some state 
of mind by individuals. But that docs not, of course, mean 
that it believes this state of mind to be attainable except in a 
society, or that it regards the way in which the society is 
organised as being irrelevant to it. It has, for instance, 
nothing in common with the beliefs of people like the Stoics, 
or the religious mystics, who claim that the ideal state of mind 
is attainable in complete independence from one's surround­
ings in general and from one's social environment in particu­
lar. On the contrary, the whole impulse of Utilitarianism as 
a reforming movement lay in its belief that the happiness of 
individuals could be secured only if the structure of society 
were satisfactory. But the structure or organisation of society 
and indeed any political activities are valuable only as a means 
to the production of this experience of happiness in individual 
minds. They have no value in themselves, and if it were 
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empirically shown that in different circumstances different 
forms of organisation could produce equal amounts of happi­
ness there could be no reason to prefer one rather than the 
other. 

(2) It is rationalistic in the same sense as that in which the 
term was applied in a preYious chapter to Greek thought. 
That is to say that it belicws that is possible to have a clear 
conception of the end, and that it is the task of statesmanship 
to find out the bt·st means to this end and then apply them. 
Further, it claims to be of general or uniYersal application. 
The end is always the same and the essential characteristics 
of human nature arc \"cry much the same eYerywhere. Of 
course, as already indicated, the Utilitarian can quite well 
recognise that in different countries or in different circum­
stances the best means to the end may be ditfcrent. But, on 
the whole, the tendency was to regard the likenesses as much 
more important than the differences. 

These, then, arc the two most essential features of Utili­
tarianism as a system of ideas. It remains now to consider 
briefly some of the moYements of thought in reaction against 
Utilitarianism which challenged either or both of these 
assumptions. 

THE REACTIO::-\ :\G:\IXST UTILIT:\RI:\NIS:\1 

One way in which the first of these assumptions was chal­
lenged was that followed by the moYements of thought which 
put the final and supreme end, not in any state of mind of 
individuals or any personal experience, but in the production 
of a certain state or condition of a society. This may be made 
an object of endeavour without much thought of the effects 
on the state of mind of individuals. So far as there was any 
thought for this it would tend in the direction of the view 
that the state of mind of individuals must be made to conform 
to the proper state of society, and if they seemed to be satisfied 
with any other state of society they must be made dissatisfied 
as soon as possible. 
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In certain schools of thought there was a tendency to think 
of the society as a sort of individual with an end or good or 
purpose of its own, which was something beyond the ends or 
goods of the individuals which composed it and of more im­
portance than they. There arc traces of this in Rousseau, 
though it never became a dominant clement in his thought. 
It appears more definitely in I legcl and the thinkers that were 
influenced by him. Here it was bound up with certain meta­
physical doctrines, the upshot of which was that society or 
the state was in some sense more real than the individual, 
and the individual attained a greater approximation to reality 
by sinking his individuality in the wider whole. It would 
probably be unfair to make I lege! responsible for all the con­
clusions that were drawn from his teaching: indeed his in­
fluence did not by any means always work in the same direc­
tion in all the circles in which it was felt. But there seems 
little doubt that in his own country it was taken as a justifica­
tion of the authoritarian Prussian police state with its complete 
control over individuals and subordination of the individual 
'viii. 

Another form of a similar tendency, though in this case 
rather an emotional attitude than a philosophical view, was 
found in the ideas of nationalism, which existed in germ long 
before but came most fully to self-consciousness in the nine­
teenth century and arc still a living force. There the nation 
is definitely thought of, or perhaps rather felt about, as an 
individual being with a soul or spirit of its own, which must 
be kept alive at all costs. This means that the nation must be 
free from any control by members of another nation, that its 
separate national culture must be preserved and intensified, 
that its prestige and power must be secured, and that its 
interests must be asserted, if necessary at the expense of 
other nations. To the ardent nationalist these things are abso­
lute goods, to which everything else must be subordinated, 
even, when necessary, the desires and the happiness of the 
individual members. 
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form, were to be found in the so-called Historical school of 
thought. The germs of this set of ideas are to be found in 
Montesquieu, they arc developed, not very systematically, by 
Burke in this country, and reach their most complete develop­
ment in the first half of the nineteenth century in the work of 
the Historical School of Jurisprudence, particularly associated 
with the same of Savigny, the German jurist. The essential 
characteristic of this school is the tendency to think of 
societies, particularly states or nations, as natural objects each 
with a life and growth of its own, which proceeds on its own 
lines and is not to be altered at will by the actions or ideas of 
individuals. This is the standpoint from which Burke de­
nounces attempts at revolutionary upheavals as not only 
wicked but also futile. In the time of Savigny, a generation 
later, the point at issue between this school and the rational­
ism of the Utilitarians came out most clearly in controversies 
about the reform of the legal system in Germany and some 
other continental countries. 

Thus, the tendency of the reformers influenced by Utili­
tarianism was to work out on rational principles a scheme for 
a complete code of laws with a view to the attainment of the 
end, irrespective of what was already there. In spite of dif­
ferences in detail, such ideal codes would always tend to 
approximate to each other in every country, since they all 
aimed at the end set before us by our common human nature. 
The French code, in spite of possible imperfections in detail, 
was taken as a kind of model of what could be done in this 
direction. The historical school, on the other hand, regarded 
law as one expression of the general life of the nation, which 
developed gradually in its own way. Any changes or new 
developme_nts should be. guided by the stud>: of th_e existing 
state of thmgs and, particularly, of the way m which it had 
developed historically. For this would reveal the lines on 
which alone future developments could fruitfully proceed. 

The historical school naturally tended to stress the dif-
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ferences between one country and another. Each had its own 
peculiar history and that determined its proper line of develop­
ment. But another general movement of thought, in some 
respects similar, differed from it in this point. This was the 
movement, or group of movements, which in one form or 
another attempted to discover necessary scientific laws of the 
development of human societies, which would apply to all of 
them. Movements of this kind were largely stimulated by the 
biological discoveries of the nineteenth century, particularly 
the Darwinian theory of evolution. I Iuman society, it was 
suggested, was an organism which should be subject to similar 
laws of growth to those of any other living organism. A good 
many of the arguments used were based on analogies and 
metaphors taken from biology, and, so far as this was so, the 
movement has not stood the test of time. But so far as it has 
tried to base its laws on actual study of human societies and 
not on analogies from biological organi!Hns it is still capable 
of ~king an appeal to some minds. In any case, the general 
attttude both of this mO\·ement and the historical school is 
that it is futile to suppose that we can consciously construct, 
or reconstruct, society in the light of some ideal that. happ~ns 
to appeal to us. We have to discover the way m whtch 
societies must necessarily develop, whether we like it or not, 
and the only choice before us is whether we shall conform our 
own actions to this or whether we shall waste our efforts in a 
vain struggle against the necessary laws of social evolution. 

It se~ms natural to suppose that any doctrine that declares 
that thmgs must develop in a particular way, whatever we do, 
wo~d not be a very effective stimulus or guide to political 
actlOns. And, in fact most of these scientific and historical 
theories did in practice tend to discourage movements for 
reform and to favour a conservative attitude. But this was 
not always or necessarily the case. Historical experience has 
shown that some fatalistic doctrines may in certain circum­
stan~es provide a very powerful inspiration to action. This is 
part:J.cularly so if the results that a doctrine declares must 
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inevitably en!'ue arc al!'o results which make a strong emo­
tional appeal to the persons concerned. If people feel that in 
striving for an end towards which their emotions drive them 
they are also working with the inevitable laws of human 
development, thcv arc likelv to act with all the more vigour. 
This is the special appeal- of the doctrines of Karl Marx, 
which in most countries became the philosophical basis of 
revolutionary Socialism. llut with the doctrines of Marx we 
are already in the middle of contemporary controversies, and 
it is time for these historical preliminaries to come to an end. 



Chapter IV 

TI IE ST:\TE :\:\D SOVEREIGNTY 

\\ 
'"~-• IIIJW approach the examination o~ the current political 

t<kas anJ assumptions of our own time. It would be po~­
ihk '" :-.tart tltis from a number of different points. We 

''"dd lwgi11 with an examination of one or more of our politi­
' ;d ideal> Stich as liberty or equality, or we could begin with 
.trt t·xanllnation of our iJeas about what may be called, in the 
rnost ~cneral sense, political institutions. There is no abso­
ltttt· n~ht or wrong choice in the matter. It will, however, 
l'rr 1haldy turn out to be more convenient to begin with the 
ht ter. :\nd ()f these institutions one which pervades all our 
1 hinking about politics is the State: indeed,.i? normal speech, 
we sh1J1 tid hardly talk of any matter as pohttcal at all, unless 
111 :'()me way it c-oncerned the State. 

TilE STATE 

Th.c word • state' in am·thing like its present sense is com­
parattvcly rnodern, not ;nore than three or four hundred 
\·e·trs I I 'I' . · h 1 
• < •• 

0 t. · he word, or its equivalent mot er anguages such 
;ts l'lat tn French, existed earlier, but suggested something 
rnuch nearer what we should now call 'status'. But the fact 
that the modern sense of the word did not then exist does not 
necessarily prove that the kind of thing which we now indi­
L·at~ hy it did not exist either. It would be a matter of his-
1 oncal inquiry how far something indicated in an earlier age 
h~· ar:ot her word, 'commonwealth' perhaps, was the same sort 
·~t thJng . h l h B t h . . 

. •1S w at we now cal t e state. u sue an mqwry 
would not affect the present discussion. 

It would be possible to examine a large number of instances 

54 
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of the usc of the word 'state' in current speech and writing, 
and we should undoubtedly find that in different contexts the 
word did not always seem to suggest quite the same idea. But 
it would soon become clear that these different suggestions of 
the word were all connected, and represented differences of 
emphasis on ditlerent aspects of the same thing rather than 
real differences of meaning. Some of these may come up for 
consideration later. But at this stage it would probably be 
better to start from a usc of the word which everyone would 
recognise as natural and proper. \Vhen we speak of the world 
being divided up into a number of separate states or when we 
speak of the city-states of ancient Greece or of people belong­
ing to or being members of this or that particular state we are 
thinking of the word as indicating, in the first place, a group 
or collection of people. Next, it is an organised group, not a 
casual crowd. And by that is meant, in general terms, that 
there is within it some person or body of persons who are 
regarded in some sense as speaking or acting for the whole 
and who make decisions which are recognised as binding on 
the whole. That, of course, is not a feature peculiar to the 
state. It is the general characteristic of any organised group, 
a church, a university, a trade union, a club, or any similar 
society. From this fact it arises quite understandably that 
this special person or body of persons is sometimes spoken of 
as the state, just as the governing body of a university is some­
times spoken of as the university. This may be convenient 
in certain contexts, but if it is emphasised it may lead us some­
times to speak and think of the state as something altogether 
distinct from the individuals in it. There is not necessarily 
any harm in this if we know clearly what we are doing, but, if 
we do not, it may and often does lead to serious confusions. 

The genus of the state, then, is organised group. We have 
next to ask what are its differentia, the characteristics which 
distinguish it from other organised groups. Some people have 
laid stress on the point that the state is a compulsory or obli­
gatory society, not a voluntary one which we can join or not 
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as \\T choose:. This is partially true and may be important in 
certain con ncctions. It docs not necessarily mean that there 
is no choice in the matter at all. :\ man can under certain 
circumstances decide to lea\·c one state and join another, 
~hough th!s _has not been possible at all periods of history and 
IS nJOre ddlicult now than it was a few generations ago. But 
he norlllally hegins by being born into a state and is not 
ca~l~d llJWn, as in the case of a \·o\untary society, to make the 
rmgiiJ:tl choice whethn to belong to one at all. Indeed, in 

all JJrmnal ('iiTtllllstalllTs c\-crybody must belong to some 

.l;tll'. II l'i lrtll' tl1al till· troubles of the present age have 

1,r,JC!tl< 1 d :1 ~. 111 all rbss of 11nfortut~atl· individuals _known as 
• 1. 1 ·I . . . · I' It that is umn:rsa\\y recogmscd as an ,_, .1 l l ,_,,_, j>tl "'Ill,_,. Jl .. 

··:, 1 ra()rdinan· ;lnd 111 ost utHksirabk phenomenon~ a~d. 1t ts 
.. ,.,-laird\- r~<,; a condition fn:ely chosen by _the ltlthvtdua\s 
lll<'rr.:.,·l\,.,_,_ ( >n lhc other hand, the state IS not the on\y 
""'-ivty ,,f tlri,., kind. The family, for instance, is also a group 
lilt() \\ hich we an: bon1 without any choice on our part. It is 
true that in this countn· at the present time the clement of 
urgatJisati()fl in the fami-ly is not very ol)\·ious. But in some 
.tH i:tl :,ystt'llls tht· famih.-is a highly organised group, and the 

;ltttl 111 rit \' 1,f tltt· /'till'l'(rl./1/i/ias or the crmseil de jm1~ille may be 
! · 1 ·1 · \\' . hwc not )'et therctorc arrivn l 

1 cl111ct 1\' Ia,-.· or custotll. t: • . ' ' ... <. 
· t 11 - · 1 1. · · 1 · (r l·· .. tturc ot the state. 
•1 H: t'SSl'lllla t JStJI\gllJS llt1h '-' . · . 

_ Tl,is ('"scntial katun: is to be looked tor_m the quahfica-
1'"'1" r .... lllt'lllhershij) of the group in question, aml it needs 
' ) I I I \' 'I 1 t t1 . ,. fi 
.. .- • 11_~<nrJent's consideration to sect ta 1e pnmary qua 1 -

(. ,1 t I() ll I r - • • • \ B _ .. _. n 'lll'lllhcrship of the state IS terntona. roadly 
spc.lldnr, tit · I f tl · ,· l' ··d I 1 b' 11 . ,..,, e state rs composcl o tc Ill I'd ua s la ttua y 
r~·stdcnt on a particular tract of land. There are minor excep­
lt<JIIS to this, Sitch as resident aliens not yet naturalised or 
citizens of the stale JiYing abroad. But these are all connected 
in one \\'ay or another with the primary territorial qualifica­

tion. _Further, it is part of the idea of a. stat~ that. it_should 
han·, 11_1 son1c way or some sense, exclustvc ngh~s m tts O\~·n 
t ran rd land. The decisions of the accepted ruhng authonty 
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in the state arc binding on all those li,·ing in its territory as 
long as they arc there, even though they are not properly 
members of the state. It is a corollary of this, that, just as 
every individual, normally speaking, ~1ust be a member of 
some state, so every tract of land must be in the possession of 
some state. There .may be rare cases in which there would be 
some difficulty in applying this, but that is the generally 
accepted rule. 

So far it is pretty plain sailing, but there is a further point 
that is more debatable. It is often assumed, when speaking of 
the state, that as an organised group it has the first claim on 
the obedience of its members, as against any other group to 
which they belong, and that to be a state it must be inde­
pendent of any control by any other body or authority outside 
it. But it is questionable whether we ought to include these 
points in a definition of the state. For, as we shall sec later, 
those assumptions have been challenged by some people, who 
have none the less still continued to use the term 'state' as 
referring to the territorial organisation. They would certainly 
not admit that it is a contradiction in terms to say that on 
some points individuals ought to obey some other organisa­
tion to which they belong, their church for instance, rather 
than the state. Nor, though this is perhaps a little more 
dubious, should we cease to speak about, say, England or 
France as states if they agreed to accept, in certain matters, 
the authority of some larger body, such as the European Com­
munity or the United Nations, as overriding their own. There 
arc certainly real problems here which are not merely ques­
tions of words. But for the time being we may postpone 
discussion of them, and return to the consideration of the 
state as a territorial society, the people living on a particular 
tract of land organised under a common governing body 
which has, if not a complete, at any rate a very special degree 
of authority over them. 

We have been using phrases such as 'governing body' or 
'supreme authority', but legal and political theorists have long 
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~evelopcd the habit of referring to this gov_erni~g b~dy within 
the state as the 'sovereign '-a word wh1ch m tl11s context 
has, of course, no special reference to a king or queen-and 
the authority or whatever it is that it has in relation to the 
members of the state as 'sovereignty'. 

SOVEREIG;:>.;TY 

It will be convenient, for reasons which I hope will appear 
as we go on, to start the examination of sovereignty with the 
so-called Austinian theory, named after John Austin, the 
nineteenth-century jurist and friend of Bentham and the 
:Vlills, though, properly speaking, it goes back at least to 
Hobbes and in some respects to the theories of the Roman 
lawyers. Many political theorists nowadays would tell us that 
the Austinian theory has been too much riddled by criticism 
to be worthy any longer of serious discussion. And there is 
some truth in that as far as pure theory goes. But the main 
features of Austin's doctrine have become so embedded in our 
everyday political assumptions that, even though we reJ· ect · 
. h l l' . b It m : e~ry, we constantly find ourse ve~ s 1ppmg ack into it 
It IS still quite naturally assumed that It ought to be possib!: 
to find in any state one authority which is absolutely Sllprem e 
and w?ose commands must always be obeyed, and that thi~ 
author~ty must not be subject to control by any out · d 
a_uth?nty. The t?eory_ under discu~sion dev~lops this assu: ~ 
tJon mto an explicit view, and claims that It can be ded p 
f. h ucect rom t c very nature of things. 

For fl !Jrid nnd clear statement of this view I propose to go 

I I I " 1 · 111·111 ..,,.lf but to a much later work a text' I J:tC { {J 1\fH} Ill "' I • • ' 

flU· . . , . , which was at one ttme very popular 
book of pulillcal theot) 1 ·l ·till being read. This is the 

d · -1 recent y, s 
an 1s, or_ was unti _v~ry . b Stephen Leacock, better 
/ntroductum to Polztrcal Sczence Y k t h' h h' · 

s wor s, o w IC 1s wnt, lu1owr,, J>l'r·haps, for his humorou .. 
ings 1111 political thco•·y pn>vidc a stnking contrast. He states 
the case as follows: 

' Somewhere within the state there will exist a certain per-
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son or body of persons whose commands receive obedience . 
. . . Unless there is such a bodv there is no state. The com­
mands thus given arc called la\~s. A law, then, is a command 
issued by the state. Can there, then, be any limit, any legal 
limit, to the sovereignty, or the legal supremacy of the state? 
Obviously not, for such a limit would imply a contradiction 
in terms.' As 'law' means simply a command of the sovereign 
authority, obviously a legal limit, or limit imposed by law, 
can only mean one imposed by the sovereign on itself. And if 
the limit is imposed by the sovereign there is no way of pre­
,·enting the sovereign removing it if it sees fit. 'The law­
giving power of the lawgiving body is therefore of necessity 
unlimited.' 

In a way this might seem like a tautology, in which the 
conclusion follows merely because we have chosen to define 
our terms in such a way that it necessarily must follow. But, 
of course, in all such matters it is assumed that the definition 
is not purely arbitrary, but that it applies to a distinguishable 
class of objects which really exist and to which the name is 
applied in ordinary speech. There really are states as so 
defined. It seems as if an obvious instance could be found in 
Great Britain. For there it has been a fundamental doctrine 
of constitutional lawyers for the last two or three centuries 
that the British Parliament is legislatively omnipotent. That 
is to say that absolutely anything that it enacts in proper form 
is a law and entitled to the respect due to a law, there is no 
limit, short of physical impossibility, to what it can enact and 
there is no other authority to which appeal can legally be 
made against its enactments. 

This seems clear enough for this country. But it looks more 
complicated when we consider the case of states with a \Vritten 
constitution, particularly federal states. For there the general 
rule is that what is ordinarily regarded as the highest legisla­
tive authority, for instance Congress in the United States, is 
far from omnipotent, its powers, however great, being strictly 
defined and limited by the terms of the Constitution. Leacock 

' 
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a-> a professor in a Canadian univer~ity, writing largely f?r 
;\ nu·rican and Canadian reader~, was naturally interested 10 

this, a11d ht· has his answer rcadv. l 
' If what l1as hn·n said above. is correct,' he writes, 'it~~-­

lows, hv ddinition, that the creation of a federal state a~nt I-. . . r t or lal(:s the ~()\'ereJgilty of the component statcs-n~t 1n:1 s 1 
d,ivid_vs it, h11t annihilates it. For sm·err(![nly ~itlz_er IS or IS 11ot.l 
I,llt 11 1 tin.: new state sm·crcignty docs not he m the centr~ 
~~o,·ernmt·nt: it lies in the hodv wherever and whatever It 
may h~, _which has the power t~ ~mend the constitution.' In 
the lJ mted States, for instance, the constitution can be 
arn_e~Hled hy a \ ote of a two-thirds majority of Congress, 
ratllu.:tl by three-quarters of the States. It is true that such a 
hody is not in permanent session. 'But it is clear that theore­
tically at any rate it exists, and can be looked upon a!5 having 
lc~a.l ~uprcmacy as complete as that of the Bri:ish Parlia~ent.' 

. I his, then, is the legal theory of sovereignty. It IS ad­
~nttted that there arc certain organised communities to which 
1t would not apply, communities, for instance, in the early 
~t.agcs of social de,;clopm.ent, in which custom reigns supreme. 
1 he C\~stoms of such communities assign different degrees of 
:mthc~nty to ditfcrcnt sets of individuals, but their authority 
IS stnc~ly limited hy custom. There is no person or persons 
rccogntsed as having power to change or override the customs, 
no authority above the law. But, it is argued, such societies 
arc, just for that reason, not properly called states, nor are 
their customs properly called laws, though they might often 
use that term themselves. There has been a tendency to think 
of such societies as representing the early stages of what would 
ev;ntua\ly develop into states in the modern sense. 

rhe points raised in these last paragraphs will come up for 

1 :i\h· italics Th' · · · -•· · f h b I 11 or (. · IS sentence 1s om1tted m the later eu1t1ons o t e oak. 
t h . fit ~ r tel- f?Ct the most definite statement of the view I have quoted from 
the . rst ctbtJOn. In the later editions the views expressed are substantiallv 

c sar:ne. ut qualified in certain respects. I am, of course, concerned here 
:~o~_With tracing the development of Leacock's thought, but solely with 
m mg a good statement of a particular theory. 
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consideration later. For the moment we must concern our­
selves with a modification or addition that those who adopted 
this general theory felt obliged to make. Even in the case of 
bodies, such as the British Parliament, whose legal omni­
potence seemed clear, it was obvious that in practice there 
would be fairly definite limits to what they could do. We 
could imagine all gorts of extravagant commands that they 
might perfectly legally issue which would have no chance at 
all of getting obeyed. It is irrelevant to argue that in practice 
they would not be at all likely to do that: the question of 
principle would remain. In fact, however, there have been 
occasional cases in which governments have passed laws 
which were never observed at all, though naturally they would 
do their utmost to ~1\'oid putting themselves in such a position. 
The suggestion was therefore made that we should make a 
distinction between legal sovereignty and political, or, as I 
should prefer to say, real or actual so\·ereignty. The latter is 
limited, the former unlimited. On occasions, they might not 
even lie in the same hands. For instance, laws might be 
passed by a legal sovereign, which was in fact under the con­
trol of an extra-legal power, such as a powerful military leader 
who took the actual decisions and forced them by fear of 
violence on the recognised law-making body. This may be an 
exceptional and undesirable state of things, which would be 
unlikely to be permanent. But there is no doubt that it could 
happen. 

There seem, then, to be some grounds for this distinction. 
And it may be convenient to begin by postponing the examina:.. 
tion of legal sovereignty and considering what constitutes 
political or actual sovereignty. 

POLITICAL SOVEREIGNTY 

Where and how does the sovereign or accepted government 
get its power and authority? The question has often been put 
in that form in the past, and is on occasions still so put. And 
we can still sometime~ hear it further elucidated by asking 
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whether sovereignty rests on or is conferred by consent or by 
force. This further question has often been put as if it were 
a real question. And it represents a stage in the process of 
clarifying our ideas on the subject when we come to realise 
that it is not a real question at all. For these two, consent and 
force, are not mutually exclusive alternatives between which 
we have to choose. They are, on the contrary, not alterna­
tives at all. 

The proposition that sovereignty rests on or is conferred 
by consent is, properly understood, a tautology. It follows 
necessarily from the definition of the sovereign as ' the person 
or body of persons whose commands receive obedience'. 
The sovereign is the person or body of persons which is 
obeyed, and its sovereignty consists in its being obeyed. 
There is nothing more in it than that, at any rate when we are 
speaking of the political or actual sovereign. But it is impos­
sible to find any significant difference in meaning between 
obeying the sovereign and consenting to his or its rule. Thev 
are really two different sets of words for the same fact, at an)• 
rate if we take 'consent' in the normal sense which it bears in 
ordinary speech. Indeed, it is not strictly correct to speak of 
sovereignty as being conferred by consent, as if they were two 
distinct things one of which followed from the other. Sove­
reignty is consent, or, if that seems going too far, it is created 
or constituted by consent. At any rate, the central fact is 
that there is a person or body of persons in the habit of issuing 
orders expecting them to be obeyed a~d a body of people 
who habitually obey them. The latter 1s, perhaps, the more 
fundamental side of it, if it is legitimate to speak of one as 
more fundamental than the other. But they are really two 
inseparable sides of the one state of things which can be called 
sovereignty from the point of view of the ruling authority and 
consent from the point of view of the people. Sovereignty 
is, thus, a psychological fact, a state of mind of the members 
of a community. 

To avoid possible misunderstanding, it may be as well to 
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point out that consent does not necessarily imply a particular 
act of consent taken at a particular time. I suppose something 
like that may occasionally be regarded as taking place when a 
person takes out naturalisation papers and makes a declara­
tion to the effect that he will observe the obligations of a 
citizen in his new country. But what is normally meant is 
continued or habitual consent. :\.gain, consent does not mean, 
either in this context or in ordinary speech, active approval. 
It means simply that we do in fact obey the orders directly 
applicable to us and that we refrain from resisting other 
actions of the governing authority. Why we do that is another 
question, and one which cannot be answered in simple terms. 
The motives from which we obey the law or the sovereign 
will probably vary indefinitely as between individuals, and may 
be very mixed in the same individual. But it is probably safe 
to say that the main influence on most people most of the time 
is simply habit. We obey because we have always or nearly 
always done so, and it never occurs to us not to do so. But 
we could probably also find at the back of the minds of a great 
many people a conviction, vague in some and more explicit in 
others, that on the whole this is a good habit to acquire, and 
that a society in which people obey the laws, even when they 
disagree with them, is more satisfactory than one in which 
they do not. And, of course, in particular cases this may be 
reinforced by active approval of a particular government or a 
particular measure. But there will still remain a certain num­
ber of cases in which the commands of the sovereign are 
obeyed mainly or solely from fear of punishment. And this 
implies that the sovereign has the power to inflict punishment 
if the law is broken. That is what we mean by enforcing the 
law. 

It is important to emphasise this meaning of force, particu­
larly when we talk of force as the basis of sovereignty. The 
point may seem trivial and obvious, but in fact it is often 
ignored and important consequences follow from it. When 
we talk of a government enforcing its orders or of people 
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being forced to do this or that or of political power resting on 
force we do not, in the great majority of cases, mean this quite 
literally. Literally, I am forced to go out of a room if I am 
pushed out and I am forced to refrain from ani action if I 
am physically restrained, shut up in prison, for instance. But 
in the great majority of cases force in that literal sense is not, 
and indeed could not, be applied. What we generally mean 
when we talk of force being used to secure obedience is that 
people are left physically free to act as they choose but that 
certain unpleasant consequences, that is punishment, are 
prepared for them if they act in one way rather than another. 

This distinction emphasises further the absurdity of the 
question, Does sovereignty rest on force or consent? Trans­
lated into precise language that is equivalent to asking, Do 
we obey the sovereign because we are afraid of being punished 
or because we obey? And that is obviously not a genuine 
question because the two are not alternatives at all. Consent 
is not a motive or a reason for obeying: it is just the fact of 
obe~ience. Force, on the other hand, provides one possible 
mot1~e, among others, for consent, that is for obeying. It is 
ce~ai~ly a very real question what part force, that is the ability 
to mfhct punishment, plays in securing obedience, but it is 
not a question which can be answered in simple terms applic­
able ~o all societies. We should probably be safe in saying 
that It would rarely, if ever, be true to say that sovereignty 
rested on force, if by that were meant on force alone. For 
that would mean that no one ever obeyed the sovereign except 
from fear ~f punishment, which is certainly not the case in our 
own expenence and indeed as far as nne could sec could not 
be the case. On the other 'hand, if we meant that' the ability 
to apply force was one of the essential conditions for getting 
habitually obeyed, that is for being sovereign, there would 
be much more to be said for it. Even if we cannot lay down 
absolute and universal rules about this, it is possible to make 
some general suggestions about what force could and could 
not do. 
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FORCE :\:\"D SOVEREIG~TY 

On the one side, we can sec that there must be, in the nature 
of things, limitations to the power of force. 

As we haYe seen, the usc of force, in most cases, means pro­
ducing unpleasant consequences for people who do not obey. 
And if they arc prepared to face the most unpleasant conse­
quences rather than do certain things, the ruler cannot get 
them done. Further than this there is a limit to the practical 
possibility of producing these unpleasant consequences. To 
take the extreme case, a single ruler, eYen if normally fully 
recognised as sovereign, could not imprison all his subjects 
if they unanimously refused to obey him. And obviously, in 
practice there will come a point a great deal short of that when 
the number of potential recalcitrants will be too great for 
force to be ctfectiYcly applied to them. We can, perhaps, 
again go further and say that, if the proportion of the popula­
tion who obey the law only through fear of force gets too big 
for force to be applied to it the law will cease to be obeyed, as 
soon as people become aware of the situation. 

Again, we must remember what applying force involves and 
what sort of machinery is required. In most societies, particu­
larly of the kind with which we are familiar, the sovereign, 
such as a monarch or a parliament, can do little or nothing in 
the way of applying force for itself. It needs a body of indi­
Yiduals, for instance the police or the armed forces, who will 
do the actual work for it. Such a body must be prepared to 
act in obedience to the so\·ereign. But, as most of the power 
of applying force is concentrated in its hands, it can hardly be 
supposed to act itself merely from fear of force. There is a 
well-known quotation from Hume, who argues that pO\ver 
necessarily, at some point, rests on 'opinion'. 'The soldan of 
Egypt or the emperor of Rome might drive his harmless sub­
jects, like brute beasts, against their sentiments and inclina­
tions. But he must, at least, have led his mamelukes or 
praetorian bands, like men, by their opinions.' Of course, 



66 POLITICAL THEORY 

Hume in this passage talks much too much as if the obedience 
of the armed forces were entirely a matter of reasoned convic­
tion, instead of depending as it does so largely on training 
and habit. But, allowing for this, the point is a real one. We 
might, however, in the light of what has been said previously, 
feel doubtful whether 'the mamelukes or praetorian bands' 
could permanently succeed in driving the whole of the rest of 
the population 'against their sentiments and inclinations'. 
But at any rate the general point is clear that, even for the 
successful application of force, other motives besides the fear 
of force must be present somewhere. 

We can emphasise this from another point of view by con­
sidering the possibility that in some circumstances obedience 
might be secured where there could be no question of the 
application of force at all. There is a vivid description by 
Robert Louis Stevenson, which is said to be in substance his­
torically accurate, of the life of a Highland chief in hiding 
after the '45 rebellion. 'Though he was thus sequestered and 
· ·. · stripped by the late Act of Parliament of legal powers, he 
still exercised a patriarchal justice in his clan. Disputes were 
bro~ght to him in his hiding hole to be decided; and the men 
of hts country, who would have snapped their fingers at the 
Court of Session, laid aside revenge and paid down money at 
the bare word of this forfeited and hunted outlaw.' Doubt­
less other instances of the same sort of thing could be found, 
but this will be enough to illustrate the point. 

?n the other side it would be a great mistake to under­
~sttmate the importance of force. In all normal conditions it 
lS essential to sovereignty that there should be available a body 
of people able and willing to apply force at the command of 
the s · overetgn. In modern times the control over the armed 
forces has become generally accepted as one of the essential 
marks of sovereign power. And there are obvious reasons for 
that. 

For one thing, there will always be a certain number of 
people, varying in different countries at different times, who 
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obey the law only from fear of punishment. A few, of course, 
will not be induced to keep the law even by this fear: every 
state has its proportion of habitual criminals. But as long as 
this is kept within narrow limits it does not seriously affect 
the normal working of the state, and it is reasonably certain 
that the ability to inflict punishment is an important influence 
on keeping it within these limits and preventing a number of 
potential criminals becoming actual criminals. Further, the 
possibility of the application of force may make a difference 
even to those who in the main obey the law from other motives. 
Thus, a man who obeys mainly from force of habit, if he sees 
other people breaking the law with impunity, may eventually 
begin to wonder why he should continue to follow this habit, 
if there is anything to be gained by not doing so. Or a man 
may have a reasoned conviction that a law-abiding society is 
desirable, and prefer to keep the law as long as other people 
do. But there may come a point when he will feel that if other 
people successfully defy the law, he might as well, as a choice 
of evils, begin to do so himself whenever it is to his advantage. 
In these, and other ways, the habit of disobedience is infec­
tious and, if unchecked by force, is likely to spread. All this 
may seem so elementary and obvious that it is hardly worth 
saying. Probably few people would deny it as it is here stated, 
though there are enthusiasts who seem to question whether 
punishment has any effect in preventing wrong-doing at all. 
But there is always a danger that those who deny that force 
is the main basis of sovereignty may fall into a way of talking 
as if the influence of force were wholly negligible. 

Finally we have to remember the destructive power of 
force. It may be true that a stable rule could not be estab­
lished on a basis of force alone without a good deal of support 
from other motives. But a relatively small body of people, 
who were prepared to use force, could paralyse the work of a 
government, even of one which enjoyed a wide measure of 
support, unless there were forces available to defend it. It 
would be no use for a government to rely on the willing con-
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sent of the great majority, if a small body of armed fanatics 
were willing to go to any lengths to overthrow it. So even a 
government whose rule is freely accepted by the great mass 
of the population must have force at its disposal to prevent 
other hostile forces, internal or external, from making the 
conduct of government impossible. Similar considerations 
apply to the armed forces themselves, when they exist as a 
recognised and organised body distinct from the rest of the 
population. They can, if they choose to act, make the exer­
cise of authority by any government impossible. llut they 
could hardly establish an effective government without a good 
measure of support from outside their ranks. 'You can do 
anything with bayonets except sit on them', as someone once 
observed. The general upshot, however, is clear. It is one 
essential condition, among others, of effective sovereignty, 
that there should be some body capable of applying force and 
that this body should be ready to obey the commands of the 
sovereign. 

I do not know if it is necessary to warn readers against sup­
posing that, because the armed forces can, in some sense and 
to some degree, make and unmake governments, they in some 
sense constitute the real sovereign. They could only be said 
~0 do that in any sense if they actually came to decisions and 
Issued. commands as a body. This may happen in some 
countnes at some times, but is not very frequent. Normally, 
0~ c?urse, they themselves are acting in obedience to orders. 
flmtlar considerations would apply to another possible fal-
~cy. I have seen arguments in writings on political theory to 

t e effect that, if the people confer sovereignty by obeying, 
they must in some sense be themselves the' real' or' ultimate' 
s~~er~ign. This is a fallacy that arises from the habit of 
t mking in terms of purely legal conceptions which do not 
apply here. It involves thinking, as the Roman lawyers did, 
of sovereignty as a piece of property, and arguing that be­
cause the people confer it on the sovereign it must have origi­
nally belonged to them. But if we think in terms of what 
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actually happens we can see that sovereignty consists merely 
in getting obeyed, and docs not exist at all till the habit of 
obedience begins. It would be absurd to talk as if the people 
who do the obeying were 'really' or 'ultimately' issuing the 
orders themselves. It would only make sense to talk of the 
people as being sovereign as they actually, as a body, took 
decisions and issued commands, which happened in the 
ancient Greek democracies but very rarely anywhere else. 

This then, in simple, schematic form is the picture of the 
situation with regard to real or political sovereignty. It 
ignores the complications in detail which arise in the actual 
working-out of this. Some of these will come up for con­
sideration later. But the question immediately before us 
concerns the nature of legal sovereignty, and the value of the 
distinction between that and political sovereignty. And it is 
to that that we must turn next. 

NOTE: Laws and Commands. The expert in verbal niceties 
will doubtless notice that I have spoken indiscriminately of 
'laws' or 'commands' as issuing from the sovereign. I have 
not distinguished them because they are both names of things 
which are obeyed, or disobeyed, by the people to whom they 
apply, and it was that aspect with which I was chiefly con­
cerned. But I am aware that the way of speaking may be 
challenged from more than one quarter. 

Mr ·weldon, for instance, in his book, The Vocabulary of 
Politics, denies that laws are commands at all. The reasons 
he gives for this denial, so far as he gives any, are hard to 
follow and I do not see how it can be maintained. It would be 
interesting to know at what point Mr \:Veldon would draw the 
line between a command and a law. If a schoolmaster told a 
pupil to bring his notebook into the ne:ll.'t lecture that would 
obviously be a command. If he told all the pupils in the class 
to do so it would still be a command. But if he told them 
always to do it to every lecture he would be laying down a 
rule, which is a rudimentary form of law. I think, however, 
it would still be quite natural to speak of it as a command. 
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Possibly, the difference is supposed to come in wh~n the rule 
is laid down for all succeeding generations of pup~ls, ?n ~~e 
ground that a command must be addressed to spectfic mdtvt­
duals. But I do not think that is a really significant difference. 
For one thing, it would seem to have the curious consequence 
that a law or a rule was a command when it was first promul­
gated but ceased to be so afterwards. In any case, as each 
successive generation became aware of the rule it would come 
to them as a command, as something emanating from some 
authority which they had to obey. They might not naturally 
speak of it as a command, because ' command' is not, as a 
matter of fact, a word that we very frequently use. But they 
could certainly quite naturally speak of it as an order, a word 
which is frequently used of standing regulations, and we 
s~o~ld ~e getting into impossible subtleties if we started to 
dtstmgmsh between a command and an order. It is, however, 
difficult to pursue the matter further, as I am far from clear 
what Mr Weldon's reasons for this view are. 

On the ?ther hand, Leacock speaks as if all commands of 
the soveretgn were laws, and this also seems an exaggerated 
vi-ew. It is true that in most modern states the legislative 
~uthority is regarded as supreme and that it normally issues 
Its orders in terms of general rules or laws. There may be 
very !5°0 d reasons why that should be adopted as the regular 
practt~e. Rousseau, it will be remembered claimed that the 
soveretgn. could _legitimately legislate only' in general te~~s 
and that tt lost tts claim to authority if it dealt with indivt­
d~al case~. _But there is no reason in the nature of things whY 
thts restnctwn should operate Th · h.· ·n the least . 'bl b . ere IS not mg 1 
tmposst e a out th d . · · uing . . . e accepte soveretgn authonty ISS 
some of tts dectsiOns · h f 1 nd 

h . . tn t e arm of general rules or aws a 
ot ers as mstructtons in part' 1 d b th being 

II d b 1cu ar cases, an o 
equa y accepte y th I · 'ne . e peop e. One could perhaps, tmagt 
a small commumty w'th · ' dl y-
h . . h 1 a smgle ruler where har y an 

t mg m t e nature of 1 · I · h e 
h . egts at10n was attempted but w er 

t e ruler's orders tn · . . '. d particular cases were tmphcttly obeye · 
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But, short of that, there have been actual cases where the 
sovereign body, which was normally occupied in the making 
of general laws, has made decisions in particular cases which 
were accepted as having just the same authority. Acts of 
Attainder and Acts of Indemnity for individuals have been 
passed by our own Parliament. Up to 1857 the only way to 
get a divorce was by a private Act of Parliament for each par­
ticular case, and there are still occasional private acts dealing 
with particular individuals. These can hardly be called laws 
in the usually accepted sense but they have just the same 
authority. The conclusion is that the terms 'commands' or 
'orders ' arc proper general terms for the decisions of the 
~overeign body, that they include laws in the strict sense as 
their chief element, but that they are not exclusively confined 
to that. 



Chapter V 

THE LAW AND LEGAL SOVEREIGNTY 

I T is now time to return to the earlier distinction between 
political and legal sovereignty and to examine afresh what 

value, if any, it has. We have seen that political sovereignty 
is conferred, or rather constituted, by consent, the readiness 
of people to obey. If, then, the distinction has any signifi­
cance, it would seem that >ve ought to be able to find some­
thing else that confers or constitutes legal sovereignty. For if 
the two do not differ in this respect, it is hard to sec where we 
could look for any point of importance in which they do differ. 
What is it, then, that makes the legal sovereign sovereign? 

We cannot, of course, say that it is the law, though that is 
the answer that the actual \Vords used would naturally suggest. 
No doubt, it would have been a perfectly good answer at some 
periods, for instance in the Middle Ages. But in a state of 
society in which the sovereign is regarded as being the 
supreme maker of Jaws and the la\v as being whatever the 
sovereign lays down, it would obviously be absurd to say that 
~h~ sovereign gets its authority to make laws from la>vs which 
lt Itself has made. Yet what else can be meant by talking 
~bout the legal sovereign? It looks as if we might be getting 
mto a circle, and saying both that the law makes the sovereign 
and the sovereign makes the law. 

As a matter of fact the antithesis contained in the last sen­
t~nce can be put into the form of a perfectly intelligible ques­
tion, at any rate if, for a moment, we drop the term 'sovereign' 
and make use of some more non-committal phrase such as 
'ruler' or 'governing authority'. It is quite reasonable to ask 
whether the ruler makes the law or the law makes the ruler. 

72 



TilE LAW AND LEGAL SOVEREIGNTY i3 
and the answer will vary according to the particular society 
of which the question is asked. In one society the general 
habit of mind among the people will be to think of their obe­
dience as being owing primarily to a person or body of persons 
and secondarily to the laws, which they respect because they 
are made by this person or body of persons. In another, the 
ultimate loyalty will be to a set of rules and the authority of 
any body of people will be respected because it is given to 
them by this set of rules. The set of rules, however, need not 
necessarily be thought of, as it is in early societies, as the 
whole body of customary law. It may be some sort of funda­
mental law or instrument of government, which gives authority 
to various persons or bodies to make laws within the limits of 
the fundamental law. In that sense, this is by no means neces­
sarily the mark of an early stage of society. At the present 
time, for instance, an example of it might be found in the 
Constitution of the United States, which has been described, 
without much straining of words, as the real sovereign of the 
country. It would certainly involve a much greater straining 
of words to describe, as Leacock did, the elaborate combina­
tion of authorities which can amend the constitution as being 
the real sovereign, for it could not, in practice, possibly func­
tion as such. When it does act, it would be much nearer the 
facts to think of its action as a sign or recognition that the 
people as a whole are prepared to recognise a modification of 
the fundamental rules. 

This, however, is a digression, and our real concern here is 
with states, such as our own country, in which a person or 
body of persons is thought of as the supreme object of obe­
dience. It is here that the difficulties in the notion of legal 
sovereignty arise. What, if anything, can be meant, for in­
stance, by saying that the sovereignty of Parliament is legally 
unlimited but practically limited by what the people will, in 
fact, obey? There is clearly something more here than merely 
a question of verbal definition. And what I think is at the 
back of people's minds in speaking of the sovereignty as 



74 POLITICAL THEORY 

legally unlimited is that its limitations cannot be expressed in 
terms of law or general rules. We cannot define beforehand 
in clear-cut general terms the precise circumstances in which 
the people would refuse obedience to a particular law. If we 
could, we should be well on the way to establishing a constitu­
tion limiting the powers of the sovereign. But as it is, as long 
as we are speaking in terms of law, we say that there are no 
legal limits, meaning by that no limits which can be formu­
lated in legal terms. Legal sovereignty, therefore, is not a 
different sort of sovereignty. It is rather an abstraction from 
the actual sovereignty constituted by habitual obedience, 
which is the concrete fact. 

An illustration of this can be found in the extreme case 
when a sovereign is overthrown, with a greater or lesser 
degree of violence and another one is established in its place. 
This is a process 'which cannot be described in legal terms, 
except n~ga~ively as illegal. It represents a forcible break in 
the contmwty of our settled habits of obedience. But after 
t~e break we sooner or later develop afresh the habit of obe­
dience to a different authority, and its commands in their 
turn become recognised as laws. The intermediate process 
cannot be described in terms of law but its result, after a 
d~cent interval, is accepted and the ~ew sovereign is recog­
msed as the legal sovereign and the source of law. The 
lawyers, so to speak, close their eyes to the brief intervening 
henod and open them again when the habits of obedience 

ave been re-established. They certainly do not attempt to 
say that no ruling authority set up by the illegal use of force 
lean ever be regarded as the legal sovereign, or that no real 
aw has been d · · · fi I · If the . . ma e m any country smce Its rst revo ut~on. 

Y di~, It Would mean that there were at the present ttme 
very! few, If any, valid laws in any country in the world, as 
near Y 1ev~ry existing sovereign body has been established by 
a revo utxonary process at some stage in the history of the 
country over which 't 1 1 rues. 

The result of all this is, once more, that legal sovereignty 
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is not a separate thing which can be conferred or constituted 
in a different way from other kinds of sovereignty. Sovereignty 
in any sense is constituted by consent, the development of the 
habit of obedience, and by that alone. But we begin to talk 
about legal sovereignty only when this habit has been definitely 
established. So legal sovereignty is not really 'conferred' or 
even 'constituted' at all. It is a way of speaking which comes 
into use only when the 'conferring' or 'constituting' has 
already been done and there is no longer any occasion to raise 
questions about it. 

A further problem arises when we consider the possible 
case of a law being passed by the legal sovereign or the recog­
nised legislative authority and then being disregarded by the 
people universally or so widely that it ceases to be of any effect. 
The lawyer could only say that it was a law, just as much as 
any other law, and remained so till it was formally repealed. 
But that is not altogether satisfactory if we are trying to think 
in terms of actual human behaviour. For in our ordinary idea 
of a law, we think of it, not merely as a form of words written 
down somewhere, but as something which will be to some 
extent observed, and if necessary enforced. That is to say, we 
are interested in it as a possible influence on human conduct, 
and from that point of view a law that was never observed and 
never enforced would be for all practical purposes the same 
as if it had never been passed or, having been passed, had been 
subsequently repealed. 

It would be difficult to find in the experience of this country 
an instance of a law that was duly enacted in proper form, but 
never observed or enforced. But something very like that 
situation can be found at certain times in certain places. 
Writing a number of years ago, James Bryce described how in 
some of the western states of America at that time there was a 
continuous flow of social reform legislation which in practice 
might never be put into force at all. 'Such acts often fail to 
be enforced, sometimes because it is the business of nobody 
in particular, sometimes because they are practically unen-
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forceable, so that, as an American philosopher has observed, 
"Western statute books are a record rather of aspiration than 
of achievement".' 1 In our own country we are more familiar 
with laws which have meant something at one time but have 
long fallen into desuetude. From time to time the legislature 
reviews such laws and repeals a number of them, and anyone 
who reads the list of ancient statutes repealed will stand 
amazed at the number of offences that he might have been 
committing up till then. The lawyer, qua lawyer, cannot 
admit that a law can cease to be of any force by becoming 
obsolete. But if an attempt were ever made to revive and en­
force such a law he would probably manage to find a way 
round it. Thus there was up to Igz6 an unrepealed law for­
bidding the entry of Jesuits into this country. But when, 
some fifty years ago, a private individual attempted to put into 
force this law his application was refused, first by the magis­
trate and then by a High Court judge, on the ground that 
action in such a matter should properly be initiated by the 
government. And, of course, no government would in fact 
ever take such a step. This was in effect a recognition that 
this statute, though it might still be called a law, could not be 
put in force, and was therefore a different sort of thing from 
the actually operative laws which we are normally thinking of 
when we use the term. 

All this suggests that law is made by consent just as much as 
sovereignty, and that there is little value in the distinction 
between legal and political sovereignty, except in the very 
limited sense explained above. There remains for considera­
tion the possible case mentioned earlier of a person or body of 
persons recognised as the supreme source of law but in fact 
acting under the control of some other authority. Such a 
situation has occurred from time to time in history. We may 
recall Gibbon's description of the early Roman emperors, 
who 'concealed their irresistible strength and humbly pro­
fessed themselves the accountable ministers of the Senate, 

1 James Bryce, klodern Democracies, vol. II, p. 8s. 
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whose supreme decrees they dictated and obeyed'. Here it 
might seem there would be a distinction to be made between 
the legal and the real sovereign. But it is not, in practice, 
verv important. \Vhat it means is that the people are in the 
habit of obeying the real sovereign, the emperor, for instance, 
but expect him to go through the form of passing his decrees 
through another body, such as the Senate. In this extreme 
form, such a state of things is not likely to be permanent: in 
Rome it eventually gave place to the doctrine of the legislative 
omnipotence of the emperor described in an earlier chapter. 
Alternatively it may survive as a mere formality, a piece of 
ceremonial, like the Royal Assent to Acts of Parliament in this 
country. 

On the other hand, we must remember that the sovereign 
authority, be it an absolute monarch, an absolute parliament, 
a general assembly or anything else, is practically always 
affected hy a variety of influences, besides its own unaided 
deliberations, in arriving at the decisions which are accepted 
as binding on the people. If, for instance, we consider any 
piece of legislation passing through our own Parliament and 
ask who in fact was responsible for the Bill with all its clauses 
taking just this form rather than that, we shall probably find 
a complicated tangle of influences at work, which all contri­
buted something to the final decision. It would be absurd to 
talk as if Parliament legislated in a vacuum, entirely cut off 
from all possible influences from outside. Some of these may 
be undesirable: the term 'pressure groups' has been coined 
to indicate the kind of influences of which the particular 
speaker disapproves. But a great many are quite unobjec­
tionable and indeed inevitable. At any rate, we might well 
think, if we considered the matter purely from the side of 
taking decisions and issuing orders, that it was very difficult 
to decide who the real sovereign was. 

On the other hand, when we look at it from the side of 
consent or obedience, it is much simpler, which is a good 
reason for beginning at this end. We may find it very diffi-
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cult to disentangle all the influences which have contributed 
to produce a piece of legislation. But we know quite well at 
what stage we begin to feel that our obedience to it is called 
for. And that is when all the influences have converged on the 
focal point of actual passage through Parliament. Then, and 
not till then, does our consent or habit of obedience come into 
action. So, whatever forces may affect the decisions of Parlia­
ment, it remains perfectly reaso~abl~ an~ intelligible to say 
that Parliament is the real sovere1gn m th1s country. 

We may conclude, then, that there is not at bottom any 
significant distinction between different sorts of sovereignty. 
If we talk about it intelligibly at all we have to concentrate on 
the central fact that the sovereign is ~onstituted by being 
obeyed, and by nothing else. Perhaps t~1s seems a trivial and 
obvious proposition, but it is of great Importance to keep a 
firm grasp on it. It is said not infrequently that the funda­
mental fact in politics is power. Indeed, a whole book on 
political theory was writte~ a numbe: of years. ago working 
out the consequences of th1s assumptwn. But m reality the 
assumption is incorrect. Power, important as it is, is a deriva­
tive fact. The fundamental fact in politics, so far as one can 
talk of such a thing, is obedience, and it is from that that 
power comes. The primary question to ask about any political 
situation is not Who can crush w_h~m? . but Who will obey 
whom? In ordinary peaceful cond~twns m a country such as 
ours the answer is normally so obvwus t~at we do not realise 
th_e _fundamental importance of the qu~stwn. But in times of 
cnsis or of revolutionary change or disturbance we can se 
that this is_ the key to what happen~ or is going to happen. e 

In the hght of these consideratiOns, the old controversies 
that have come down to us from past centuries, about whether 
sovereignty is limited or unlimited, divisible or indivisible 
take on a much simpler form. 'Is sovereignty limited or un~ 
limite_d?' means in practice 'Will t~e people obey absolutely 
a_nythmg_ that the sovereign orders? There have been occa­
swnally m the course of history some extraordinary cases of 
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apparently unlimited readiness to obey. But in the great 
majority of communities with which we are acquainted there 
are and always have been very definite limits. If we tried to 
make it a matter of verbal definition and say that we would 
call it sovereignty only if it was absolutely unlimited, we 
should have to say that there were few, if any, actual cases of 
sovereignty to be found, except perhaps in the medieval sect 
of the Assassins and in Paraguay under the tyranny of 
Francisco Lopez. 

Similarly, the question whether sovereignty is divisible or 
indivisible is reducible to the question whether people can 
possibly develop the habit of distributing their obedience, of 
obeying one authority in some matters and another in others. 
And experience amply proves that that can be done, and has 
been done at various periods. It may be inconvenient or un­
desirable in certain ways, but there is nothing impossible 
about it. Of course, it is open for anyone to say that he will 
not call it sovereignty unless it is undivided. But as far as the 
essential fact of obedience goes, there is no reason for thus 
limiting the use of the term. And those in the past who have 
argued for the necessary indivisibility of sovereignty have 
claimed to be doing much more than recommending a par­
ticular usc of words. When Hobbes, for instance, writes, 
'There is a sixth doctrine plainly and directly against the 
essence of a Commonwealth; and it is this, That tlze So~·ereign 
Power may be divided. For what is it to divide the power of a 
Commonwealth but to dissolve it?', he is certainly not merely 
offering a definition. He is claiming to give a necessary law 
of what will in fact happen. And, taken as a necessary la\v, 
the proposition is plainly false, though if it were put forward 
as a statement of a possible, though not inevitable, tendency 
that would be likely to show itself under certain conditions, 
there would be much more to be said for it. But a great deal 
of Hobbes' argument really comes down to the claim that we 
must either obey in everything or we shall not obey at all. 
And this is clearly absurd. 
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The general conclusion is that much less can be deduced 
from the general nature of sovereignty than has in the past 
been supposed. We cannot tell from the fact of obedience 
who is going to be obeyed, how far they will be obeyed, or 
who ought to be obeyed. The first two questions are matters 
of fact which would have to be answered by a consideration 
of the circumstances of each particular case. The last is a 
question of the policy that we are going to pursue, and the one 
thing that we can say with reasonable certainty is that it is 
important that it should be answered. That is to say, for a 
state, or any organised society, to function at all it is neces­
sary for the people in it to mak~ up ~h.eir ~inds whom they 
are going to obey and to turn this deciSIOn mto a habit which 
is broken only with difficulty and in exceptional conditions. 

SOVEREIGNTY AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 

The foregoing analysis has been concerned primarily with 
the position of the sovereign within the state in relation to its 
other members. But it can also have some application to 
questions of the relations of the sovereign within a state to 
powers outside it, particularly the sovereigns of other states. 
On the strict Austinian theory the absolute supremacy of the 
~overeign within the state had as a corollary its complete 
Independence of any outside power. It followed from this 
that everyone is either sovereign or subject: there is no half­
way. house. ' Sovereignty either is or is not', as Leacock 
put It . 

. But already. ~efor~ the :nd of the ninete~~th century situa­
tiOns were ansmg m which the sharp diSJUnction · between 
absolute sovereignty and absolute subjection hardly seemed 
to apply, and it was found necessary to coin phrases indicating 
~orne s~rt of intermediate relation. Terms like' protectorate' 
suzeramty:, 'sphere of influence', and the like came into use: 
~er the Fxrst World War, the League of Nations was estab­
lished, and certain countries received 'mandates' from the 
League for the administration of territories ceded by Ger-
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many. Constitutional lawvers trained to think in Austinian 
tcrn;inology sometimes fot~nd it difficult to handle these new 
ideas. At the time of the Versailles Congress Robert Lansing, 
the American Secrctarv of State, issued a memorandum 
critical of the idea of. mandates which is ful~ of interest. 
'\ Vhere docs the sovereignty over these territories reside?' 
he asked, and went on to ~a);, 'Sovereignty is inherent in the 
very conception of government. It cannot be destroyed, 
though it may be absorbed by another sovereignty either by 
compulsion or cession.' He then asked to whom the sove­
reignty over the colonial possessions renounced by Germany 
would pass. 'If the reply is, The League of Nations, the 
question is, Docs the League possess the attributes of an 
independent state so that it can function as an owner of terri­
tory? If so what is it? A world state?', and so on.l It is 
doubtless true that, on the whole, the mandate system has 
tended to become less and less of a reality. That, indeed, was 
the intention in some cases, as communities under a mandate 
developed into independent states. But this was a matter of 
practical convenience, and did nothing to prove that there was 
anything impossible or self-contradictory about the idea, 
which in some cases for some time worked quite effectively. 

In any case, none of these ideas forms any theoretical diffi­
culty if the previous analysis of the notion of sovereignty is 
correct. The phrases which have been quoted above-' pro­
tectorate', 'mandate', and the like-simply represent rough 
attempts to classify the different degrees of obedience which 
can be expected by different authorities in the various par­
ticular cases. As there are infinite grades of this, there will 
always be the possibility of dispute about where the line is to 
be drawn in particular cases. Before the South African War, 
for instance, there was a great deal of debate over the ques­
tion of what precisely was implied by the relation of 'suze­
rainty' in which Great Britain stood or claimed to stand to 
the Transvaal Republic. But there is no theoretical diffi-

lR, Lansing, The Peace Negotiations: a Perso11al Narrative, pp. 151, 152. 
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culty, as long as we recognise that obedience is a thing of 
which there can be more or less, and that it can be distributed 
in varying degrees between different authorities. As we 
know, in certain periods of history this has been taken for 
granted as the natural order of things. 

In modern times, particularly when national feeling is 
strong, there tends to be an intense emotional reaction against 
such ideas. This expresses itself in a demand for absolute 
sovereign independence for the nation or group concerned, 
and a feeling that the slightest restriction on this means abso­
lute subjection to an outside power. There is an emotional 
rather than a rational acceptance of the Austinian idea that 
sovereignty either is or is not, and that there is no interme­
diate stage possible between absolute sovereign and absolute 
subject. But this is clearly not true, and in fact all sorts of 
intermediate stages are possible. We might even go further 
and ask whether the absolute independence spoken of is not 
a limiting case which rarely occurs in practice. 

Absolute independence would presumably mean that the 
government of a state could guide its policy with no thought 
except for its own views, interests, and desires. In fact, how­
ever, x;nost, if not all, states find at ~orne ~oint that their policy, 
sometimes even their internal pohcy, will affect other states. 
~nd when this happens they are bound to consider and be 
mfluenced by the possible reactions of these other states. Of 
course, there are great variations in the extent to which states 
h~ve to be prepared to give up doing what they would other­
Wtse choose to do because of the fear of the unpleasant conse­
quen~es, in the form of economic or possibly even military 
~eactton_s _on the part of other states. But there are few states 
m a posttton to disregard these altogether, and often they have 
to r~gulate their policy a good deal by these considerations, 
parttcularly when it is a question of a small state in relation 
to a l_arge. and powerful neighbour. Indeed, one could quite 
well tmagme the case of two states, one called independent 
and the other called a protectorate or something similar, 
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where in fact the former was considerably more under the 
control of another power than the latter. 

It is, perhaps, as well to make it clear that the fact that 
independence is a matter of degree must not be taken as 
j mplying that differences of degree are unimportant. On the 
contrary, as there will be occasion to insist in many subse­
quent connections, a difference of degree may be of supreme 
importance. The phrase, 'It's only a difference of degree' is 
nearly always a sign of political illiteracy. None the less, it is 
important to bear in mind that the passage from one state of 
things to another is a continuous process with infinite grada­
tions, not a sudden leap across a clearly defined boundary. 

All these considerations throw some light on the possibility 
of establishing some kind of super-national body, a United 
Nations Organisation or a European Community, which on 
some points would be accepted as capable of exercising 
authority superior to that of the particular states. vVe cer­
tainly could not argue that it would be a priori impossible, 
that such an authority would either have to annihilate com­
pletely the sovereignty hitherto exercised by individual states 
or else would have no real power at all. It would in fact have 
power just in so far as people got into the habit of obeying it. 
The governments of the particular states would in the long 
run take their tone from the people. If enough people, from 
any motive, got a firm hold of the idea that on certain matters 
they would obey the super-national authority rather than their 
particular state then the government of the state would follow 
suit. But if the great mass of the people still retained the habit 
of thinking of their state government as the primary object of 
their obedience the super-national authority could not be 
effective. The governments might agree to limit their sove­
reignty, but unless or until their people began to transfer 
their habit of obedience, in some degree, to the new authority, 
the state governments would still remain the real power and 
the limitations on their sovereignty would be likely to be 
disregarded whenever it was convenient. 
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In the meantime, there remains one form of super-national 
authority in the shape of international law. It used to be 
argued by adherents of the Austinian theory that international 
law was not true law at all because it was not laid down by a 
sovereign body, and because there was no specific body of 
persons charged with its enforcement. It would no longer be 
true to argue, as used to be argued, that there was no authorised 
judicial body to interpret it, as we have the International Court 
of Justice at The Hague. As for the other points, it only needs 
to be said that international law is a body of customary rules, 
like medieval law, which is law just in so far as it is recognised 
as such. The fact that there is no defined body of people to 
enforce it does not mean that it is not enforced. It is en­
forced by other states, by international opinion, by reprisals, 
and, in the last resort, by war. No doubt this is very uncer­
tain and irregular, there is a good deal of private enterprise 
about it, it is particularly difficult to enforce against very 
powerful states and so on. But that is not so very different 
from the position of the law of the land in certain states at 
certain periods, in England in the fifteenth century or in some 
of the western states of America in the early pioneering days. 
Indeed there are countries at the present time in which law 
enforcement is weak and uncertain. If law is made by being 
r~cognised as such, the habit of recognition may take some 
tlme to grow to its full stature. But it is proper to speak of 
law even while it is, to some degree, still in the making. 



Chapter VI 

FORMS OF GOVERNMENT -DEMOCRACY 

F HOJvl the consideration of the general conditions for the 
establishment of a sovereign power or ruling authority it is 

a natural transition to the consideration of the sovereign body 
itself and the forms that it can take. The different forms of 
government have been classified at various times in various 
different ways, some of which may be convenient in some 
contexts and others in others. In view of our own interests 
at the present time, it does not, perhaps, need any apology for 
starting with the consideration of the form of government 
known as Democracy and of other forms of government 
regarded as rivals or alternatives to this. 

In quite recent years considerable controversy has arisen 
about the proper use of the word 'democracy', and it has been 
applied to different forms of government which have little or 
nothing in common with each other. So much confusion has 
been engendered by these controversies that some people in 
despair have felt inclined to declare that the \Vord is rapidly 
ceasing to have any precise meaning, and it has eyen been 
suggested that its use had better be abandoned altogether. 
But there is no reason to adopt such an extremely defeatist 
attitude. It ought to be possible to arrive at a reasonably clear 
notion of how we are going to use the term, without commit­
ting ourselves to dogmatic assertions about the 'right use' or 
the 'real meaning' of democracy. At least we can try to lay 
down conditions for the most convenient use, meaning by 
that the use which will be most successful in conveying a clear 
meaning from one person to another and in minimising pos­
sible confusions and misunderstandings. 

ss 
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One obvious condition is that the use should be as uni­
form as possible. No doubt, there will always be the possi­
bility of differences of opinion in detail, particularly at the 
margins of the extension of the term. But there can be no 
possible advantage in using the same term to indicate entirely 
different forms of government. Another desirable condition 
is that the use should be as stable as possible. That does not 
mean that it cannot be modified in course of time, extended . , 
perhaps, in some directions and retracted m others. But any 
changes in the meaning or use of the term should have a 
recognisable continuity with the previous usage. There is 
nothing to be said for making deliberately a sharp change in 
the use of any term. As a matter of fact, the use of the term 
'democracy' has shown a continuous development, always 
retaining a recognisable core of identity, from the ancient 
Greeks, who first invented it, down to the thinkers and 
writers of the nineteenth century, and their successors of the 
present day. It is this traditional use of the term which 1 
propose to examine. 

As we are here concerned with forms of government no 
excuse is needed for considering democracy in the first place 
as one of these forms. That is, indeed, the primary and 
central meaning which it has always borne. Of course in 
popular speech it has often been given various extensi,ons 
beyond this. In the late war, a young soldier who could not 
get the ~nd of cigarettes he wanted in a shop was heard to 
complain, 'I thought this was a war for democracy'. And 
more sophisticated forms of the same tendency have been 
observed. Serious thinkers, also, have sometimes been in­
clined to extend the use of the term, and to suggest that we 
should include under it certain states or attitudes of mind 
which were or ought to be ass?~iated wi~h the form of govern­
ment, or certain social condttwns whtch were regarded as 
necessa.ry for. the form of .gov~rnm~nt to work successfully. 
There 1s obvwusly somethmg m thts, and more will have to 
be said on the point later. But these suggested extensions are 
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all associated with or consequent on the central meaning. 
And it is with this that we have to begin. 

It is often convenient in dealing with matters of this kind 
to begin with some crude and simple distinction, and to come 
on to the necessary refinements and modifications afterwards. 
And we may take as a basis the simple and familiar distinc­
tions between dift"erent forms of government made by the 
ancient Greeks, who first invented the terms that we still use 
and first initiated discussions about their meaning. 

To the ordinary Greek it seemed clear that there were 
three main types of government. There was autocracy or 
monarchy, government by a single ruler, who might or might 
not be called a king. There was oligarchy, government by a 
few specified people, which might sometimes be called aris­
tocracy, if it was intended to claim that the few were also the 
best. And, finally, there was democracy, government by the 
whole people or the great majority of them. Serious thinkers, 
such as Plato, Aristotle, or Polybius, did not rest content 
with this simple classification, and attempted to introduce 
various refinements, to add intermediate forms and to make 
sub-divisions based on some other principle than the mere 
question of numbers. But they started from the threefold 
classification and did not question its validity as far as it went. 
It has descended to our own time, and the words in which it 
is expressed have become part of our ordinary language. An 
examination of their possible meanings and applications would, 
then, form a convenient starting-point. 

"What meaning can we attach to 'government by the people' 
or by a selected few or a single ruler? And the first question 
to ask is what we mean by 'government'. The simplest and 
most comprehensive formula would seem to be that govern­
ment consists in taking a series of decisions which are accepted 
as binding on the community. These decisions, it may be 
noted in passing, may be taken at many dift"erent levels of 
generality. To take an instance from our own time, there may 
be a general decision to extend the social services. Following 
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on that, there may be a more particular decision to establish 
a comprehensive Health Service. As part of that, it may be 
decided that hospitals shall be divided into teaching and non­
teaching hospitals. And finally there may be a decision that 
a particular hospital shall be ranked as a teaching hospital or 
the reverse. But all these decisions are part of the work of 
government, in the general sense in which it is used here. 
This illustration is, of course, put in terms of a modern state 
such as our own. But the essential features of it could be 
exemplified from any state at any time, and it helps to show 
the complications that arise in trying to give a precise meaning 
to the notion of government. 
• If, then, government means taking decisions, it would appear 

that differences between different forms of government would 
resolve themselves into differences in the people who take the 
decisions. From that point of view, then, what arc we to sav 
about the old distinction, from which we started, betwce;1 

government by the one, by the few, and by the many? If we 
consider all the complications involved in this matter of taking 
decisions we shall see that it would be extremely difficult to 
imagine a state in which all the decisions were taken either by 
a single autocrat or by the whole body of citizens. It might b~ 
more possible to picture a state in which they were all taken 
by the same restricted group, but if we try to do this we shall 
probably see that it would be a highly unusual set of condi­
tions to make such a state possible. All this applies even when 
it is a question of the definite persons or bodies which actually 
t~ke the final decisions. But if we extend our inquiry to con­
~lder all the people who might have some influence or share 
m giving the decision the form that it finally takes, it becomes 
more obvious still. And we can conclude that in no normal 
state are the decisions which make up the work of government 
ever exclusively the work of either a single autocrat, or of the 
:'hole body of people or of a selected few. On the other hand, 
1f we carry our examination further we may find reason 
to believe that in most, if not all states the decisions taken are 
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to some degree the work of all three of these elements or in­
fluences. In terms of the simple Greek definition every state 
is a mixture, in varying degrees, of monarchy, oligarchy, and 
democracy. 

The necessity for an element of oligarchy is the most 
obvious. It is clear that a despotic ruler, however absolute his 
powers were by law or custom, could not possibly attend to 
all the matters of government himself or deal with all the 
points where decisions were necessary. Nor, of course, could 
he personally see that his decisions were carried out. He 
would be bound to have a large number of ministers and 
officials and would have to leave many decisions to them. 
Further, for the decisions that he did make to be put into 
effect, he would depend on these officers and their readiness 
to carry them out. It would be possible to find plenty of in­
stances of the commands of a despot being frustrated by the 
obstruction, open or surreptitious, of his officials. This is the 
easier the more they form a defined and recognised class or 
profession, which to some degree develops the habit of work­
ing together and forming an official point of view. There is 
the special case of this when it is a question of the forces of 
coercion, 'the mamelukes and praetorian bands', to which 
reference was made earlier. Finally, it must be borne in 
mind that in forming his own opinions and in arriving at his 
decisions the despot would be dependent on information pro­
vided by other people, and his decisions might be largely 
determined by the information he received and the form in 
which it was presented to him. Thus, at the time that 
Louis XIV was proclaiming, 'L'etat c'est moi' a foreign 
observer at his court wrote, 'In fact he judges public affairs 
and interests not so much by his own lights as by those that 
are given to him', so that 'he is easily led to embrace the 
advice that is given him and the measures that are suggested 
to him '. 1 

1 E. Spanhcim, Relation de la Cour de France, quoted from J. Lough, 
Introductio11 to Seventeenth-century Franu, p. IJ7· 
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The same applies to attempts at government by the whole 
people. Even in the small city-states, Greek or Italian, where 
the active participation of the whole people in the decision& 
of government was achieved to a degree that would have been 
impossible under other conditions, there had to be a number 
of boards and officials who exercised some authority. It is 
true that the Greek democracies were very jealous of their 
power and restricted it to the utmost, and they were certainly 
never allowed to become an official class. That was doubt­
less one of the reasons for the relative inefficiency of Greek 
governments and for the fact that so many decisions they 
took could not be successfully carried out. At the same time, 
there was a tendency for the rise of another sort of oligarchy, 
a class of professional politicians, party leaders and orators, 
who were often in fact the persons who took the decisions and 
had learned the technique of 'putting them across' to the 
whole people. 

These, then, are some of the most obvious considerations 
which make it inevitable that there will always be some 
limited group of people in any society who have a special 
degree of influence over the decisions of government. It is 
not surprising that some writer once declared that every 
government that the world had ever seen was an oligarchy. 

This, in a sense, is true, but it is not the whole truth. For, 
~n a more elusive way, there is also an element of democracy 
m every government, hard though it may be to detect in some 
cases. This arises from the fundamental fact which was dis­
cuss.ed at some length earlier, that for go~ernment to be 
earned on at all it is necessary to secure the obedience of the 
great bulk ~f the people, and that, in all normal communities, 
there are hmits to the extent to which that can be done. 
There comes a point at which even the most absolute despot 
o~ t_he most efficient oligarchy can be restrained by the un­
wtllmgne_ss of t~e people to obey. This does not necessarily 
mean actl~e resistance or even organised passive resistance; it 
may be Simply the dead weight of unwillingness and non-
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co-operation. Such a situation may not often be seen in 
practice, because most governments would take care not to 
arouse it. But the possibility is there, and this means that the 
mass of the people do exercise, if only negatively, some in­
fluence, however small, on the decisions of government. This 
applies even if there is no machinery by which the people can 
express their opinion. Indeed, there may be extreme circum­
stances in which such machinery exists but has little or no 
effective influence, while on the other hand a popular dictator 
might often feel it necessary to take measures which he would 
not otherwise have taken because of the necessity for main­
taining or increasing his popularity. But, as a general rule, 
the establishment of machinery for the expression of the 
opinions of the people marks a definite stage in the advance 
of the democratic element. In any case some degree, how­
ever small, of this element must be present. 

Is there an equal necessity for an element of monarchy? 
Is there always some one person in the state who has a special 
degree of responsibility for and influence over the decisions 
of government? Judging by the experience of modern times 
one would be inclined to say that there was, if not an absolute 
necessity, at least a strong tendency in this direction, which 
would seem to point to a high degree of convenience in it. 
We find in every state, and in almost every organisation some . , 
one chief person, whose prectse degree of authority may vary 
greatly, but who always has some degree more than any other 
single individ~al. It is, perhaps, u~necessary to argue at 
length the obvwus c~nvemences of th1s. But it is interesting 
to note that the anctent world, where so many ideas arose 
that are familiar to the present age or even in advance of it 
never conceived of this as an obvious principle of govern~ 
ment. Plato se~ms to think that the only reason for giving 
one man exceptwnal power would be that he was superior in 
wisdom and virtue to the rest. And in most of the republics 
of Greece or Italy the tendency was to make the chief magis­
tracies 'collegiate', that is to say that they were held by two 
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or more officers, like the consuls at Rome, with equal and co­
ordinate power. But the experience of these communities 
rather tends to re-enforce the modern point of view. For 
they often found it necessary, in times of crisis, to invest one 
man with exceptional powers. And there is no doubt that 
the collegiate system made for inefficiency of government, 
and very often tended to be replaced in the course of time by 
the rule of a single person, like the emperor at Rome. We 
cannot, however, say that the element of monarchy in govern­
ment is quite so essential as the others. 

We see, then, that it is possible to attach a meaning to the 
simple old distinction that the Greeks made, as long as we 
take it as indicating different elements which can appear to a 
greater or lesser degree in any government rather than sharply 
divided classes into one or other of which every government 
can be placed. Even so, there remain, of course, a great num­
ber _of further problems and complications that arise. In 
particular, the ever-present element of oligarchy can take a 
great variety of different forms, according to the kind of oli­
ga~chy _and the principle on which it is selected. Some­
thmg will be said about this later. But for the moment we are 
conce~ned with the general conclusions to be drawn from this 
analysts, with particular reference to democracy. 

Democracy, like the other forms of government, is, on this 
account, a matter of degree, and the possible variations of 
degree are almost infinite. This is so not only as between one 
state and another, but also as between the different stages of 
developn · h" · f b · lent m the same state. T IS 1s, o course, o VIous 
when We look back on the past history of the state in question. 
But e~en when we are considering the present conditions there t · · 

I Is Important to remember that these are not static 
and that w h · 1 h d f ' e ave to consider not on y t e egree o democ-
~acy act~ally attained but also the direction in which the state 
m questiO~ seems to be tending, and the factors which seem 
to be lea~hng it towards an increase or a diminution of the 
democratic element in it. It is clear, then, that it is impossible 
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to draw a hard and fast line between democratic and undemo­
cratic states or to lay do\\·n a precise criterion for putting 
states on one side of this line or the other. But, so long as we 
remember this, there is no harm in continuing to speak of 
some states as democratic and some as undemocratic, mean­
ing by that that in one lot the democratic element is strong 
and in the other it is reduced to the minimum. 

There is a certain parallel here to the way in which we talk 
about the climate. \Ve talk of one region as hot and another 
as cold without suggesting that there is an exact point on the 
thermometer at which it becomes one or the other, nor do we 
refuse to call it cold because it has not reached absolute zero. 
This homely illustration may also serve to enforce the point 
made earlier about the entire falsity of the assumption which 
appears so often in ordinary conversation that a difference of 
degree is somehow unimportant. Obviously, if we were faced 
with the prospect of being forced to live in the polar regions 
or at the Equator we should think that it mattered a great 
deal, and should not be comforted by people who told us 
that after all 'it is only a difi'erence of degree '.1 In politics, 
and in questions of conduct generally, the difi'erence of 
degree is very often what makes the difference between good 
and bad, and a difference of degree may be worth fighting and 
dying for if anything ever is. At any rate it must be clear 
that in saying that democracy is a matter of degree we are not 
saying anything to minimise its value or importance. 

We are now in a position to ofi'er a formal definition of 
democracy. A state is democratic, not 'if', but in so far as 
the great mass of the population can exercise an efi'ective in­
fluence on the decisions that make up the work of govern­
ment. I use the relatively wide term 'influence', because it 
is important not to confine it to the situation where the people 
as a whole are called upon actually to take the decisions them­
selves by some form of popular vote. That is, as it were, the 
limiting case, but there are many circumstances in which 

1 No pun on the word 'degree' is intended. 
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popular opinion, so far as it is formed, can exercise a con­
siderable influence on the decisions of government without 
an actual vote being necessary. There may even, as was 
suggested earlier, be occasions on which this influence can be 
exercised in countries where there is no provision for any 
kind of popular vote at all. But that can never, except in rare 
circumstances, amount to very much. What is important is 
to recognise that the fact that the people can vote on some 
matters may exercise a considerable influence in other matters 
which are not the subjects of a popular vote. An obvious 
instance can be found in parliamentary governments such as 
our own. Here the only direct popular vote is for the election 
of members of the legislature every few years. But that 
clearly has a great effect on the other decisions that are taken. 
The policy of the government is always, to a greater or lesser 
degree, influenced by the thought of the next General Election. 

Similar considerations arise if we raise the question whether 
~ve approve of or believe in democracy. That is a perfectly 
Int~Uigible question and it is possible to give a perfectly in­
telligible answer to it, though not necessarily in terms of 
precise and clear-cut distinctions. To say that I believe in 
democracy does not mean that I believe that all the other 
elements in government should be abolished and that nothing 
sho_uld be done except by direct popular vote. That would 
be ~mpossible and no one would seriously suggest that it was 
destrable. What it can mean is that I believe that the demo­
cratic element in the state is something of great value, which 
sho~~d be developed and maintained and take a prominent 
posttton among the influences which determine the decisions 
of government. There is a great difference between that and 
~~e point of view which would regard the democratic element 

. s~mply a necessary evil which should be reduced to the 
ffiintmum possible. That is the distinction between the demo­
c~at and the anti-democrat, and its importance is not dimi­
n~shed by the fact that there may be a variety of intermediate 
vtew · b s In etween the two. 
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So far our discussion has been at a high level of generality, 
and its implications need developing and its outlines filling in 
before we can get a satisfactory picture of what democracy 
can mean. There arc various ways in which this could be 
done. There is the historical approach, which would try to 
give an account of the way in which democracy has grown or 
declined in the past. There is also the approach by way of a 
detailed examination of the actual working of governments 
that we should call democratic at the present time. Some 
illustrations from both these fields of investigation will doubt­
less be called for in the course of the argument. But the 
political theorist is primarily interested in examining demo­
cracy as an idea working in people's minds. And he will 
probably find, after he has reached the formal definition, that 
the most profitable line of approach is to consider the kind 
of reasons why people are in favour of or against democracy, 
in the sense described above. That will certainly have an im­
portant effect on the form that democracy, or an alternative 
kind of government, takes in practice. 

It would obviously be out of the question to give an exhaus­
tive list of all the possible motives that might lead individuals 
to prefer one form of government rather than another. All 
sorts of emotional factors, personal or family interests, 
loyalties and traditions, may come into play, in varying 
degrees and in different combinations. When such motives 
become widespread they may often lead to a mass movement 
against one form of government and in favour of another. 
Thus, general discontent at social and economic conditions 
may take the form of a political movement against, for in­
stance, an oligarchy which is supposed to be pursuing its 
own interests at the expense of the mass of the people. This 
may take the form of a demand for democratic government, 
as with the Chartists in England. But it is just as likely to 
result in the rise of a popular dictatorship, like many of the 
' tyrannies ' in ancient Greece. On the other hand, in some 
cases popular resentment at incompetence, real or supposed, 
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in handling current problems may give rise to a reaction 
against democratic government. There can be little doubt that 
some modern dictatorships have owed their rise, in part at 
any rate, to this cause. 

These things vary indefinitely according to the circum­
stances of the particular time and the particular place, and do 
not lend themselves to general conclusions, except in a ven' 
vague form. This is particularly so when we are dealing with 
the kind of motives that might act on different individuals to 
incline them to prefer one kind of government to another. 
And there is the further question about the conditions in 
which the motives leading to preference for one form of 
government rather than another are likely to be effective in 
practice. What factors, for instance, make for successful 
revolution and what for preservation of the established form 
of government? Attempts have been made to extract his­
torical laws for these kinds of process, but without much 
success. Sometimes the supposed laws are formulated in 
such vague and general terms that they can be made to fit any 
facts, while the more precise they are the more often they 
turn out to be wrong. What may be possible is to distinguish 
and set out the more important general tendencies or in­
fluences which seem most frequently to act on human minds. 
These tendencies will vary in strength, and which of them are 
likely to be dominant among particular sets of people at par­
ticular times can only be decided, if at all, by a detailed 
examination of the circumstances in each particular case. 
But that is not the task with which we are concerned here. 

We are getting into the realm of political theory when we 
find these emotions and desires developing into or becoming 
associated with a set of principles or system of beliefs, which 
~akes them definite and explicit and relatively stable. Thus, 
10 the debates in the army during our Civil War, we find the 
opponent~ of democracy, such as Ireton, arguing against a 
democratic franchise on the ground that it might produce a 
threat to the security of private property. This attitude might 
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be interpreted ~imply in terms of personal greed for posses­
sions. ?\ o doubt e\·en as a personal matter such an inter­
pretation would be over-crude. But the important point to 
recognise is that the view could not have been held so strongly 
or put forward ~o confidently if it had not been part of a 
general set of beliefs which recognised the right of private 
property, as part of the system of rights secured by the rule 
of law, whether the law of the land or the Law of Nature or the 
Law of God. This was the common assumption of the age 
for all except a tiny minority. The ach·ocates of democracy 
did not, in general, question these assumptions, but confined 
themselves to arguing that a wider extension of the franchise 
would not, in fact, endanger private property. 

There have been endless discussions about the relations 
between the emotional clements and the reasoned beliefs that 
are associated with them, and it is probable that no one will 
be able to trace all their possible interactions. Indeed, there 
is not nearlv such a sharp distinction between the two as 
sometimes s~ems to be supposed. But, in any case, it is pos­
sible to discuss political beliefs as beliefs, and to consider the 
arguments that ha\·e been or could be put forward for or 
against them. And that may \Yell turn out to be a profitable 
approach to the question of democracy. In that hope, I pro­
pose to state and examine what seem to be the most serious 
arguments for and against democracy, and to see what con­
clusions, if any, emerge from this examination. It would not 
be possible or profitable here to consider all the arguments 
that have ever been advanced on one side or the other, par­
ticularly those which have a purely historical interest and 
make no appeal to the present day. Thus, for instance, I 
shall not discuss the arguments against democracy based on 
the doctrine of the Divine Right of Kings, even though that 
doctrine is said still to linger on among the Carlists of Navarre. 
Indeed, any argument, on either side, based on the assertion 
of absolute and unconditional rights, which belong to people 
by divine or natural law irrespective of their consequences or 
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their relations to anything else, would be out of tune with our 
modern habit of thought, and in any case would be difficult to 
apply to something which was a matter of more or less, as is 
the case with democracy. There arc quite enough arguments, 
which could be regarded as reasonable by our modern stan­
dards, to be examined without going into those which are 
based on assumptions that no one would now accept. 

Most of the reasoned arguments that have been used in 
modern times can be traced back to their origins in ancient 
Greece. Of course, the Greeks saw things in much simpler 
terms than we do, hut the essential core of the argument 
remains very much the same, in spite of all the complications 
and qualifications that modern writers have introduced. The 
case for democracy cannot be found stated at great length in 
the extant Greek literature, but enough remains for us to 
detect the main lines of argument which would be apposite to 
the present day. In modern times there has been a great spate 
of writings in defence of democracy, so great, indeed, that 
there may be a danger of getting lost among them. They often 
show considerable differences in their way of putting the case, 
partly, no doubt determined by the different audiences for 
which they are ,;riting and the different opponents that they 
are trying to answer. But these need not disguise from us the 
~reat extent of ground which they have in common. In par­
ticular the classical statements of the case by the writers of the 
Victorian age, such as John Stuart Mill, still retain their value 
today. 

~he same period saw the appearance of a number of syste­
matic attacks on the idea of democracy. In this country the 
names of James Fitzjames Stephen, of Maine, and of Lecky 
suggest themselves as examples of reasoned criticism, whereas 
other w_riters, notably Carlyle, represent the emotional and 
prophcttc strain. Here again it is noteworthy how much of 
the substance of the reasoned criticisms can be traced back to 
ancient Greece. Fundamentally they are in the main varia­
tions on a theme composed by Plato. Plato, of course, was 
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criticising a much more extreme form of democracy than 
anything that is familiar in modern times, and no doubt some 
of his incidental criticisms would hardly apply now. But we 
must not exaggerate the importance of this. Obviously in any 
modern state far fewer decisions are left to the whole body of 
people than in ancient Athens. But Plato's fundamental ob­
jections are directed against any decisions in public affairs 
being left to them at all. 

In quite recent times a new complication has been intro­
duced. It is difficult, nowadays, to find instances of argu­
ments avowedly directed against democracy. Instead, those 
who advocate in theory or support in practice systems of 
government which would, in any other age, have been des­
cribed as undemocratic prefer to describe themselves as sup­
porters of what they call 'real democracy'. Thus Hitler 
described the dictatorship which he advocated as 'the German 
democracy, which is a true democracy', 1 and similar ways of 
speaking can be found among the supporters of other authori­
tarian regimes. The claim of a dictatorship to be democratic 
sometimes amounts to no more than the claim that it is pur­
suing the true interests of the people, which it sees more 
clearly than they do themselves. But the possibility of a 
dictatorship behaving like that has long been familiar to 
people. Phrases such as ' benevolent despotism' were coined 
to describe a situation of that kind, long before it occurred to 
anyone to suggest that because a despotism was benevolent it 
thereby became a democracy. At any rate any ordinary citizen 
can realise the difference between having decisions made for 
him by people supposedly wiser and better than he is, and 
being called upon to take some share in making them himself. 
To use language which obscures that distinction can only 
make for confusion. I may add in parenthesis that no doubt 
many people on many points would prefer to have decisions 
made for them. But that is not necessarily democratic. 

Other advocates of dictatorship or authoritarian govern-
1 i11eill Kampf (English translation), p. 88. 
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ment seem to go further and to claim that the dictator can be, 
in some almost mystical way, so en rapport with the spirit of 
the people that he can express what they really want without 
going to the trouble of consulting them. Thus, Mussolini 
wrote, 'Nevertheless it [Fascism] is the purest form of democ­
racy, if the nation is conceived, as it should be, qualitatively 
and not quantitatively, as the most powerful idea (most 
powerful because most moral, most coherent, most true) 
which acts within the nation as the conscience and the will of 
a few, even of One, which ideal tends to become active within 
the conscience and the will of all '. 1 Such ideas, in general, 
seem to go back to the notion of the General Will or real will 
which is one side of Rousseau's contribution to political 
thought. But it is very difficult to find a precise formulation 
of this claim and still more difficult to suggest a test of its 
validity. It sometimes seems to come down to little more than 
the assertion that people will be happier under a benevolent 
dictatorship than under any other form of government. That 
is a factual statement, which may or may not be true. But if 
it is, it is an argument against democracy. 

There is another confusion which seems to arise at times 
though rather in popular writing and speaking than in seriou~ 
theoretical discussion. That is the assumption that if democ­
racy is good it must be the complete and absolute good, and 
nothing that can be described as undemocratic can possibly 
have anything to be said for it. Indeed, one can detect occa­
sionally a tendency to convert a simple proposition and to 
argue as if the fact that what was democratic was good meant 
that anything that was good must be democratic. But if we 
remember what democracy means in actual fact, and particu­
larly the extent to which differences of degree must come in 
we shall see that this way of speaking is quite misleading. A~ 
any rate, it is important to recognise that serious and reason­
able arguments can be put forward in criticism of democracy, 

1 _Tize Encyclopaedia of Fascism (1932), quoted from M. Oakeshott The 
Soe~al and Political Doctrines of Contemporary Europe. ' 
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and that, even if we do not in the main accept them, we can 
sec that they have a certain degree of validity in certain direc­
tions. "'c arc not obliged to accept them or reject them com­
pletely and absolutely. I propose now to attempt briefly to 
state the case that can be reasonably made against democracy, 
and then to consider the kind of answer that the democrat 
might give and to suggest the conclusions that follow from 
this. Once more we must remember that arguments against 
democracy mean, strictly speaking, arguments for the view 
that the democratic element in government is, on the whole, 
an undesirable influence which should be reduced to the mini­
mum possible. As we shall see, certain conclusions about how 
that is to be done will seem to follow naturally from the state­
ment of the reasons why it should be done. 



Chapter VII 

THE CASE AGAINST DEMOCRACY 

T HE rational argument against democracy, first stated by 
Plato and elaborated by many subsequent writers, would 

run something on these lines: . . 
. It is generally recognised that e~c1.er:cy m any kind of 
work depends on the principle of the dtvtston of labour. Man­
kind would never have risen above the most primitive level 
of subsistence if every man had tri.e? to do ev~ing for 
himself. Broadly speaking the cond1t10n ?f any work of any 
difficulty or importance being well done 1s that it should be 
left to the special people who can concentrate on it while 
leaving other people to do other work for them. There may 
be trifling exceptions here and there, but that is the general 
picture. This was obvious even in Plato's time, but nowadays 
we have carried it to a far higher. degree and thereby attained 
an efficiency in production of whtch he never dreamed. This 
applies, of course, not only to the production of material 
goods but equally to special se.n:ices, particularly those which 
demand a high degree of professional knowle<!ge and !.rain­
ing, such as the work of the doctor, the ~r, or the teacher. 
· The reasons for this are clear. For one thing, people differ 
in @.ilities and temperament, and it clearly makes for effi­
ciency if everyone has the work for which he is naturally 
s~~· The importance of this mu~t not be exaggerated: we 
certamly cannot say that everyone 1s naturally suited for one 
kind of work and one only. But we can at least say that the 
most difficult and important kinds of work need people of 
the highest degree of intelligence and of the necessary tem­
peramental qualities. Secondly, for most work of any difficulty 

ll.) 102 
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special training and the acquisition of specialised knowledge 
is necessary. And perhaps most important of all is the need 
for special attention and the concentration of interest and 
energy on the work. Very few important jobs can be carried 
on efficiently if they are taken up at casual intervals and then 
dropped again. In many cases, the work itself does not admit 
of this. Things go on and have to be dealt with: they will not 
wait for our convenience. Also, of course, the fHil-time atten­
tion is the most important factor in giving the knowledge and 
experience which is necessary for efficiency. One can think 
of possible, if somewhat far-fetched, exceptions to all this. 
But generally speaking the broad principle stands that special 
abilicy, special training, and special attention are the condi­
tions of effectiveness in any work of importance. 

Now is there any reason why the same principle should not 
apply to the work of overnment? It would be hard to main­
tain that this work is''ett er so easy that anyone could make 
the right decisions or s~important that it does not matter 
what decisions are made. How, then, can we justify leaving 
any of these difficult and important decisions to be taken by a 
vote of the whole people, in which everyone, intelligent or 
stupid, well-informed or ignorant, public-spirited or selfish . , 
counts exactly the same? We should not tlunk of deciding 
other difficult questions in that way, and it seems irrational to 
say that the most important questions, that is to say the ques­
tions that affect the greatest number of people, should be so 
decided. Sur~e only reasonable way of getting the right 
decisions would be to select people of htgh intelligence and 
character with an appropriate education and training who 
woulLbe able to devote their full bme and energy to the 
study of the questions to be decided, and then leave t 
them the complete responstbility for deciding one way 0~ 
the other. 
~in a very summary form, is the case against democ­

racy as we find it in Plato and the modern writers who hav 
followed his line of thought. In our own day we do not ofte: 
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find th_e argu~ent so frankly stated. [But there is a good deal 
o_f f~elmg whtch tends in that direction in practice. Enthu­
Siastic reformers and efficient administrators alike, however 
much they may profess a belief in democracy in principle, 
are ~lw~ys apt to be impatient of the uncertainties of clemo­
c_ratlc procedure in practice and to find an excuse in each par­
ttc~lar case for side-stepping it if they can. Many of them in 
thet_r hearts would probably sympathise with the remark 
;~~nbu_ted,_ very likely apocryphally, to \Voodrow Wilson, 'If 
1 s thmg Is to be democratically managed, I must have cam­

p ete control'. 

Thus, shortly after the war a correspondent of a British 
nlew~paper was in an Eastern European country, obsen·ing an e ect10n wh· h . 

h Ic Was supposed to be free, but m fact was very 
muc the reve H = · I f I d . rse. e reported hearing an OJHCia o t 1c 

thomt_naknt party say that they could not be expected to run 
e ns of ha · h · d 

of th h Vtng t eir carefully prepared plans for the goo 
e w ole co · I 

a mild f Untry upset by a lot of Ignorant peasants. n 
at t . er. orm something of the same spirit can be observed Imes In th" 
was 1~ country. In the later years of the last war there 
Haro~ c{:k~tgn,. particularly associated with the na~1e of 
duce 1 1' to mduce the Coalition Government to mtro-arge m · 1 
that it h easures of Socialism at once. It was essentia 

s ould b d · f 
post-war G e one at once, and not postponed till a ter a 
see what th eneral Election, because 'it is impossible to for~­
be at the ed trend of public opinion, measured in votes, Will 
be given aenh of the war' .1 The electorate, in fact, are not to 
they might c an~e to vote on these sweeping changes because 

What sorio~stbly vote against them.] ,r:: 
· ment point t 0~ alternative government, then, does this ar?u­

plain, that tho· Plato, who initiated it, thought the conclusiOn 
of a limited e Whole power in the state should be in the hands 
chara~er of_ people of outstanding intelligence and 
to devote the ~Ined for the wo?K, and above all ready 

mse Ves whole-heartedly to it. This was essen-
1New Statesman, 5 May 1942. 
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tial not only because the \York itself demanded their full 
att~ntion, b~t even more because of the necessity that they 
should have no other interest which might possibly conflict 
with the supreme claim of their work for the whole com­
munity: In the well-known scheme, in the Republic, this is 
carried to lengths that no one would seriously contemplate 
nowadays. His ideal rulers were t~ ha.'·e no private propertyL', 
at all, but were to live a!1;;.~ustere hfe 111 communal barracks,!'•i > 

receiving their bare kee_E from the rest of the ,community. 
They were not even allowed to have a private 'family life of 
their own. Some of his regulations may seem to us far­
fetched and even fantastic, and in ali probability he never 
supposed himself that it would be practic<!lly possible to put 
them into force as they stood. But we can see the kind of 
dangers that he was trying to guard against-desire for per­
sonal gain, nepotism, family rivalrie~, and. t~e like-and we 
might find an attempt to guard agamst stmilar temptations 
even in the present day in the rules of monastic orders, which 
in some respects, though not of course in all, resemble Plato's 
Guardians. The rare cases in which a religious order has 
actually exercised government, as the Jesuits did in Paraguay, 
provide the nearest historical parallel to the rule of the 
Guardians. 

The argument, then, points to some kind of oligarchy or 
aristocracy as the ideal form of government. But 1t certainly 
does nothing to support the claims of some other forms of 
aristocracy which have existed in the past. For instance, 
special political power for wealth or for noble birth would be 
condemned by it quite as decisively as democracy. The only 
qu~li.fications for political power are special ability, special 
trammg and the readiness to make the work of government on 
behalf of the whole community the sole interest. But the 
possession of wealth in itself is no proof at all of the posses­
sion of these qualifications. Plato saw this clearly and asked 
whether, if we were going to make a voyage, we should prefer 
to entrust the navigation of the ship to the richest man on 
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board or to the most skilful and well-trained navigator. 
Indeed, wealth may be apOsi.tive disadvantage in a ruler. For 
itis_hard to have great possessions without caring about them 
and there is always the danger that this might distract the 
ruler's attention from the care for the good of the community. 
Of course, small possessions may be equally distracting, and 
Plato thought that the ideal r~r should have no possessions 
at all. He should know, and accept the position, that what­
ever he did could not affect his personal wealth. 

""'-J There is possibly a little more to be said for the rule of a 
·hereditary aristocracy. For there seems to be ~ce that 
some of the qualities required in a ruler, or at any rate the 
potentiality of them, are often transmitted from parents to 
children by h~. And certainly valuable attitudes of mind, 
the tradition of public service and the liK.e, are largely acquired 
through the influence of the family. It might even be the case, 
as Plato thought, that once the ideal aristocracy had been 
established, its ranks i1n the future would m fact be largely 
filled b~ the children of the previous generation of rulers. 
That rrught be ~t that would be no warrant for laying it 
dow? .as a rule. For the inheritance of intelli!ience and other 
quahtles ls by no means certain or invariable, and the rulers 
~o~ld have to be selected for these qualities whether or not 
t el: parents had them. It would be fatal to any such scheme 
~0 J~ve anyone the right to power merely because his parents 

a b1t: That would be so even if the ideal aristocracy had been 
esta hshed B t f . . 
h · u , o course, no actual hered1tary anstocracy 

as! e:ver approached within measurable distance of theideal. 
y.. t lS Worth · · h · h . ment10mng t ese pomts because t e arguments 
agamsth democracy have, in the past often been used to~-
port t e 1 · ' 
- h c alms of one or the other of these forms of oli-
garcll y, whereas in fact they lend little or no support to them 
at a . Furth ... 
. h er, 1t 1s Important to remember that democracy 
17 t e ~ast has often been advocated as the only practicable 
a te~n~tlve to one of the undesirable kinds of oligarchy. As 
sue • Jt could be supported with perfect consistency even by 
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those who did not regard it as the ideal form of government, 
though they might hope that in time it could be replaced by 
something nearer to their ideal. v 

We must now consider a little more in detail the kind of 
qualifications that the argument requires in those to whom 
supreme power is to be entrusted. It is, of course, the as­
sumption of the whole argument that they should be people 
who were prepared to make the well-being of the whole : 
community their supreme aim. But good intentions are not 

L .~nough, and the previous discussion .has stressed the need for 
special ability, '~pecial training, and \ipJcial knowledge. This 
mrght possibly suggest to some people the picture of a com­
munity in which everything was controlled by different groups 
o.f_ specialists, health matters by medical men, military a!§irs 
bi: soldiers, agricultural questions by scientific agriculturalists, 
and the like. No doubt, the vanous groups of specialists 
themselves might often hanker after such a state of things, 
and might feel, particularly if their specialisms involved some 
scientific knowledge, that they could make a wonderful success 
of their jobs if they were only free from the interference of 
ignorant politicians. But the non-specialist would view such 
a prospect with a considerable degree of suspicion. And he 
would be quite right to do so, for the whole idea is based on 
a failure to recognise certam essential distinctions. 

ft is, of course, perfectly true that there are a number of 
different activities, like those mentioned and many others, 
which are ';f importance for the life of the community. It is 
true, also, that there is always some particular skill or knQF­
ledge involved in each of them, which the specialist possesses. 
Each of these activities contributes something to the good of 
the community, but no one of them is the sole and sufficient 
condition of its being attained. Further, they cannot be 
carried on in isolation, because they affect each other, some­
times by co-operation and sometimes by rivalry and competi­
tion. It seems essential, therefore, to have S'Oine co-or'dinatmg 
aUtliori~ which can decide the proper place of each specialism 
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in the life of the community. To be able to do that demands 
very special qualities but not the qualities of th'e specialist. It 
demands, to put it roughly, the ability to think in terms of the 
good of the whole cJ)mmunity, to s~ey all the different 
specialisms and the~r re.lations to ea~h. ~th.er, and ~o. evalu~tc 
the particular contnbutwn of each. I hts 1s the abthty whtch 
is necess~ for the ideal ruler. He must, of course, also be 
in a position to make use of tfie specialists' knowledge, which 
means he must have it always available. But, at the same 
time, he will never forget that it--rst'fie natural tendency of 
every specialist, even if he is perfectly free of self-interest, to 
exaggerate the importance of his own se.ecialism, which is 
why he needs some authority over him. A modern writer has 
epigrammatically summed up the proper position for the 
specialist as' always on tap and never on top'. 

This distinction has had perforce to be recognised to some 
extent in practice, but it has not always been explicitly laid 
down as part of the theory of government. A generation ago 

. Bernard Bosanquet, in emphasising the difference between 
the two kinds of skill or knowledge, tried to popularise the 
use of the terms 'specialist' and 'expert' to indicate respec­
tively the person possessing the specialised knowledge of the 
kind previously described and the person who has the ability 
to make use of the knowledge of the various specialists. He 
was not very successful in this, and at the present time the 
two terms are generally used indiscriminately. There are in 
fact no single words in English as ordinarily spoken which 
exactlY express the distinction. For the earliest clear state­
ment of it we go back, once more, to Plato. In a later dialogue, 
the Politicus, he is concerned with distinguishing the art of 
skill appropriate to the ruler from the various sgecial...i'rts 
which he may have to make use of. Thus, the general or the 
military specialist knows how to conduct a war once it has been 
started. But that speciaiiffiowledge does not give him the 
capacity to decide whether a war ought to be started or not. 
That decision can_ be entrusted only to the possessor of the 
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highest knowledge, the art of the statesman. This requires a 
clear understan'ding of what the good of the whole community 
co~ in, and what the various special arts can contribute 
to it. Only the statesman can decide when and how far these 
srecial skills are to be put in practice, 'weaving them together,, 
in Plato's phrase, into the pattern of the perfect state. This is 

. obviously a task of'great difficulty which requires exceptional 
(" l qualities and a higH"' degree of concentration on it to be 

carried out successfully. 
Before leaving this point, it is perhaps worth emphasing 

that this distinction between the 'specialist' and the 'expert', 
to use Bosanquet's phraseology, is a relative distinction which 
runs through the different levels of many forms of activity. 
If we take the army as an instance we shall find in it the 
specialists in tank warfare or in the use of artillery, with a 
chain of command above them reaching up to the highest 
military authority, for instance the Chief of the Imperial 
General Staff. Within the army, he is the 'expert' and those 
under him are the 'specialists', but in relation to the govern­
ment he is the 'specialist'. It is only when we get to the 
supreme authority that we reach the pure 'expert', the expert 
in government. 

To return to the main argument, those who have adopted · 
this point of view in theory, or tried to act on it in practice, 
have developed various ideas about the ways in which such 
an aristocracy might be selected and l~v it might achieve 
power. Plato in his Republic draws a picture of what the ideal 
aristocracy would be like once it had been established, but 
has little or nothing to say about the practical means to its 
establishment. Indeed, it is doubtful whether he thought it 
could ever be attained in its completeness. As far as we can 
judge from his actual practice, he seems to have hoped that it 
would be possible to produce by education, such as was given' 
in his Academy, a select body of people who would have 
something like the qualities of his ideal rulers. He was op­
posed to anv idea of establishing their rule ..Qy force. But he 
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appears to have hoped that when it was generally :ealised what 
sort of peof!le they were, the mass of the populatiOn would be 
ready to leave the difficult and troublesome work of govern­
ment to them. In fact, he had a much greater degree of success 
in this aim than is generally realised. 

· In our own country in the early years of the present cen­
tury somewhat similar ideas could be detected, for instance 
among some of the intellectuals of the Socialist movement. 
H. G. Wells, who in one at least of his books was avowedly 

·following on the lines suggested by Plato, was constantly 
concerned with the problem of how to discover and develop 
an ideal aristocracy which could eventually attain power. In 
successive works he looked for it in different directions, 
though he seems to have remained unsatisfied till the end. 
After the First \\"orld War there were those, besides the 
professed revolutionaries such as the Communists, who toyed 
with the idea of forming a secret efi!e who would be in a posi­
tion to seize power, if necessary by force, if an occasion offered 
itself. This was the plan of one influential member of the 
Labour Party, as described by a close acquaintance. ' The 
Labour Party was to win an election on a programme . . . 
comprising whatever assortment of pledges would, in a given 
area, get its candidate in. This was the public platform: a 
sufficient number of picked and reliable persons among the 
candidates were to be secretly bound to quite another-the 
revolutionary seizure of power.' 1 But, of course, such ideas 
had no chance of survival in the actual atmosphere of the 
Labour Party. -

• n--wa8quite different in other countries, ~ia, Italy, or 
Germa!ry for instance, where a revolutionary party actually 
succeeded in seizing power. It is significant that in these 
movements, particularly in Communism, the only one which 
developed a coherent theory, the stress was laid on the ~ 
~an elite, to be kept select by periodical purges, peaceable 
or violent. In every case, the party forms in effect an oli--1 See Mary Agnes Hamilton, Rememberi11g My Good Frie11ds, p. 118. 
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g~ or aristocracy in whose hands all real power rests. 
ThCSc parties have at times been compared to Plato's ideal 
rulers, occasionally by way of commendation, but more often 
a~ounds for condemnation both of Plato and the parties. 
In fact, the parallels are not very close. The most plausible 
one is with the Communist Party in Russia, indignantly 
though they would repudiate it. The Communist Party 
resembles Plato's Guardians in that it is a select body of 
ru~rs, based on a philosophical theory which they are all 
supposed to master. They are also supposed to exercise a 
certain degree of personal self-denial, though not, it appears, 
to the extent which was imposed on them in the earlier stages. 
Within the party itself there is a hierarchical organisation, and 
all effective power seems to be concentrated in a ~w people 
at the~- We have very little inside inform..ntion ofthe means 
by wh.1ch members rise to the topmost he~1ts. But what we 
have does not suggest that they are means of which Plato 
would have approved. Indeed, the whole method of attain­
ing and keeping power practised by the Communist Party 
would hardly have appeaJ.ed to him. 

There is another and much less spectacular direction in 
which those who look forward to the gradual reduction of the 
democratic element in government might turn. And that is 
to the professional Civil Service. Here we have an institu­
tion in many respects paral~e~, to Plato's Guardians. Its 
members are selected by an Intellectual test, and gradually 
rise in authority according to their ability- and experience and 
knowledge of the work. Theyt are trained in traditions of 
integtity and public service, and th~re well-recognised 
restrictions on any pti_vate activities which might tempt thernJ 
t;-neglect or act contrary to their public duties, though they 
could hardly be expected to exercise the degree of self-denial 
that Plato advocated. They are full-time administrators, 
and, though in theory they are not empowered to take any of 
the major decisions of government, in practice their influence 
makes itself felt in all of them. Here, perhaps, as some 
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people may hope and others may fear, we should look for the 
possibilities of a new ruling aristocracy. 
· The experience of our own country, which can be paralleled 
:o a greater or lesser degree from many others, affords a good 
iflustration of the development in the position of the civil 
s~nt. A hundred years ago, when suggestions for the 
reform of the system of recruitment were first mooted, the 
critics of the new proposals dwelt upon the rclati\·cly humble 
functions that the Civil Service had to perform. ' The officers 
of the Civil Service', one critic wrote, 'cannot in ordinary 
cases aspire to become statesmen, and to carry out systems of 
policy. Their humble but useful duty is, by becoming deposi­
taries of departmental traditions, ... to keep the current busi­
ness in its due course', with more to a similar effect. Another 
critic thought that a system of competitive examination would 
select people of much too good a quality for the Civil Service 
as it then was. Indeed he doubted whether any man of real 
intellectual power would 'submit himself to an arduous 
examination in order to win a post so ill-paid, so obscure and 
so subordinate'. Ninety years later, an official document 
from the Civil Service Commission declared that the civil 
servant is 'concerned with the formulation of policy, with the 
co-ordination and improvement of government machinery 
and with the general administration and control of Depart­
ments. The ideal candidate would possess intellectual ability 
of a high order ... be adaptable, far-sighted and persevering, 
a~d have enough strength of character and leadership to hold 
h1s own, take decisions and exercise responsibility. He would 
have enough practical imagination to enable him to devise, in 
broad outline, workable plans for dealing with an unprece­
dented situation', and so on.l There is not much more that 
one could say about the ideal ruler. 

We are not yet at the stage where the civil servants could 
be accepted as the real rulers of the country. But the :..ll!n-

1 I have taken these quotations from Professor K. C. Wheare's lecture on 
The Civil Service in the Co11Stitution. 
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dency in that direction at the present day arises from the 
increasing difficulty and complexity not only of government 
but of all organised life and activity. Those who would try 
to avoid it by reducmg the actiYities of government would 
be, from the point of view of the democrat, not solving the 
problem but abandoning any attempt at its solution. For they 
would be handing over the decisions in many matters which 
affect us all to even less responsible people, for instance to 
the managerial class which increasingly exercises the real 
power in matters of business and finance. (Everywhere the 
'iron law' of oligarchy holds, that the more difficult and 
complicated things become the more those who are on the­
spot all the time and devote their whole attention to the work. 
will exercise effective control over the decisions taken..:) 

This, then, is another direction in which the critics of 
democracy might well look for their alternatiYe government. 
It would be a-State in which the real power would be in the 
hands of the higher ranks of the Civil Service, reinforced, 
perhaps, by a few independent experts and a few impressiYe 
figureheads. There would be no need for any sensational 
attempts at seizing power by force. The whole apparatus of 
voting and el.£.£tiwl of representatives might continue in form. 
But as the mass of people gradually came to realise their limi­
tations, it would become more and more of a pure formality. 
The situation, in fact, might come to approximate to tha.t in 
some large limited com_j?anies, where the shareholders, who 
are the nominal owners, in fact take no part in the government 
of the concern at all. Everything is left to the <_!irectors, 
nominally elected by the shareholders but in fact co-opted by 
each other. 

But these are all SP-eculations about fl!!_ure possibilities, 
though no one could say that their realisation was incon­
ceivable. The main argument stands, irrespective of these, 
that government is such f difficult anli'lnportant job that it 
should be entrusted only to those properly equipped for it 
who are prepared to give their whole attention to the task. 
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The complications of modern life have emphasised the neces­
sity of this, and perhaps made its realisation more possible. 
But, in principle, the argument applies to any community 
above the most primitive level, to any community, in fact, 
where there is anything that we could call government. In 
no case is there anything to be said for leaving important 
decisions to all the citizens indiscriminately. Some degree of 
this may be unavoidable in certain conditions. But the wise 
man, if he is really anxious that the decisions taken should be 
the right ones, will bend all his efforts to reducing the amount 
of it to the minimum possible. 



Chapter VIIJ 

THE DEMOCRAT'S ANSWER 

H ow would the believer in democracy answer such an 
argument? He would have to begin by recognising what 

a great amount of truth there is in it. No doubt he could 
suggest certain modifications in the presentation of the case. 
But though these might soften its hard edges they would 
hardly touch its central core. Thus, it would no doubt be 
true to say that we cannot always present political problems 
in the form of clear-cut questions to which a right or wrong 
answer can be given. On the other hand, we shall probably 
find, if we make a resolute effort of analysis, that we can do 
much more in that way than appears possible at first sight, 
and the will and capacity to make such an effort is just the 
sort of quality that we shall hope to find in our ideal rulers. 
But, it may be argued, that might apply when it was a ques­
tion of discovering the best means to an agreed end, but it is 
different when it is a matter of the choice between possible 
ends. This raises the question of the distinction between 
means and ends in politics, about which there will be more to 
be said later. For the moment it suffices to point out that the 
distinction, though useful up to a point, is not nearly so sharp 
and clear-cut as is sometimes supposed, and in fact it is a 
rare limiting case when a political dispute can really be pre­
sented as a difference about ultimate ends. 

On this question of ultimate ends there is, at this stage, only 
this to be said. Suppose we assume that there is a real right 
and wrong about the possible ends that a country can aim at, 
it is obviously very important that the right ones should be 
chosen. The anti-democrat would argue that to discover 

II5 
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these is a task that demands a very high degree of moral and 
intellectual enlightenment and a single-mi~d:d conce~tra­
tion on it that few people would be able or wtllmg to achteve. 
This is the basis of Plato's famous assertion that rulers ought 
to be philosophers. It seems an odd claim to us nowadays 
when we tend to think of philosophy as a special subject in 
an academic curriculum. But what he means by it is that 
those in power should have a clear-sighted vision of the true 
end of society, and guide their policy with that in view. This 
is a perfectly intelligible position, quite apart from the pecu­
liar metaphysical doctrines with which he associated it. Even 
from a purely practical point of view, it might well be argued, 
the man who sees clearly what he is aiming at is more likely 
to be effective than the man who has no idea, or a confusion 
of different ideas, about his ultimate aims. Incidentally, it is 
worth noting that Plato never supposed that philosophical 
insight into ultimate ends was by itself sufficient qualification 
for the ruler. He needed practical experience, in addition, 
and ample provision is made for this in the scheme of train­
ing in the Republic. But the practical knowledge cannot be 
effectively used except in the light of a clear conception of 
the end. 

Be that as it may, a good many people would undoubtedly 
say that all this talk of ultimate ends is too remote from actual 
practice to have much relevance. They might say that ulti­
mate ends can be conceived only in such general terms that 
they can give us no guide, or at any rate no positive guide to 
what we ought to do. They might suggest, further, that the 
only practicable aim is to try to give people what they want, 
and to .find out what this is some arrangement for consulting 
them, In other words some democratic machinery, is neces­
sary. In reply to this, the anti-democrat would probably 
express considerable doubts whether most people really know 
what they want. At most they may have a series of more or 
~ess ~a~e pictures of states of things which appeal to their 
1magmat10n, at different times, though these may be quite 
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incompatible with each other and have little or no relation to 
actual facts or practical possibilities. In fact, 'knowing what 
you want' is a comparatively rare state of mind which needs 
a good deal of effort and considerable powers of insight to 
attain. This is so to some extent even in people's private lives 
and activities. But it is obviously a great deal more so when 
it comes to public matters which affect the whole or a great 
part of the community. Here, again, the enlightened few are 
much more likely to give people what they want than a popu­
lar vote. This is not, of course, the last word to be said on the 
matter. But so far the anti-democrat would probably not feel 
seriously shaken in his position. 

He would probably also have to admit another qualificati01 
of his original argument. \Vhen it is a question of the decisiom 
to be taken in any particular situation it is not, except in rare 
cases, a matter of one set of decisions being absolutely right 
and all the other possible decisions being absolutely wrong. 
There may be occasions when alternative methods of meet­
ing the situation may turn out in the long run equally satis­
factory. More often, probably, there will be o~ay which 
is, on the whole, the best, but other possible alternatives 
which may be quite good second-or third-bests. \:Ve may 
speak of the best solution as the right one, but if we go on to 
speak of the others as wrong we cannot mean by that that 
they are necessarily a~_solutely disastrous. Still, it would be 
argued, it is obviously destrable that the best solution should 
be chosen, and, though the expert rulers will not be infallible, 
they are far more likely to discover this than would be the 
mass of people in a pol:!!!lru:. vote. Further-and this is a 
point on which the anti-democrat would probably lay par­
ticular stress-if there are alternative policies, any one of 
which might achieve a measure of success, the only chance1 
for this would be that the policy chosen should be pursued, 
consistently and persistently. A second-best policy that was~ 
carried out with determination and continuity would be muchl 
more likely to be successful than a first-rate policy carried out 
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half-heartedly and spasmodically. And for this one could 
de end far more upon a government of a small number ~f 

p rt rulers secure in their position and free to make the1r 
expe - , h" h d d own decisions, than on any government w 1c was . epen ent 
in any degree on the shifting winds of p~pular feel~ng. 

We have not, then, yet come to grips w1t~ t.he mam defen.ce 
line of the anti-democrats. But this prehmmary reconnais­
sance will perhaps be found to reveal to the democrat certain 
possible openings for the attack on his opponent's position. 
Before going on to that, however, it is well to remmd our­
selves that the two sides in this dispute are not occupying 
exactly the same kind of ground. The aEti-democrat is 
;jw~le-heartedly opposed to any intrusion of the. popular 
element m the decisions of government, and thinks i desirable 

·and prachcable to reduce t e poss1 1 1ty of this to such minute 
proport10ns as to be practtcally negligible. T~ democrat, 

;-on tfie other hand, need not regard the expert element in 
government as something evil. He may accept it as neces­
sary and indeed desirable. Even the Greek democracies, 
who were much more suspicious of it than any modern state 
could afford to be, had to accept in practice a greater degree 
of it than. they would admit in theory. What the moderr(~ 
democrat 1s concerned to argue is, on the one hand, that the 
expert element, valuable though it may be, should not be 
entrusted with absolute and unchecked control m;er the deci­
sions of government. And, on the other hand, he maintains(ld 
that tlie pr~nce of the democratiC Or popular element in 
go~ernment~es something of positive value, which the 
antt-democgt fillls to see . 

. Approaching the question along these lines, the democrats 
4m1ght ?egin by stressing the extreme iiE.probability of the 
1deal anstocracy ever being attained in practice. Some might 
concede tliat, if it could be attained, the rule of such an aris­
jocracy Would be the best form of government. But, they 
~vould say, the possibilities of getting such an aristocracy are 
so remote and the risk of any conceivable kind of aristocracy 
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becoming in practice very far from ideal are so g1 
democracy, with all its weaknesses, would be safer. 

Thus it would be suggested that any select body _oJ 
however carefully chosen and trained, if they were fn 
all control, as the argument--reqliires that they sh1 
would be bound in time to become a special cl: 
interests of their own, which they would be likely to 
if necessary, at the expense of the rest of the COil 
This does not necessarily mean economic interests, 
larly in the form of direct financial rewards. If such 
did come in, it would be more likely to take the for: 
demand for various conveniences and amenities, first 
in housing or the provision of motor-cars, for instanc 
could be plausibly represented as necessary for effie 
their work. We know from experience how much 1 

mean. But a more serious and more subtle temptati< 
be the love of power for its own sake. Experience 
that this can attack those who live the most ascetic : 
~IIT.ing lives as far as material conditions go. It is ' 
for them to think of the maintenance of their own pc 
position as so essential that in the end they come to 
it as more important than the use they make of it. T 
become more concerned about the organisation of tb 
such as the secret police, which can be used to supf 
possible discontent than about anything else. There : 
ways in which the same tendency can show itself. Ir 
we might say that the more firmly convinced they 
they represent the 'real will ' of the people in the abs 
more likely they are to come to think of actual p 
potential makgptegts against whom they must alwa: 
the defensive. 

Even if it did not go as far as this, it would b1 
inevitable that an aristocracy of this type, howev 
meaning, would tend to become more and more ale 
the mass of the population and incapable of under 
the~d entering into their feelings. It wouldnec 
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and less capable of interpreting the real wishes of tl~e pe~pl_c 
and giving them what would really satisfy them. Even tf It 
was claimed that the ultimate object of government was not 
only _to give people what they want but also t~ pr?ducc a 

Z.Certam kind of charac;J:er and a certain pattern of life, tt would 
still be true that that could hardly be effectively done by 
rulers who were too remote from the rest of the people. 

These, and other similar considerations, represent the kinds 
of argument that could be put forward for the view that~­
tontrolled power would inevitably corrupt even the most 
~carefully selected and trained aristocracy. T~cy arc un­
.dotl'otedly of considerable weight and must be borne in mind 
in any consideration of the subject. But the believer in 
democracy would, I think, hardly find them completely satis­
f~ctory, taken by themselves. It is difficult to be finally con­
vt~ced by any argument of the type that such-and-such a 
thmg Would be desirable, but would not work in practice. 
There are few things on which peo~le hav~ be~~1 so often 
wrong as these generalisations about Impracticability. Prob­
ably most reforms that have ever been carried out have been 
declared to be impracticable at first. That does not, of course, 
mea~ that any and every suggestion for reform is practicable. 
But It does mean that we should be cautious about accepting 
too easily statements of impracticability if we believe the 
reform suggested is really desirable. Further, it must be 
remembered that when we ask whether a reform will work or 
not, We do not ask for an assurance that it will work abso­
l~tely ideally with no difficulties and no defects. No institu­
tion does that. The only relevant question is whether it will 
work well enough to be better than the possible alternatives.~ 

{Altogether, the democrat will not feel that his case is satis­
factorily established until he has found reasons for believing 
that, even if the ideal aristocracy could be made to work as 
well as w~s humanly possible, it would still not be desirable) 
t" I.n looking for such reasons, he would probably begin by 
takmg advantage of the loophole offered by the previous con-
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cession that there was not generally one and only one right 
decision possible in any given situation, but that various alter­
native courses of action might work well enough to avoid 
disaster. Not that that by itself will take him very far. But 
it does at least give him, so to speak, a certain amount of room 
to manreuvre, in that he may claim that a distribution of 
power which does not necessarily ensure that the absolutely 
best policy is adopted may still be desirable if it secures other 
advantages. And he would look for these possible advantages 
by trying to go back to ultimate ends and asking what the final 
test is by which any institution and any measure is, in the 
long run, to be judged. 

Let us take as a working hypothesis the Greek idea that the 
final test is to be looked for in the kind of people and the 
pattern of behaviour that are likely to be produced by this 
course or that. vVe need not try to construct a complete pic­
ture of our ideal pattern and then to deduce what we ought 
to do from that. All that is necessary is to consider any 
course of action that is proposed and to see, if we can, what 
effect that is likely to have on the general characters, lives, 
and behaviour of the people concerned. No doubt we shall 
find that many particular measures have little or no effect one 
way or the other, except perhaps very indirectly. But perma­
nent institutions necessarily have some effect on our pattern 
of life, and from that point of view the way in which decisions 
are reached, that is to say the general political organisation, 
may be just as important as the decisions themselves. And 
as democracy and its alternatives are primarily different ways 
of reaching decisions, we may consider their general effects 
over and above the particular decisions that they are likely to 
reach)<.. 

We might begin by considering the sort of character that 
the absolute rule of a selected few would tend to pr..Q..duce. 
As far as the effect on the rulers themselves is concerned 
something has already been said about the subtle influences 
that might possibly pervert them. But it is more important-
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to consider the effect of suclJ. a regime on the rest of the 
citizens, the great majority. And we must think here~ not so 
much of the possible perversions which may cre~p. m con­
trary to the intentions of the advocates of such a regime, but 
rather of the characteristics or attitudes of mind which are 
necessary or highly desirable in order that ~he regime should 
work efficiently. If it does not work efficiently there is, of 
course, no justification for it at all. 

Obviously the first characteristic require~ from the mass of 
l j )the people will be the habit of absolge and tmplicit_()lJ.!!rliencc 

and respect for authority. They must have no will of their • 
own and It would be dangerous even for them to1la'Ve opinions 
which might conflict with those of their rulers. The whole 
case for excluding the mass of the citizens from the decisions 
of government rests on the assumption that they are very 
unlikely to arrive at correct conclusions about them. Of 
course, it would be a good thing for them to think about doing 
their own jobs well. But any attempt for them to think for 
themselves or develop critical views about public questions 
or the general interests of the community would necessarily 
h~ve to be di~ged. Certainly such a constitution would 
gi~e ~hem no encouragement or incentive to do this, as their 
thmkmg could not express itself in any practical decisions. It 
looks as if the great virtue of an ordinary citizen in such a 
state. Would lie in minding his own business and not having 
any tdeaL outside it. Certainly that would make for a safe 
and comfortable life for the man himself. 

In. some non-democratic states apathy and indifference to 
pubhc affairs on the part of the ordinary citizen might suit 
the rulers very well. On the other hand, so far as they wished 
to pursue an active .£.9licy, either internally or externally, they 
would require something_more than that. For it would be 
ve~ desirable at times for them to be able to arouse active 
feeh?gs of loyalty and even enthusiasm for the government 
and ~ts measures. The obvious technique for doing that would 
be, m the first place, to establish a rigid~ all 
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sources of information and all expressions of opinion. And 
beyond that it would be necessary to organise an elaborate 
apparatus of propaganda appealing to the emotions. The 
people, as a whole, would be conditioned to respond readily 
to such appeals and to accept without question the informa­
tion and opinions handed out to them. l! would, of course, 
be essential that any elements in the population which showed 
a tendency to sc~ticism or criticism of ~ch information and 
opinions should be promptly eliminated, lest their dangerous 
thoughts should prove infectious. It may be noted, inciden­
tally, that, if people are to be prevented from tbinkir\g for 
themselves and thereby possibly coming to unorthodox 
'op~nions about political affairs, it will probably prove neces­
sary to c~l their thinking on a variety of other subjects as 
well. For instance, states which have, to a greater or lesser 
degree, worked on these lines have generally exercised a fairly 
rigid control over the kind of history that is ta1!ght or written 
and have sometimes even extended it to some branches of 
SCience. 

The tendency to develop these characteristics or attitudes 
of mind is not to be thought of merely as a possible danger 
against which governments by expert rulers would have to 
guard themselves. It is rather a necessary development which 
follows logically from the fundamental case against democ­
racy. And part, at any rate, of the fundamental case for 
democracy would be based on the belief that these charac-­
teristics are not desirable, but that certain other characteristics, 
opposed to these, should be developed not onl~ select 
few but in everyone as far as possible. The democrat will not ' 
necessarily hold that the qualities he regards as desirable can 
be developed m everyone up to an Idea1-tevef-. -Burlle believes 
that it is better to have more of them rather than less, and 
even a little than none at all. He will maintain, further, that 
the establishment of a considerable degree of democracy and 
of the machinery for democratic government is an important 
influence in producing the qualities he values. He does not 
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'1 se that these quahues will follow imme-
necessan y suppo · f d 
diatel and automatically from the estabhshment .o . emo-

. Y. · · But he is convinced that there iS httle or cratlc mst1tut10ns. . . . ./ 
h f thei·r developing without such mstitutwns. no c ance o . 

If we ask what the gualities are which th~ democrat par-
'. 1 1 1!:!lll es \1/e can look for the answer m the first place ,iCU ar y va , . . 

b t t with the qualities which a non-democratic govern-
y con ras . f 1 'l'h 

t ust necessarily develop m the mass o the pcop c. e 
men m 1.1_liJ h · d' r 
democrat does n..2!J for instance, i11.e apat y an~ m iherence 
to public affairs on the one hand, nor docs he hke credulous­
~ and suggestibility on the other. He would like everyone 
to feel some degree of interest in and responsi~ility for the 
interests of the whole cOiiiililillity, but lie docs not want this 
to be merely emotional, blind loyalty, or £_atriotism. Of 
course he does notwant to eradicate such emotions, but he 
wants them to be combined with and tempered by active 
critical thinking. He thinks it a good thing for people to be 
ready to ~s and use their own minds about things that 
concern the community even if they do not do it as well as 
he might like. And he sees little prospect of getting them to 
do it at all unless they have some chance at some point of 
having a share in the decisions of the state. 
~ ... There are two qualities in particular which the democrat 
regards as virtues and which the undemocratic state must 

....11ecessarily try to sunnress. One is independence, the insis-
IUAI...L, ~ 

tence on the right to think for oneself and form one's own 
opinions. The other, which is not always found with this, is 
the recognition of the same right for other people. That is 
·tcU..~nce, the respect for the right of other people to have and 
express their own opinions. This is as far as possible from 
mere apathy or 'indifferentism'. It rests on a positive respect 
for other personalities, and often requires a good deal of self­
discipline, and control over our natural impulses to resent 
other people having different opinions from our own. The 
democrat believes that the combination of these two, inde­
pendence and tolerance, is an essential part of a satisfactory 
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relation bet\vecn individuals which is, in its turn, a test of a 
satisfactory organisation of society. 

On this view, then, the ultimate justification for democracy 
is as a means to pJ;oducing certain states or<ahitudes of mind in· 
the citizens, inde)?endence of mind, rlsp1ect and tolerance for 
others, interest in public affairs, willingness to think about 
them and discuss them, and a sense of responsibility for the 
whole community. There may be other incidental advan­
tages, positive or negative, but these by themselves constitute 
an ample basis for the democrat's belieQ 

This fits in quite well with a view that has been expressed ' 
by some writers to the effect that the object of democracy is ' 
to create a public opinion. That does not, of course, mean ! 

that it aims at securing complete agreement on every ques­
tion, though no doubt when genuine agreement does become 
widespread that is to be welcomed. The most it necessarily 
demands is agreement to cliff.£)', which implies, not only accept­
ing the fact of differences of opinion, but also agreement on 
the way in which these differences are to be settled in practice. 
But the important point is that public opinion should become 
really public and really opinion. It should be public in the 
sense that it should be widespread and based on a concern 
for the whole community, and it should be opinion in the 
sense that it should consist of conclusions reached as a result 
of thought and discussion, not unthinking acceptance of 
formulae handed down from above. This has much in 
common with the ideas that Rousseau seems to have had 
in his mind when developing his theory of the General 
Will. 

But the fallacy of Rousseau, and of some modern writers 
who speak of government by public opinion, lies in talking 
about the General Will or public opinion as something that is 
already there, and only waiting for the proper machinery to 
be developed to express itself. In reality, the terms stand for 
something which, to begin with, is only a potentiality but 
which has to be gradually developed all the time and is never 
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realised in its completeness. vVe want to make our will as 
general and our opinion as public as possible, but cannot 
expect to reach the ideal limit. No doubt, however, in so far 
as something approximating to a genuine public opinion is 
formed, the democrat will want it to have its way. That is 
not because he believes that it will necessarily represent the 
wisest decision, but because he thinks it desirable that people 
should form the habit of making up their minds and accept­
ing the responsibility for the results. Election slogans are 
necessarily very imperfect expressions of political ideas, but 
the phrase coined by William Jennings Bryan in 1896, ·~ 
people have a rig!_lt to make their own mistakes', comes much 
nearer t~o expressing the essence of democracy than Lincoln's 
hackneyed formula of 'government of the P-eople, by the 
people, for the pe_Qple '. 

T~ then, in bare outline, is the kind of case that could 
be put up for democracy as agamst even the most perfect 
form ot non-democratic government. Aa a safeguard against 
the possible evils of imperfect forms of such a government its 

J·,'f;•"\ralue is obvious. The next point to consider is what condi-
~ tions are necessary or desirable for the most complete realisa­

tion possible of the democratic ideal in practice. It is, per­
haps, hardly necessary to say that the first essential condition 
is the~stablishment of democratic machinery and inilitu­
tions. By that is meant provision for giving at some point 
the whole or the great part of the body of citizens the legal 
right to give a decision on important political questions. This 
involves, in the first place, th~ '!!ight to vote. But it also in­
volves certain consequential provtswns necessary to make that 
right a reality. An obvious instance of that would be the provi­
sion Ofadequate polling places. We may recall that in the 
ancient world such elements of democracy as there were in 
the Roman Republic were made entirely meaningless, when 
Roman citizenship was extended far beyond the bounds of 
the city, by the fact that the citizens could only cast a vote in 



THE DEi\IOCRA T' S ANSWER 127 

Rome itself. But this, and similar points, are matters of detail 
into which it is unnecessary to go further here. 

The important point to recognise, however, is that the 
mere establishment of democratic machinery_hy itself i~t .11 
enough. There must also be the will to use it. There would ~ · 
be no value in establishing unive~suffrage, for instance, if 
no one ever troubled to cast a vote. On the other hand, it 
would be a great mistake to underestimate the importance of 
machinery and institutions. The will to use them would be 
of no effect unless they were there to be used. Indeed, the 
existence of· the institutions will often itself provide the 
stimulus to use them, a stimulus which may sometimes pro-
duce its effects only slowly and gradually. 

None the less, the democrat will recognise that there may 
be certain conditions in certain societies which would make it 
in practice impossible for democratic institutions to be used 
even if established. It might be possible that in such condi­
tions the immediate establishment of such institutions would 
do positive harm to the ultimate ends of democracy. In those 
conditions even a convinced democrat might quite reasonably 
wish to delay the setting up of democratic institutions until 
the conditions had been improved. But this argument 
requires to be used \vith the greatest caution. It is the natural 
weapon of those whose belief in democracy is more a matter 
of public profession than of inward conviction. Our old 
friends, the efficient administrator and the ardent revolu­
tionary or reformer, would once more be likely to combine in 
putting it forward. In general, the statement sometimes heard 
that people should not be given democratic institutions till 
they were fit to use them is, taken literally, absurd. It is 
rather like saying that we must not go into the water till we 
know how to swim. The case for democracy rests on the 
belief that the qualities that the democrat values cannot be 
developed except by the use of democratic institutions, and 
it is only by practice that people can learn how to use them. 
It may be added that, in some cases, the establishment of 
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these institutions might provide the most effective stimulus 
for the removal of the unfavourable conditions. It was not a 
mere coincidence that, in this country, the step towards 
democracy taken by the second Reform Bill was speedily fol­
lowed by the first establishment of a national system of 
education. Robert Lowe's well-known remark' \Ve must now 
eaticate our masters', which he made after the passage of the 
Reform Bill, was an indication of this. 

At any rate it is clear that there are a number of possible 
conditions which might help or hinder the development of 
democracy. They are not, of course, all on the same level. 
Some may make so much difference that they could be des­
cribed as practically essential (or fatal) to democracy. Others 
might make it much easier or more difficult but not to a 
degree that could not be counteracted. Others, again, might 
make only a small degree of difference. In what follows an 
attempt will be made to indicate some of the most obviously 
relevant conditions. In each case the question to ask is: How 
far does this or that condition make it easier or more difficult 
for a public opinion to be formed among the mass of the 
citizens and, when, or in so far as, it is formed, to have an 
effective influence on the decisions of government? 



Chapter IX 

THE CONDITIONS FOR DEMOCRACY 

W HAT conditions, over and above the legal establishment 
of democratic institutions, are faYourable or necessary c 

for the working of such institutions a~ tor the attainment of 
the results at which they aim? Some of the more obvious will 
suggest themselves at once. In setting them out, I shall 
present them in the form of ideal conditions for the perfect 
working of democracy. But, of course, no conditions ever 
are ideal and no form of government ever works perfectly . .!L 
is sufficient to say that the nearer we come to satisfying these 
conditions the b..£!!£r will JCrrloCracy work. Further, we must 
distinguish between the pre-conditiOns (if any) which must 1 
be fulfilled before democracy can begin to work at all, and the 
conditions which can only gradually be fulfilled in the actual 
working. This is particularly so with regard to the moral 
conditions, the states or attitudes of mind which seem required. 
Some of these may be just those states of mind which can 
be developed to any great extent only by the actual practice 
of working democratic institutions. Yet it may be possible 
that some small degree of them must be present before the 
institutions can begin to work at all. 

( 1) An obvious instance of this can be found in our first , 
requisite, a JU!neral interest in public affairs. This clearly is 
something that can be developed to any degree only if the 
opportunity for effective participation in politics is present. 
Even when it is we should never expect to find a community 
in which every single individual took an active interest in 
political questions. The democrat would be reasonably satis­
fied if a constderable majority dtd so, and he would probably 
think it better than nothing if it was only a minority, @.lo.ng 
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as that minority was distributed thro'!l_ghout_t_he ~ifferent 
sections of the community and not confined_ exclusn.rcly to 
one class or group. . 

On the other hand, it is E._Ot easy to see how a democrattc 
constitution could start working at all unless there was some 
degree of this interest to begin with. If we could imagine a 
community which had never heard of democratic institutions 
and showed 1!Q1.the slightest interest in them, it would prob­
ably be futile for an external power to try to impose such 
institutions on it, without at least a prolonged period Q[_ edu­
ca~ and effort to stimulate the necessary degree of interest 
in~.) In our own country, as in many others, the line of 
development has been for a minority, which alone possessed 
political rights at first, to extend these by a series of steps to 
the whole body of citizens. As this happened the interest in 
politics was extended also . 
. In some cases this was supplemented by organised agita­

twn of the unprivileged citizens for the grant of political rights. 
S:uch agitation, in certain circumstances, could itself pro­
vtde the first lessons in the use of democratic methods and 
produce the beginnings of the results that could be hoped for 
from the establishment of democratic institutions. At the 
time of the first Reform Bill in this country Francis Place 
commented from his own observation on the civilising effects 
that the agitation for reform had on some of the wilder indus­
tri~l districts in the north of England. He notes that 'in 
sptte. of the demoralising influence of many of our laws ... it 
has tmpressed the morals and manners and elevated the 
character of the working-man'. He mentions the great im­
provement in public order and among other things, the fact 
th '. ' 

at 10 every place as reform has advanced drunkenness has 
retreated'. And he goes on to ask, 'Why, except for the fact 
b~fore state~ that people have an object the pursuit of which 
gtv~s them Importance in their own eyes, elevates them in 
thetr own opinion', and so on.t Such a result could only be 

1 Quoted from Graham Wallas, Life of Francis Place, p. I45· 
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expected when agitation of this kind was possible, as, except 
for sporadic acts of repression on the part of the authorities, 
it was at that period. If total repression were attempted, the 
result would probably be either that the aspirations of the 
unprivileged were crushed out altogether or that they took the 
form of conspiracy and violence. And that would tend to 
produce quite a different set of characteristics among those 
concerned, which would be much less favourable to the future 
working of democracy. 

On this general question of interest in public affairs, one 
slight qualification has been suggested, which is worth a 
moment's consideration. It was once said that the English 
make a success of their political system because they don't 
take their politics too seriously. We need not discuss how 
far the first part of this dictum is accurate. But the epigram 
as a whole, while, like most epigrams, hardly defensible if 
taken literally, points the way to a side of the truth which 
may easily be ignored. In a sense, it is impossible to take 
politics too seriously. But that does not mean that we must 
not take anything else seriously: there are plenty of things of 
importance in life besides politics, things, moreover, into 
which politics do not, or need not, enter. If this applies to 
politics in general, it applies even more to particular political 
issues, many of which may easily be taken too seriously. The 
tendency to feel that all is lost if a particular measure does or 
does not get through, or, more frequently, if a particular 
political party does or does not get into power, is one that may 
easily be carried to a point at which it becomes a threat to 
the spirit of democracy. No doubt active politicians may often 
come to feel like that, though those who rise to the top 
generally attain a wider view. But that makes it all the more 
important that they should be balanced by a sufficient num­
ber of people in the country who, while keenly interested in 
politics, retain enough sense of proportion to see them in their 
place in all the wide variety of human activities. 

(2) Another condition which seems at first sight necessary 
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or highly desirable for the working of democracy is a minimum 
standard of education, amounting at least to literacy, through­
out the population. It has at times bee~ ~sted that a 
literacy test for the vote ought to be applied. The democr~t 
would not necessarily find anything very objectionable m 
that, provided always that opportunities for education were 
open, or were in process of being made open, to everyone. 
On the other hand, it is interesting to note that in some 
countries where complete self-government has recently been 
attained, the franchise has been extende~ to wide sections of 
thepopulation which were completely illiterate. How that 
will work remams to be seen. But even in these ---ca5es it 
would seem that this was regarded as a provisional state of 
things, while awaiting the results of a general extension of 
educational facilities. 

(j) Our third condition is, perhaps, the most essential of 
all. Indeed, it might almost be called~ of democracy 

"rather than a condition of its working successfully. That is 
·free expression of opinion and ftee discussion. vVe cannot 
,absolutely identify this with democracy, as under certain 
conditions it has been found under governments which could 
hardly be described as democratic. In eighteenth-century 
Prussia, for instance, under the autocratic rule of Frederick 
the Great, a considerable degree of freedom of discussion and 
crrtleism was allowed and even encouraged. Frederick is 
reported to have said, 'My people and I have an agreement: 
they are to say what they_ like and I am to do what I like'. 
But such a state of things is inherently transient and seems 
bound to develop either in one direction or another . 

. It must also be recognised that, as a matter of history, 
thmgs that we regard as among the essentials of democracy­
free speech, settlement of political questions by discussion, 
and the like-have generally, in the first place, been put 
forward as demands only by a minority of the population. 
Parliamentary government, which is the usual form in which 
this demand has been met, has nearly always begun on the 



THE CONDITIONS FOH DEMOCRACY 133 

basis of a restricted franchise, and there have been periods in 
some countries in which the mass of the people seem to have 
preferred an autocratic government. But there can be little 
doubt that the establishment and maintenance of these habits 
of constitutional procedure, even if only among a minority, 
have been of inestimable value as a basis for the subsequent 
development of democracy, which means, in effect, extending 
these habits from the minority to the whole people. This is 
obviously a much easier thing than trying to inculcate them 
into the whole population at once. 

But, with all qualifications, the connection between free­
dom of dtscussion and democracy ts essentml for the fulfil­
ment of the mms of tne latter. The twm virtues of inde­
pendence and tolerance necessanly express themselves in the 
habit of free discussion and can be developed only in such an · 
atmosphere. Nothing that we can call public opinion, in the 
sense described above, can develop if all information and 
expression of opinion can come from only one source. And 
there can be no question of the opmion of the people having 
an effective influence on the decisions of government, because 
that opinion, in so far as it can be called an opinion at all, 
will, within very wide limits, be just what the government in 
power chooses to make it. But the point seems too obvious 
to need further discussion. 

A question that does need discussion is whether t~ are · 
any limits to the freedom of speech which must be the general 
rule under a democratic government. In modern times, the 
question has often been put in the form of asking whether a 
democracy is bound to extend toleration to political gr_oups 
which do not ~e in democracy, in our sense, and would 
certainly not tolerate other views than their own if they got 
into po\ver. Are we bound to allow democratic liberties to be 
used t~ undermine and destroy democracy? Some people, 
for instance, have held that 1f the German government had 
been a little less tolerant in practice they could have sup­
pressed Hitler's movement at a comparatively early stage, 
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before it had gained too much popular support. If this had 
been done it might have prevented the final destruction of all 
elements of democracy in Germany. 

It is, of course, not in question that a democratic govern­
ment, like any other government, would usc force against an ' 
attempt to overthrow it by violence. And that would naturally 
be extended to direct incitement to such an attempt and to 
direct preparations for it as, for instance, by the collection or 
distribution of arms. At the other extreme, reasoned criticism 
by individuals of democracy as a form of government would 
sure~ have to be tolerated by any demo<:~~!£_gQvernment 
worthy of the name. Even the Athenian demos, which was 
always intensely suspicious of anything that had even the 
slightest suggestion of favouring an oligarchic revolution, 
never, so far as we know, put Plato in peril for writing the 
Republic. The Jlroblem in the main arises when it is a matter 
of an organised party or_group of people who, there is every 
reason to suppose, would be prepared to seize power by force 
when occasumarose, and in the meantime devote themselves 
by propaganda and other kinds of indirect action__to _ _under­
mini~ 11ierounaations of an existing demacratic..government. 
~ It "":oUld be hard to say that there_is anything illogical or 
mcons1stent m a demogat advocating the suppression of such 
~ l!).ovement. The tolerance that is a condition of democracy 
IS a mutual tolerance, not a one-sided one, and those who do 
not accept it as a condition of their own action have no claim 
to benefit from its acceptance by others~ There is something 
analogous here to the position of a country which is working 
for the peaceful settlement of international disputes and is 
a.lways ready for its own part to submit its claims to arbitra-
tiOn Ther · h" · · h · · · . e 1s not mg mcons1stent ere m 1ts preparing to 
defend Itself by arms against another power which tries to 
g~t what it wants by force. But none the less the democrat 
Wlll regard ~his line of ar ument with cons1derabJe SUspicion. 
Though logically impeccable 1t may e psyc ologically disas­
trous. For ..!_here is plenty of experience to shaw that the 
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habit of repression, once started, may very easily grow and 
e~"tend fp.r beyond any leg1t1mate bounds. It is not very diffi­
cult to find far-fetched and remote possibilities of a threat to 
democracy in all kinds of different views and to use this as an 
excuse for repressing any view that one dislikes, so that 
eventually freedom of opinion may be destroyed in the name 
of freedom of opinion) In ancient Greece the cry of 'Democ­
racy in danger' was one of the most potent weapons in the 
hands of would-be dictators. In the ages of religious perse­
cution some militants could argue that force should be used. 
not only against heretics, but against men of orthodox 
views who were not sufficiently energetic in the suppression 
of heresy, and the militant democrat might easily be tempted 
to argue in the same way. In any case, democracy cannot be 
permanently founded on a bas1s of represswn, and the demo­
crat will run a great many risks rather than ha~course to 
it. None the less, it remains true that there may be rare and 
exceptional occasions when the temporary suppression, at a 
critical moment, of a particular set of opinions, even if they 
fall short of an open advocacy of immediate violence, may 
preserve a democracy which might otherwise be overthrown. 
But, just because such occasions are rare and exceptional, it is 
impossible to la)!: down clear-cut rules before]land to decide 
when they arise. 

The question of possible restrictions on freedom of speech 
arises again whe~ it is a question of the disse.minatwn of false 
information and the making of false charges against indivi­
d~ Obviously the use of deliberate falsehoods in political 
discussion is no service to democracy, but very much the 
reverse. And if we could discover an infallible lie-detector 
there would be everything to be said for the suppression of 
such methods of controversy. But, in the world as it is, it 
would be necessary to proceed with c:.mtion. It is a frequent 
result of strong political views to believe that one's opponents 
are argu~tly and s.ometimes telling downright lies. 
In many cases such charges are most satisfactorily dealt with 
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by open discussion with its rebuttals and counter-rebuttals, 
until in the end public opinion comes down on one side or 
the other or somewhere between the two. But in case~where 
the legal issue can be clearly defined and brougi1t\)efore a 
proper JUrltcial tribunal it is certainly desirable that the making 
of unfounded charges, particularly against individuals, should 
be Qenalised by law. Our own laws of libel and slander haYe 
offen been criticised and very likely their operation is far from 
perfect. But, on the whole, there can be no reasonable doubt 
that their operation provides a much healthier atmosphere 
for democratic discussion than \Vould a state of things in which 
any unscrupulous person was free to make the most baseless 
charges against anyone that he wished to discredit. 

I have spoken so far of restrictions on freedom of discussion 
which might be imposed by the sovereign power in the state. 
But there are many possibilities of such restrictions being 
imposed by other agencies, restrictions which could not 
normally be as complete and overwhelming as those imposed 
by the state but which might come much closer to our daily 
lives. Various possibilities in this direction have been explored 
by different people at different times. Some socialist writers 
?ave dwelt on the 'potentially coercive relationships' inherent 
111 the positions of employer and employed under a capitalist 
systei?, and their opponents have replied that the potentially 
coerctVe relationships would be much greater if the sole 
employer were the state and the managing capitalist were re­
placed by the managing official. Less attention has been paid 
to the potentialities of coercion arising from our relations with 
ou: families, our mates or professional colleagues, or our 
netg~bours. In reality, potentially coercive relationships are 
ommpresent, existing, in fact, wherever one person or body 
of persons is in a position to make things unpleasant for 
another. It is a legitimate subject of discussion where the 
greatest danger comes from in any particular set of circum­
stances, and how it can best be guarded against. Obviously 
no particular system can remove the possibility altogether. 
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Certain measures against it can be taken by law, as for in­
stance when intimidation in elections is made an offence 
subject to legal penalties. But the main safeguard can be 
found only in a developed public opinion. 

(4) There is a further condition, connected with this, which 
it is difficult to formulate in precise terms. One way of put­
ting it would be to say that free discussion, to produce its full 
,·alue, must be real discussion in the sense that it may possibly 
produce some result. People's minds must be in some degree 
open to influence by it. Of course, no precise quantitative 
estimate of this is possible, but even in making a rough judge­
ment of it, there are certain cautions to be borne in mind. 
Above all, we must not look for too immediate an effect. For 
people's minds to be open to argument does not necessarily 
mean that in a short space of time by a single train of reason­
infu_.9r even in a single election campaign, it ought to be pos­
sible to convert them from one opinion to another. That may 
occasionally happen but it is very rare, and, indeed, not 
necessarily to be desired. Those who expect it are almost 
certain to be disappointed, and are then inclined to end up by 
saying that other people, or at any rate their political oppo­
nents, arc quite impervious to argument. But that misses 
what is really much the more important result of continued 
discussion, that is its effect on the slow and gradual modifica­
tion of opinion. There is a remark by Mr Attlee in a letter to 
Harold Laski which is very much to the point here. 'In my 
time', he writes, 'I have seen a lot of useful legislation, but I 
count our progress much more by the extent to which what 
we cried in the wilderness five-and-thirty years ago has now 
become part of the assumptions of the ordinary man and 
woman.' No one can doubt that this sort of thing happens, 
and, though doubtless other influences come in too, it would 
be unreasonable to deny that the habit of open discussion has 
a good deal to do with it. Indeed, it is natural to suppose that 
if this habit is developed and generally accepted, it must have 
some effect on people's opinions sooner or later. But, of 
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course, that may vary in degree and some conditions may be 
more favourable to it than others. 

Another way in which a similar point has sometimes been 
put is by saying that it must be possible to turn a majority 
into a minority. It was once said that the sole right of a 
minority in a democracy was to turn itself into a majority if 
it could. And it has also been pointed out that that involves a 
good deal more than might appear at first. It involves the 
right of free speech, the right to organise a group or party to 
propagate its views, and other consequential rights. All this 
is true as far as it goes, but seems to lay too much stress on 
this matter of majorities and minorities. It has sometimes 
been said that democracy is government by majority, but this 
may easily be misleading. The intention of democracy is to 
bring as many of the citizens as possible into the task of 
making or influencing the decisions of government. And 
when a number, large or small, of people are concerned, as 
equals, in making decisions, if general agreement is not 
reached the final decision has to be taken by the vote of a 
majority. But that is a practical necessity rather than part of 
the ideal. 

There is a natural tendency to think in terms of the burn­
ing questions of the moment on which differences of opinion 
are so strong that a vote is the only way of settling the matter. 
We readily forget the much wider range of possible issues 
which have become, in fact, in any particular community, 
matters, not necessarily of absolute unanimity but at least 
of widespread general agreement. In smaller bodies it is a 
quite common experience to find that a general discussion 
results in the end in a decision that is accepted by everyone, 
or nearly everyone, as the most satisfactory possible. This is 
usually regarded as a desirable result. It takes much longer 
to arrive at in a large community. But everyone could think 
of views which have been at one time regarded as highly 
controversial and the subject of passionate debate, but in the 
end have become generally accepted or tacitly dropped. They 
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have become, in fact, in Mr Attlee's words, 'part of the as­
sumptions of the ordinary man and woman'. The position 
of the monarchy, religious toleration, the need for universal 
education, women's suffrage, voting by ballot are examples 
that suggest themselves in this country. 

There is also a tendency, when we talk of 'turning a 
minority into a majority', to interpret it in terms of the party 
system as meaning that one party loses its majority and the 
other one gains it. But it might equally well mean that the 
same party retains its majority but gradually comes round, in 
whole or part, to the policy of its opponents. Of course, this 
would not satisfy ardent party members who want an imme­
diate and complete conversion, and also, irrespective of policy 
and opinions, want their own group to be in power. There 
undoubtedly are advantages, for a variety of reasons, in a 
change from time to time in the personnel of those in office, 
and it is certainly essential that there should be the possibility 
of this. But even if the voters do not take advantage of this 
possibility, the essentials of democracy are preserved as long 
as a change of opinion and policy as a result of discussion is 
possible. 

There are, however, countries in which political activity is 
to a greater or lesser degree carried on by groups divided by 
unalterable differences. An obvious instance would be the 
division, more frequent formerly than it is now, into social or 
national groups within a state. These are not susceptible to 
argument or discussion, and if one group is in a minority it 
will always remain a minority. That need not prevent a good 
deal of free discussion, which may produce an effect in time. 
But if the voters in electing their representative think of 
nothing but the particular national group to which he belongs 
that would certainly not be favourable to democracy. That 
is a special case of a wider possibility. It may happen that 
over a prolonged period voting is determined solely by one 
issue and nothing else is thought of. For instance in Ireland 
for more than half a century votes, apart from occasional per-
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sonal disputes, were cast entirely either for Home Rule or the 
Union. As long as that state of things lasted any considerable 
degree of democracy could not develop, though the poten­
tiality was there. 

(5) A point on which a great deal of controversy has arisen 
.;""tlie effect of economic conditions on the development of 

democracy. It must be admitted that discussions on this sub­
ject often tend to produce a great deal more heat than light. 
It is certainly a highly complicated question and CiillllQt be 
answered by any simple formula. It seems likely that some 
social and economic conditions will be more favourable to 
democracy, in the sense in which the term is used here, than 
others, though that does not necessarily mean that any one 
set of conditions is absolutely necessary or absolutely fatal. 
But which these conditions arc and how great their influence 
is can be decided only by a careful analysis of the facts in 
each particular case. The question to ask is: How far does 
this or that set of conditions make it easier or more difficult 
for the mass of the people to form their own opinions on 
political questions and for the opinions so formed to have an 
effective influence on the decisions of government? 

It would take a whole volume to deal with all the con­
siderations that have been or could be raised in this connec­
tion. Here it is only possible to suggest some of the questions 
that might reasonably be asked. 
l (a) Is a certain standard of economic or material welfare 

fiecessary for democracy to work? This point has sometimes 
been raised in connection with views that assert that this or 
that economic system, which supposedly would raise the 
standard of living for the populatioTl, is an essential condition 
of democracy. Leni.!h for instance, wrote in 1917 that under 
the capitalist system 'the modern wage-slaves are so crushed 
by want and poverty that "they cannot be bothered with 
p~" ' .. ~aken as it stands this statement IS too obviously 
in co~tradiCtlO.n with the facts to be taken seriously. But 
there IS very hkely some truth in the implication behind it, 
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that a certain minimum standard of material welfare is neces­
sary before people can begin to ' be bothered with politics'. 
Where the line is to. be drawn, it 1s 1mpossjble to say with any 
precisian. On the other hand, it is certainly not tme.-that the 
better off _yeoplc are the more they become interested in 
politics. Indeed, discontent with their material conditions is 
one oftli.e commonest motives which can lead them to demand 
or to make use of democratic institutions. 

I do not know if it is necessary to explain that this does not 
cast the slightest doubt on the desirability of raising the 
general standard of living. And there is no evidence whatever 
that democracy is not as capable of doing this as any other 
form of government, and it is quite as likely as any other to 
make it one of its main aims. But the two are not the same. 
It is perfectly conceivable that a country might have a high 
degree of general prosperity under a despotic government, 
and, on the other hand, people have been prepared at times 
to sacrifice a certain amount of material benefit in order to 
be able to govern themselves. 

(b) A more complicated question is the degree to which 
considerable disparitieS of Wealth are ;i hmdrance to democ­
ra~. It is probably true that, as a rule, the tendency of a 
demQcratic form of government, once established, wo_yjd be 
to iron out tfiese disparities, though this may not_ always be 
the case 1f the minimum standard is high enough. But it has 
been maintained that the disparities must be ironed out before 
anything that could be called democracy could b.egin..to work. 
On the whole, the evidence so far avaUahle does not seem to 
support th1s view, at any rate as a universal mle. It is not 
now a questiOn of how far the mfiuence of rich men could 
prevent democratic institutions being established, but of how 
far they could prevent them from working democratically 
once they had been established. And the answer to that will 
depend on a variety of factors, on the traditions of the com­
munity, on the other institutions, and on the state of mind of 
the people concerned. 
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Taken by itself the mere possession of wealth does not 
necessarily give any particular degree of political power at all. 
To reduce it to its simplest terms, the mere fact that someone 
is richer, even very much richer, than I am does nothing to 
prevent me from thinking for myself about public questions, 
from expressing my opinions freely, from coming to a conclu­
sion after discussion, and from casting a vote which will count 
just as much as his. We can, of course, imagine possible 
conditions under which the fact that some people were richer 
than others would give them a considerably greater degree of 
political power. In a country where bribery was widely 
prevalent, for instance, the rich man would have a much better 
chance of buying votes or bribing politicians or civil servants 
to a degree which would influence important decisions of 
policy. But there is nothing necessary about this, and in 
many countries such conditions do not exist, at any rate to an 
extent which could seriously affect major decisions. The 
danger, so far as there is any, is one that can be guarded 
against. The same applies to other less direct ways in which 
the influence of rich people might be exercised. In any case 
the question must be answered by examining specific and 
concrete conditions, not by vague and general statements 
about the influence of wealth. 

It must be clear that the discussion here is purely concerned 
with the ownership of wealth, which is not necessarily the 
same thing as power within the various concerns from which 
the wealth is derived. To talk of a rich man still sometimes 
conjures up the picture of a man who owns and controls a 
large business concern and takes an active part in its manage­
ment. No doubt, under some forms of industrial organisa­
tion the fact of legal ownership can give a man the opportunity 
of exercising active control over a particular concern, but that 
will not amount to much in practice unless he is prepared to 
give a good deal of his time and effort to it. No one can have 
very much power without working for it, and there are, of 
course, many cases of businesses in which the nominal owner 
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or owners exercise little or no control over the actual manage­
ment. On the other hand, a man may be very wealthy and 
derive all his wealth from investments, for instance government 
stock, which give him no legal control over the management 
of anything whatever. . . ,"-..--flv"-"'~ T 

(c) This leads on to the much more important questwn of ,,'d<A..o~ 
• _.1 i I . I o ... J......_. . .s....toa the influence of various types of mm1str a orgamsatwn on ;.! 

democracy. Is, for instance, the tendency towards..Jarge-scale "" e.~o·•a' 

industry a favottrable or unfavourable influence? Or does it ':;;r S'-'-1-'­

make very little difference one way or another? Our answer 'I ~..,.,r:: (I · 
would depend partly on what we are comparing it with. · 
There are those who would maintain that the most favourable 
field for democratic government would be a community of ·~:::~.t-r.· 
peasant-farmers and small independent craftsmen and traders, P -
and no doubt a strong case could be made aut for such a view. 
That does not, however, mean that it is the only possible 
condition, and in any case it is not a practical alternative for 
most modern states. As between the large limited company 
with widely disseminated ownership, where the real control 
is in the hands .rif. salaned directors and managers, and the 
medium-sized busmess controlled by one or a few working 
owners, it is hard to say which the democrat would wish to 
see predominate. It iS possible to think of various subtle 
ways in which one or other would affect the working of politi-
cal institutions, but it is doubtful whether the effect_ would be 
very great cith&J:_way. 

(d) This assumes that a s21-bstantial part of industry still ...., 
' f f ' - bv lvh .. H~ remams under some arm o pnvate ownership. Bu~e are ov-»<.~....,L~+ 

those who would argue that this in itself is, if not fatal, at 
least a grave hindrance to the proper working of democratic 
institutiOns.. One way of putting this point .of view is to claim 
that we must have democracy in industry or economic democ-
racy 'before political democracy or democracy in the govern-
ment of the state Can work. But these terms are used in a 
great variety of ways, not always clearly distinguished by 
those who use them. It is necessary to attempt a brief 
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examination of their possible meanings before we can see what 
effect they could have on the working of political democracy . 

. 'Economic democracy' is a particularly vague term. Some­
imes it seems to mean little more t~n equality of wealth or 
ncome. Something has already been said about this. But it 
;clear that, in itself, it has no necessary connection with any 
~orm of government. Obviously, equality m this sense could 
exist in a society which was autocratically governed by one 
individual or a small group of individuals and where the 
people, as a whole, were never called upon to have or express 
an opinion on political affairs at all. It would merely make 
ifor confusion to talk about democracy here. 'Democracy in 
industry' is somewhat more precise. 'Industry' is a collec­
tive name for a number of organised bodies, which, like all 
organised bodies, have some form of government. It makes 
sense to ask how far there is, or can be, a considerable element 
of democracy in this government. But this element has been 
ooked for in a variety of different directions. ThreLdif­
·erent forms of it, not necessarily incompatible with each 
1ther, suggest themselves at once. 
· (i) When the Webbs ~te their great book on Industrial 

1Jemocracy they were thinking primarily of the work of the 
Trade Unions. And certainly the existence of Trade Unions 
does mtroduce an element of democracy into the government 
of industry. They represent, or aim at representing, the great 
majority of the people engaged in any industry, and they 
exercise a considerable degree of influence on the government 
of that industry. They do not, as a rule, attempt to control 
the day-to-day decisions in which the government of industry 
so largely consists. But they do attempt, often successfully, 
to influence or determine more general decisions on cer­
tain important matters, in the way of making rules which 
control the conditions of work for their members and seeing 
that these rules are observed. These rules, in their turn, will 
often be found to exercise, if only indirectly, an influence on 
the other decisions which the management make. 
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For our purposes, hpwever, it is more important to ask h.ow 
th~ affect tl~e working of democracy in the government of 
th~'lte. Certam obvious advantages from that point of view 
~ugge~t themselves. Trade Union asili:!!ies p~e ~eld 
m whtch many people can get an interest in and trainin~[or 
the working of democratic institutions which rna be trans­
ferred later to the field of national politic 1.. Again, so far as 
there are possibilities of political pressure being exercised by' 
employers on the employed, the Trade Unions provide a 
valuable defence against this. Incidentally, this applies equally 
whethcrthe 1 employers' are private capitalists or state offi­
cials. It is true that the Unions can develop their own 
'potentially coercive relationships'. But there are limitations 
on the possibility of this, and there are other influences which 
might counteract it. Again, there are sometimes believed to 
be considerable possibilities of undue pressure being exerted· 
by big employers not on their employees as voters but on the 
government after it has been elected. So far as that is a_J;eal 
danger the existence of powerful Trade Unions provides a 
possible count~weight.GAltogether it seems that, in a compli­
cated modern society like our own, strong Trade Unions and 
professional organisations generally, though they have their own 
dangers, form an element distinctly favourable to dsmocracy. 

(ii) Somet1mes, however, the idea of democracy in industry 
is carried further, and on one possible interpretation it is 
taken to mean the control of industry by a democratically 
organised state. Of course, m any case politics are largely 
concerned with industrial questions and in every country, 
industry is run under general rules and conciTtions laid down 
by t~te. But a good deal more than tljat may be implied 
and it may be taken to mean the ownership by the state of 
the whole or a great part of industry. The desirability or 
otherwise of th1s has been the subject of prolonged discus­
sion for many generations. But a good many of the argu­
ments used have no direct bearing on the question with which 
we are now concerned, namely the effect that this would be 
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likely to have in strengthening or weakening the democratic 
element in government. Only one or two suggestions on this 
point can be attempted here. 

No one, probably, would be so simple-minded as to suggest 
that the ownership of indust_ry by a state, however demo­
cratic its political constitution, would necessarily mean that 
the people as a whole took an active part or even exercised any 
considerable influence on the actual running of industry. 
Indeed, the effect might be the.. very opposite. The complica­
tions of the task might have the effect of throwing more 
power into the hands of adrrilnistrators and officials, and this, 
in turn, might give them an increased influe~c<:_on !he deci­
sions to be taken in ot11er matters outside the bounds of any 
particular mdustry. On the other hand:there is no reason to 
suppose that this would necessarily be the case, if the danger 
was recognised, and various possible safeguards against it 
have been proposed. The fact seems to be, as was suggested 
earlier, that the importance of ownership by itself may easily 
be exaggerated. And that tells both ways: for if the advan­
tages may be exaggerated so may also the dangers. What 
really makes the difference is the way in which things are 
organised and administered, and who the people are who are in 
a position to make the effective decisions in each case. From 
that point of view it only makes for confusion to talk as if 
'the state' were a single person or even a single large govern­
ment office. In every case we ought to ask, whenever anyone 
speaks of 'the state' doing this or that, what individuals are 
actually concerned and take the actual decisions. At any 
rate, it is clear that state-owned industry may be organised in 
a. variety of different ways, and there are numerous possibili­
ties of division and decentralisation of effective power. The 
whole question calls for much closer and more detailed dis­
cussion before a conclusion could be arrived at. But the first 
impression seems to be that both state ownership_gp.d private 
owner~hip of industry call fgr appropriate precautions to fit 
them m to the working of a democratic state. But there is no 
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reason to suppose that these precautions could not be success­
ful if there was a general will to apply them. This may seem 
rather a tame conclusion and will certainly not appeal to the 
enthusiasts on either side. But it is not necessarily any the 
worse for that. 

(iii) There is another possible system to which the term 
'democracy in industry' could be reasonably applied. That 
is the scheme by which the various industries were to be 
orga~ as self-governing u~ democratically governed,_ 
with every individual person in the industry having an equal 
~e. This was advocated by the Guild Socialists in England, 
and, in a more extreme form, by the Syndicalists on the Conti­
~t. In the usual form it contemplated an organisation in 
which whole industries were taken as units, but a similar idea 
could also be applied to smaller units, the 'self-governing 
factory' for instance. This last has occasionally been tried in 
practice, but the ideas of the Guild Socialists have remained 
in the realm of pure theory. In the absence of any actual 
experience it is difficult to say what the effect of sucli a system 
would be on democracy in the government of the whole 
country. One can see possibilities of either favourable or un­
favoUrable effects, but it would be a mistake to dogmatise on 
the subject. In any case, the question of its political conse­
quences is only one of the questions that would have to be 
answered before arriving at a conclusion about the general 
desirability of such a system. And some element of it or 
approximation to it might quite reasonably be approved of by 
those who could not advocate 1ts adoption in its complete form. 

All this, of course, is only to touch the fringe of a big sub­
ject. But I will content myself, in conclusion, with recording 
a personal impression that no economic system in itself is 
essential or fatal to the working of political democracy if the 
people as a whole really desire it. 

(6) There are other conditions which might be considered 
as possible helps or hindrances to the working of democracy. 
One that greatly interested the Greek thinkers but has been 
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very largely ignored in modern times is the question of the 
· ·i- size of the community best suited to democracy. Most Greeks 

Sl-!cL- d · · u :t were inclined to take it for granted that beyon a certam size c., o..v.VIA.V\A •• '\ 

6 ""~ ~ ...... ~o~a community would cease to be a community at all in the 
to J~jsense that they required. Obviously many of _the natural 

limitations on the optimum size for a Greek city-state no 
longer apply today. Aristotle, for instance, said that a city 
should not be too great for all the citizens to hear the voice of 
a single herald, whereas we should only need to think in 
terms of a single wireless announcer. But are we justified in 
assuming that there are no limits to the size of the community 
in which dwocracy could work successfully? How far, for 
instance, could we really imagine a world-state being demo­
cratically gove!!led? The-question is worth pondering over, 
along with others of the same kind. 

After all this, there remains the practical necessity that, if 
o),~o--~. dmtocracy is to work at all, it must come to terms with oli-

~ garcl_!y. That is to say, some working arrangement mustbe 
reached which will provide for the influence both of the expert 
element and the popular element in the work of _goxcrnment. 
With~ut the exp_ert element the popula.r clement cannot get 
what It wants efficiently done, and nothmg would be sa frus­
tra.t~g t? a democracy as t? find that, when ~ real po12ular 
0 P!Oron 10 favour of sometlung had been develo_ped, it could 
not"be"7arried out at all or could only be done so inefficiently 
a~ to make it not worth attempting. That is just the kind of 
srtuation which might produce a reaction against democracy 
a~d a movement for a strong autocratic ruler. Some degree of 
ohgarchy must necessarily arise in any organisation of any size, 
~nd.thi~ had better be recognised and a£;cepted. The particular 
IOS~Itut10ns of modern democratic states can profitably be ex­
arruned from that point of view, and the question asked how far t they secure the efficiency for which the exP.ert element is neces­
sary, and how far they help to create a genuine public opinion and 
to give it an eff~jye influence on the decisions of government. 



Chapter X 

THE MACHINERY OF DEMOCRACY­
REPRESENTATIVE GOVERNMENT 

BEFORE going on to consider the forms of organisation or 
constitutional machinery which may be devised to meet 

these necessities of democracy two preliminary warnings 
should be borne in mind. 

In the first place we must not talk as if everyone concerned 
had had a clear notion in his mind of what was needed to make 
democracy work and had then proceeded to construct consti­
tutional machinery designed to meet these needs. Ditt"erent 
states vary in the degree to which conscious purpose has been 
present in the construction of their machinery of govern­
ment. But even when this purpose has most clearly been 
there in the early stages of a particular constitution, the 
machinery has been constantly modified, not always con­
sciously, in the actual working in order to meet immediate 
practical needs. \Vhat we can say is that in a democracy there 
is generally present at the back of people's minds some sort 
of feeling both of the need for expert efficiency in government 
and of the need for making possible the participation of the 
people in the decisions of government. The former, perhaps, 
is more likely to be aroused in times of emergency, whereas the 
latter is less intense but more lasting. But the appeal to the 
people is also a common feature of those occasions when a 
strong opposition challenges the decisions of a government. 
In any case, the necessity of reconciling these two needs, even 
if it is not formulated in general terms, is a constant influence 
on the development of political institutions. It is therefore 
legitimate to examine these institutions from that point of 
view, and consider them as attempts to meet these needs. 

149 
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Secondly, there can obviously be no question here .of ~y 
detailed examination of the institutions that have ansen m 
modern states in the course of the attempt to make democracy 
work. It will only be a matt<:r of pointing out some of the 
.l!cneral features. i3ut gcnnalitics by themselves do not always 
ntean much unless they arc illustrated by particular instances . 
.-\nd in looking for particular illustrations I propose to look in 
tltc IHain at the institutions of our own country. In a book 
written primarily for British readers that seems the natural 
procedtlrc. Bttt it docs not, of course, mean that British 
institutions are to be regarded as the only possible ones or the 
hest ones or the normal ones. It merely means that in look­
ing for illustrations of the ways in which certain general ideas 
can be expressed in practice it is simplest to look in the first 
pl~tcc to expressions of them with which we are most familiar. 
\\ e can then sec for ourselves how, in other cases, there might 
he divergences in detail from the particular instance that we 
have ch · I S f I "b"l" · "11 b . osen as typ1ca . . orne o t 1ese posst 1 ttles WI e 
prJ!r~ted out in the course of the exposition. 

1 he first general institution, then, which we find in all 
~nodern states which have any claim to be called democratic 
Is that .of Representative Government, the system by which, 
t~ 1 Put It briefly, the voters, instead of deciding political ques­
tions directly for themseh·es, elect a body of representatives 
tq take the decisions for them. We take this so much for 
granted that we arc apt to identify it with democracy. But to 
·lll ancient Greek the identification would have seemed by 
no rneans obvious. It is worth while spending a little time to 
co .d 

ns1 er firstly the general nature of representation, and then 
the forrns that it can take, and the way in which it can be used 
trJsccu h . fd ; re t e auns o emocracy. 
. I'he general idea of an individual or a group appointing 
~~,rneone else to represent him or them for certain purposes is 
; 1 ~Plc and familiar and hardly seems to call for further ana-
Y~Is. Nor is there any special difficulty about the sort of case 

With wh· d h h · tch we are conccrne , w ere t e parttcular purpose 
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for which the representative is chosen is to go to meetings of 
some central body where certain questions are discussed and 
decisions taken. But we have to note here the possibilities of 
considerable variation in the position of the representative and 
his relation to his appointing body. It has become customary 
in common speech to distinguish two main types of this, and 
to speak in one case of a delegate and in the other of a repre­
sentative. As these terms are generally defined they stand for 
two extreme types which are rarely, if ever, met with in prac­
tice, though it is often possible to find approximations to one 
or the other. By' delegate' is meant someone who is appointed 
by a body which has already made up its mind on all the ques­
tions to be dealt with, and which sends him to represent, to 
speak, if necessary, and to vote, for these views. He is com­
pletely bound, has no choice of his own, but has simply got 
to act as instructed. The representative, on the other hand, 
in the extreme form is chosen as the best man for the job and 
left absolutely free to make up his own mind on all the ques­
tions that come up for consideration. The terms seem rather 
unfortunately chosen, as the delegate is the man who repre­
sents the views of the electing body whereas the representative 
is the man to whom it delegates its powers and responsibilities. 
But we have become too much accustomed to them for any 
attempt at alteration to be worth while. 

Clearly, the pure delegate is possible only under very limited 
conditions. The issues on which the elected body is going to 
vote must be known beforehand so that the electors may come 
to a decision on them and instruct their delegates accordingly. 
Something like this situation may occur at large congresses of 
professional or other bodies, where the branches have had the 
agenda beforehand and have discussed and come to a conclu­
sion on all the items in it. In such circumstances the discus­
sions at the congress do not affect the voting at the time, but 
may have an influence on opinion in the future. The most 
perfect example of pure delegates can be found in the mem­
bers of the Electoral College in the United States, which 
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nominally elects the President. The original intention was 
that they should be representatives, chosen for their wisdom 
and free to exercise their discretion in the choice of a Presi­
dent. ln fact they are chosen simply to cast a vote for the 
candidate whom the majority of their electorate favours and 
have no discretion in the matter at all. The result is that they 
have, in reality, no useful function to perform and the institu­
tion might just as well be abolished. 

The absolute representative is even rarer, at any rate when 
it is a question of election to a body which has any authority 
or power of making binding decisions. 1 t is di1ferent, of 
course, when it is a matter of an ach·isory body or a body 
charged with the duty of inquiring into and reporting on some 
question or questions. Even in the first case there may be 
occasions when a representative is appointed with complete 
discretionary powers and without any commitments. This 
may work all right when it is a question of election by a small 
group of people with a close personal knowledge of the pos­
sible representative or representatives. But the larger the 
number concerned becomes and the less the possibility of 
personal knowledge of the candidate for election, the more: 
perilous becomes the risk involved in appointing anyone to 
a position of power without knowing how he is going to use 
it. At any rate, such a procedure would not be democratic. 
It ~auld not be entirely oligarchic, because it would still 
reta1~ the responsibility of the voters for choosing between 
poss1ble candidates, but it would certainly be a movement in 
that direction. 

The question of most interest in the present connection is 
the position of the elected member to a representative assembly, 
such as a House of Commons or a Chamber of Deputies or a 
Congress. To which extreme does he or should he approxi­
mate most nearly? Obviously he cannot be a pure delegate: 
that would be impossible for a member of a body which was 
elected fo~ a period of any length and which had to deal with 
any questwn that might come up for decision during that 
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time. In most cases we shall find that as far as his legal posi­
tion goes he is a pure representative, free to vote as he chooses 
without regard to the wishes of his constituents. There is, 
of course, always the fear of the next election, which may be 
more or less effective according to circumstances, but as long 
as the existing mandate lasts, there is no judicial process or 
administrative machinery by which the electors can exercise 
any control over the way in which their representative votes. 
There have been at times attempts to exercise such control. 
A century and a half ago Burke's constituents in Bristol 
claimed the right to send instructions to their member, a 
claim which he vehemently and successfully repudiated. In 
recent times a few states in the United States have experi­
mented with the institution of the ' recall ' by which the voters 
could at any time revoke the mandate of their representative. 
But that has never been widely adopted. In general, the repre­
sentative is subject to no direct control, and there have been 
occasions on which a representative has voted against the 
known wishes of his constituents and in contradiction to the 
purposes for which he was originally elected. 

These, however, are exceptional cases, and in the ordinary 
usages of politics there are certain conventions which regulate 
the relations of a representative to his constituents, though 
these often become a subject of controversy and are, in any 
case, to some extent flexible. Thus, there is a general obliga­
tion on him to support the views and policies which he was 
elected to support. But that does not turn him into a mere 
delegate, because they are in the first place his own views, and 
he is elected because he has persuaded the majority of the 
electorate to agree with him. That is to say, he is not elected 
and then instructed how to vote. He is elected because it is 
already known how, in general, he would choose to vote him­
self. This knowledge, however, may vary in definiteness. 
Sometimes it may be no more than a knowledge of the general 
direction in which he is likely to move, for instance towards 
more or less state control, towards internationalism, or to-
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I 54 i orous foreign policy or appeasement, and so on~ 
wards _a v g_ be a detailed programme of measures. So~e 
Somettmes tt may 1 "t may be his views on one questton . though more rare Y, 1 
ttmes, . 1 's thinking at the moment, to an h" h donunates peop e 
w lC h" h makes the election practically a referendum on 
extentbV: tc has Home Rule in 1886 or the position of the one su Ject, sue 
House of Lords in 1910. . . h 

B der a parliamentary system, such as ts found m t e 
ut un · f \i\r 

B · · h c mmonwealth and most of the countnes o estern 
ntts o · h" h h 

E e there is nearly always one questiOn on w tc t e 
Jurop ' 11 h A d h · 1 t rs require to be informed before a ot ers. n t at ts 

e ec o d"d . . 
h leader or leaders whom the can 1 ate ts gomg to support. 
~e can see for ourselves at any election the extent to which 
au: voting is determined not b~ a preference for one candi­
date in the constituency as agamst the other but by a pre­
ference for the Conservative or Labour leader or group of 
leaders as against those of the opposite party. We are really 
voting primarily to put a particular man or team of men into 
power. So prominent is this factor that people at times have 
compared our House of Commons to the American Electoral 
College. That is, of course, a great exaggeration, for the indi­
vidual member may make a considerable difference to what 
happens. He may have an influence in Parliament, and he can 
certainly have an influence within his party, where he in­
fluences the decisions of the leaders and in the long run has 
his share in determining which individuals are to emerge as 
leaders. None the less the exaggeration has a certain element 
of truth in it. 

One result of this is that, when we talk about our repre­
sentatives and their relations to their constituents we have to 
make it clear whether we mean the individual ~embers for 
whom we vote directly or the group of leaders for whom we 
vote indirectly· As a general rule, the member is regarded as 
being bound to ~upport the leaders of his party, more particu­
larly if they are m office, when a vote against them might mean 
a change of government. Exceptions to that rule are only 



THE MACHINERY OF DEMOCRACY ISS 

rarely admitted in exceptional cases. The leaders, however, 
would be generally recognised as having a good deal more 
latitude, particularly when they have to deal with fresh prob­
lems which have not been much discussed at previous elec­
tions. The electorate expects them to follow certain general 
lines of policy, but they are fairly free to interpret what that 
means in practice. Normally, they are supposed to be bound 
by any specific declarations of policy made at the previous 
election, but there have been cases where a government in 
power has departed from these. That is the most obvious 
kind of occasion on which individual members may feel justi­
fied in voting against their leaders. Thus, the majority of the 
Conservative Party abandoned Peel when he repealed the 
Corn Laws in I 846, and a strong minority of Liberals broke 
with Gladstone when he became converted to Home Rule for 
Ireland. 

Other questions have been raised in this connection. From 
time to time the men in power may feel called upon to deal 
with matters which have not been dealt with, prominently or 
at all, in the discussions which preceded their election. If 
they bring in very controversial measures on these points they 
are often attacked by their opponents on the ground that they 
have no 'mandate' for these measures. But there is no 
generally accepted principle here. The only established con­
vention seems to be that those who object to the measures 
should make protests of this kind and that those in power 
should take no notice of them. This seems on the whole a 
sensible arrangement. In any case, the government has been 
elected to make decisions, and, in default of explicit pledges 
or clearly indicated intentions, those who elected it expect it 
to act as it thinks best in the circumstances. On the other 
hand, it is no doubt true that in a democracy it is the duty, 
as well as the interest, of representatives to take account of 
popular feeling, and they should be very slow to introduce 
important measures which are widely disliked. But this is a 
general obligation and has nothing specially to do with election 
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pledges. There is, of course, the practical difficulty for a 
government of deciding whether the dislike of a proposed 
measure is genuine and deep-rooted, or whether it is a tem­
porary dislike, based largely on misunderstanding which will 
disappear when the measure is seen in actual working. The 
thought of the next election is generally sufficient security 
that a government will be careful in its judgement of this. 

The situation is, of course, different in a presidential 
democracy, such as the United States, where what we should 
think of as the government is elected directly and the repre­
sentative bodies are elected separately and have no responsi­
bility for making a government. Even here some of the same 
problems arise, when it is a question of how far the elected 
houses are to co-operate with or obstruct the policies of the 
administration. There are also differences, though less funda­
mental ones, in parliamentary democracies where there arc a 
number of different parties none of which can expect to gain 
a ~ajority by itself. There the representative assembly cer­
tamly makes the government, but the electorate does not vote 
for this or that government. It votes for one or other of a 
number of different groups, each of which has a mandate to 
secure as much influence as it can in the eventual formation 
of the government. This gives the representatives as against 
the electorate a good deal more freedom of action than under 
a system such as ours and the influence of the electors on the 
formation of a gover~ment, though it exists, is considerably 
more indirect. There are various intermediate possibilities, 
which it is unnecessary to explore here . 

. An~ther question which has been raised on various occa­
SIOn~ IS _how far a representative is supposed to represent the 
special Interests of his constituency and how far the interests 
of_ the whole country. The answer that is given in fact to this 
Will vary with the circumstances of each country. Under a 
p~esidential system, where the active head of the state is 
directly elected by the people, there wil_l be .likely to be to 
some degree a tendency in the former d1rect10n. A popular 
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American magazine stated quite recently that the members of 
Congress were elected to look after the interests of their par­
ticular locality and that only the President was responsible 
for thinking in terms of the good of the whole country. It 
may be doubted whether the members of Congress themselves 
would accept altogether such a limited view of their functions. 
But there is no doubt that a much stronger tendency in this 
direction is recognised and accepted in the United States than 
would be the case here. 

In this country the theory still generally accepted is that 
laid down by Burke when he told his Bristol constituents that 
he was elected a member for Bristol but, having been elected, 
he became one of the members for England. Ideally the mem­
ber of Parliament is elected because he represents the views of 
the majority of his constituents about what is for the good of 
the whole country. On the face of it, this seems to be more in 
accordance with democratic ideas, since one of the aims of 
democracy is to habituate people to thinking in terms of the 
good of the whole community. But on the other hand in prac­
tice this must not be carried too far. Though representat~on 
wholly or mainly of sectional interests is contrary to the sptrit 
of democracy a certain amount of it inevitably creeps in, and 
perhaps this is not altogether undesirable. For it is not really 
to the interests of the whole that the interests of any section 
should be altogether overlooked or neglected. If there is any 
danger of that it is just as well that there should be a member 
or members who can speal;: for these interests, either in Parlia­
ment or within the party. But it is important not to admit this 
as his chief function and to insist on the overriding duty of 
thinking of the country as a whole. And, of course, the nearer 
a member gets to a position of leadership the less he is expected 
to think of sectional interests. No one, for instance, would 
wish the Prime Minister to let the special interests of his own 
constituency influence the direction of his policy. . 

We are now in a position to get a picture of the ma~hu~ery 
by which a democracy can attempt to secure the combmat10n · 
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in due proportions, of expert efficiency and popular opinion in 
the work of government. It will be convenient, as previously 
suggested, to take our own constitution as our typical illustra­
tion. There would, no doubt, be many adjustments and 
modifications in detail to be made when we came to deal with 
the constitutions of other countries. But I think that the 
basic elements that can be found in our own constitutional 
machinery could be detected also in that of any modern repre­
sentative democracy. 

It will be desirable, in the first place, to look beyond the old­
fashioned distinction between the legislative and executive 
functions of government. It is, no doubt, useful up to a point, 
but it does not take us very far and may easily be misleading. 
What we have, as suggested earlier, is a series of decisions of 
different levels of generality. Naturally decisions of a higher 
level of generality are normally regarded as of superior 
authority to those below them. But that runs right down the 
scale and it is largely arbitrary if we try to draw a line and say 
that decisions above a certain level are matters of legislation 
whereas below it they are matters of executive action. The dis­
tinction becomes even more misleading when we try to apply 
it to different bodies of persons and to describe one as the 
legislative and the other as the executive. It is true, of course, 
that we have decided to call by the name of 'laws' general 
rules which are regarded as having superior authority to any 
other general rules and that we have decided not to recognise 
th~m as laws until they have gone through the final stage of 
bemg passed by Parliament. This is a useful convention for 
legal pu.rposes, but totally inadequate if it is regarded as a 
descnpt10n of the realities of government. It tells us nothing 
abo':lt what we chiefly want to know, namely what persons or 
bodtes of persons are responsible for the decisions which have 
to be taken before this final stage is reached. In other words, 
who really makes the laws? 

For the purpose of understanding the working of demo­
cracy, it may be found helpful to picture the organs of govern-
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ment as a series of links in a chain extending from the popular 
element at one end to the expert element at the other. The 
most completely popular element is, of course, the electorate, 
while the most completely expert element is found in the 
Civil Service. In between we have, firstly, the House of Com­
mons, which, taken as a whole, is close to the popular element, 
and then the Cabinet which comes nearer to the expert 
element. Each one of these, in its own way, can be concerned 
with decisions at every level of generality, from the most 
general declarations of policy, down through the formulation 
of these in the general rules that we call laws to the individual 
decisions in particular cases. Let us consider briefly each one 
of them in their turn. 

About the electorate there is not much that needs saying. 
\Ve most of us know what it is like to be an elector. But 
there are two things which need specially to be borne in 
mind. One is that the function of the elector is not confined 
to casting a vote every few years for one candidate or another. 
That is the ultimate sanction by which he secures some atten­
tion being paid to his needs or his views at other times. But 
it gives him an influence which extends much more widely. 
No one who surveys the political scene in this country over a 
number of years can doubt that so far as a public opinion is 
formed it often exercises a strong influence on the decisions 
that are actually taken, even when an election is not imme­
diately in prospect. It is very hard to estimate the extent of 
this with any precision, but that there is some degree of it is 
certain. Sometimes the effect is positive, and sometimes nega­
tive. There are reliable reports of cases where members of a 
party have contemplated making a political issue out of some 
matter before the country, and then after receiving reports 
from their constituencies have thought it wiser to drop it. 
The other point to remember is that the opinion of the elec­
torate is by no means exclusively concerned with general 
q~e~tions of policy. These may be the main factor~ in ~et_er­
nunmg votes at elections. But at other times pubhc opm10n 
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may become just as excited about a particular executive action 
as about a legislative measure, and this excitement in turn may 
affect the actual decisions taken. 

This influence is generally exercised through the next link 
in the chain, the House of Commons or other elected assembly. 
That, indeed, is the main function of the ordinary member of 
Parliament. It must always be remembered that Parliament 
is not a body of experts elected to govern the country. If it 
tried to do that it would probably do it very badly. It is true 
that the members of Parliament constitute, as it were, a 
reservoir from which those who chiefly govern the country 
are drawn. But which among potential leaders arc actually 
going to form the government is decided by many other in­
fluences, in particular by the votes of the electorate. It is 
true, also, that there may occasionally be found members 
with special knowledge on a particular subject or subjects, 
who, because of this knowledge, exercise a special degree of 
influence on the decisions taken on certain questions. Indeed, 
most members have some kind of special knowledge of their 
own. But it remains true that the main function of the ordin­
ary members is to keep the government and the electorate in 
touch with each other. They have to interpret public opinion, 
as each of them sees it, to the government, and to act as a 
brake if the government shows signs of following a course 
t~at might be too generally unpopular, particularly if it looks 
hke endangering their seats. And equally they have to inter­
pret the government to the electorate. No doubt this inter­
p~etation may often take the form of ~ violent controversy 
With an opponent. But that may be qmte ~n educative pro­
~ess. Here again it must be noted that Parliament, though it 
IS spo~en of in legal terms as the legislature, i_s very far from 
con_fimng its interest to legislation or questiOns of general 
p~h~y. I_t is constantly concerning itself with particular ad­
mm.Istrativ_e actions. One special form of this is the pro­
tectiOn of Individual constituents from hardship or injustice 
that may arise from the way in which laws or rules are applied 
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by administrative officials. It was with that in mind that the 
phrase was coined that 'question-time in the House of Com­
mons is the cornerstone of British liberties'. But vital though 
this sen·ice is, it is generally accepted in this country, at any 
rate in theory, that it must not be allowed to pass the some­
what narrow line that separates it from jobbery and nepotism, 
pressure for special favours, and the like. 

\Ve then come to the Cabinet, which is so much at the centre 
of things that in this and in other countries it is commonly 
alluded to quite legitimately as 'the Government'. Its mem­
bers are the people who have the greatest degree of influence 
on the most important decisions. Here we find the closest 
union of the expert and the popular elements. Cabinet 
Ministers, while they are in office, give their whole time and 
attention to it, and most of them have given a good deal of 
time to learning the business of politics beforehand. More 
than anyone else they fill the place of Plato's expert rulers, 
in that they are supposed, to a special degree, to think in 
terms of the good of the whole community. At the same 
time, they depend on popular support for their being in office 
at all, and it is equally recognised as part of their duties to 
try to give a lead to public opinion on the great questions of 
the day. 

Cabinet government also embodies a recognition of the 
impossibility of keeping up the theoretical distinction between 
the legislative and executive functions of government. With 
a few exceptions Cabinet Ministers are individually heads of 
the chief government departments. As such they exercise a 
general supervision and control over the administrative and 
executive work. Collectively, on the other hand, they form, 
in effect, a committee of the majority party in Parliament for 
the purpose of preparing legislation. Almost all the important 
pieces of legislation that pass through Parliament are presented 
to it by the Government, and a good deal of the time of the 
Cabinet is taken up with the consideration of the Bills that 
are to be presented. From this point of view, it would not be 
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far off the mark to consider the Cabinet as the First Chamber 
of the legislature. 

Finally, we have the Civil Service, about which something 
has already been said when we were considering possible 
directions in which the anti-democrat might look for his 
expert rulers. Civil servants are the only people who are 
permanently and professionally engaged in the work of 
government, and as such they necessarily exercise a very great 
influence on the decisions to be taken at all levels. The old 
theory that they are simply there to apply, under the order 
of the Minister, the laws laid down by Parliament to particu­
lar cases is entirely inadequate to the actual situation. In 
fact, no law of any importance would be drawn up without 
previous consultation with the civil servants concerned, and 
they will often have a good deal of influence on the final form 
it assumes. No doubt their primary concern is to see that it 
is administratively workable. But the limits of this cannot be 
defined precisely, and the leading men in the Civil Service 
will often find themselves in a position to give advice on more 
general questions of policy. It might be said that their posi­
tion inclines rather to that of the specialist than the expert, 
to use our earlier distinction. That is true up to a point in 
that mos~ of them are specially concerned with the work of 
one parttcular government department. Even within the 
departments, however, a distinction is made between the 
administrators and the real specialists, for instance the scienti­
fic or technical advisers. In any case, a senior civil servant 
w_ho has to assist in drawing up legislatio~ will i?evitably find 
htmself to s~m~ degree looking outside hts. parttcular depart­
ment and thmking in terms of the general mterest. 

This, then, is a simple schematic picture of the kind of 
machinery that can be developed to make democracy work­
able. There are, of course, many other influences that may 
play a part. I have said nothing, for instance, about the 
independent experts, writers or thinkers or researchers, who 
succeed in getting themselves accepted as authorities on 
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various political questions and who exercise a considerable 
influence on the development of public and official opinion. 
The Webbs provide an obvious example of this, and there are 
many others. Such people are an inevitable by-product of 
the freedom of speech which is essential to democracy, and 
they play an invaluable part in a democratic society. But the 
general framework is, perhaps, by now sufficiently clear. 

Before closing this part of the discussion, it may be desir­
able to say a word in explanation of what some people would 
regard as a serious omission. That is the absence of any 
reference to the judicial function and the position of those 
who exercise it. \Vith us, at the present time, the necessity 
of a separate and independent judiciary has become deeply 
engrained in our ordinary habits of thought, and people at 
times speak of it as one of the essential elements in democracy. 
This, however, is a mistake. For, however desirable it may 
be, it has no necessary connection with democracy. Obviously 
an independent judiciary could be established under many 
different forms of government. In this country the inde­
pendence of the judges was secured long before there was 
anything approaching democracy. On the other hand, in 
most of the ancient Greek democracies the sovereign people 
exercised a great part of the judicial functions of government, 
and they certainly did not keep a sharp separation between 
their judicial functions and their political aims and opinions. 
Indeed, the whole idea of the judiciary as a separate branch 
of government is comparatively modern, at least in theory, 
though it was developing in practice much earlier. Locke, 
who was among the first to develop the idea of the division of 
powers and made a clear distinction between the legislative 
and the executive, has nothing to say about the judiciary, 
which he seems to treat as a branch of the executive. Indeed 
it must be admitted that, looked at purely as a matter of 
theory, the distinction between saying what the law is in any 
particular case and carrying it out does not seem so funda­
mental that it calls for an entirely different set of people for 
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the two functions. Even in modern times there are countries 
in which the sharp distinction between the two that we are 
accustomed to is not regarded as nearly so essential, and no 
obviously disastrous results seem to follow. Nowadays English 
lawyers have come to realise that there is a great deal more to 
be said for the French system of droit administratif than they 
used to think a generation or two ago. 

The important thing is to secure the supremacy of the law, 
and that not for any reason specially connected with democracy 
but as a general condition of a satisfactory life for the citizens. 
That we should know as far as possible what our rights and 
obligations are, that we should be tried and punished only for 
defined crimes, that authority over us should be exercised 
according to settled rules and not purely at the discretion of 
individuals-these and others like them are generally recog­
nised among us as desirable conditions of life. The absolute 
separation of the judiciary from the executive is one way 
of securing these things that we have discovered by experi­
ence. But it is only a means to an end, and there is nothing 
about it in itself which makes it either desirable or undesirable. 



Chapter XI 

THE PARTY SYSTEM 

ANOTHER institution or piece of constitutional machinery 
which has developed in all modern representath•e govern­

ments is the political party. It is a curious fact that in Great 
Britain, where anything that could be called a party system 
first began, political parties are still unrecognised by the law. 
There is no Act of Parliament or judicial decision which men­
tions any political party, and parties, as such, have no legal 
rights and no legal obligations. This is not necessarily the 
case in other countries where the position and conduct of 
parties have often been the subject of legislation. This is par­
ticularly so in modern times, and is part of a general tendency, 
noticeable in this country as much as anywhere else, for 
parties to become more highly organised, more rigid and 
more all-embracing than they were in their earlier stages. So 
marked has this been that some people have even suggested 
that we ought not, properly speaking, to talk of a party system 
at all earlier than about a hundred years ago, or even, as has. 
been claimed, before the beginning of the present century. 
There does not, however, seem much to be said for this view. 
People in this country had begun to talk in terms of parties 
as early as the later years of the seventeenth century, and the 
development of parties, though it has been considerable, has 
also been continuous. But in any case this is a matter of his­
torical interest. We are concerned here with parties as we 
know them, and the more important general features that we 
can note in them would probably be found to apply at any 
time in, at least, the last seventy or eighty years, and could 
be found in embryo much earlier. 

165 
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Let us, then, attempt a short preliminary definition of a 
political party. Obviously, it is a group or association of 
people, with some degree of organisation. Further, it is a 
voluntary group: people are, normally, free to choose whether 
to join this party or that or any party at all. Like all volun­
tary associations it will have an object or purpose, and the 
test or condition of membership will be the willingness to 
further the object or objects of the association. This object 
need not be precisely defined, particularly if the association 
is not legally recognised, but we shall expect to be able to dis­
cover it from the ends or purposes whic~ the association 
actually pursues and which the members are expected to 
accept if they are to remain members. In the present con­
text we are not, except incidentally, concerned with all the 
particular ends which particular parties have pursued or 
could pursue at different times and places. We want to see if 
it is possible to find a general formula for the sort of purpose 
that ev~ry party must pursue if it is to be a party at all. 
Th~ Idea has often been put forward that the primary and 

essential object of a party is to further a particular policy for 
the country and that the test or condition of membership is 
agreement at any rate on the general lines of the policy that 
ought to be followed. No doubt there is a close connection 
betw~en the political party and the policy, and indeed for 
certam parties at certain times this description would fit well 
~n.ough. But as a general description applicable to all parties 
lt IS c_Iearly inadequate. For it is perfectly possible for a party 
to eXIst and to hold together as one party while its members 
are deeply divided in opinion on some of the most funda-
mental 1· · 1 P? Itlca questions. 
~~us m the United States since the Civil War political 

actiVIty has been carried on almost exclusively by the two 
great part_ies, the Republicans and the Democrats. But at 
~y penods it would have been difficult or impossible to 

nd any cle~-cut differences of opinion which divided them, 
an ' what Is more important, much deeper differences of 
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opm10n or attitude towards political questions could be 
detected within the parties themselves. It has generally been 
possible to distinguish in each party what might be called a 
liberal or progressive and a conservative wing, and, allowing 
for local differences, a liberal Democrat and a liberal Republi­
can might well have far more in common with each other than 
either would have with an extreme conservative in his own 
party. As a general rule, over a long period, the procedure 
has been for the issue between the two wings to be fought 
out within the party and then, for election purposes, the 
whole party would line up behind the leaders who emerged 
victorious. 

In our own country this tendency has never been deve­
loped to anything like the same e:ll."tent, but distinct traces of 
it have been apparent from time to time. In order to avoid 
current controversies, we may look for an ;nstance further 
back in history in the career of Lord Randolph Churchill. 
His general sympathies were, by the standards of that time, 
distinctly progressive, but he preferred to remain within the 
Conservative Party and, in his own phrase 'educate the party • 
to his point of view. His own career was a failure, but there 
is no doubt that he did, to some extent, have an effect on the 
attitude of the party. Parallels, more or less close, can be 
found at other periods. 

This feature of the political party can be brought out by 
contrasting it with another kind of political organisation which 
springs up from time to time and may, in certain circum­
stances, exercise considerable influence. That is the organisa­
tion which is formed for the sole purpose of advocating or 
opposing a particular measure of reform. Examples in this 
country would be the Anti-Corn Law League, founded in 
1839, the Education League which had a considerable in­
fluence in bringing about the passage of the first great Educa­
tion Act of 1870, or the Tariff Reform League, which was 
first formed at a time when the Conservative Party was not 
yet completely converted to a policy of Protection. Here the 
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sole reason for the existence of the organisation is to aJ\·ocate 
a particular policy, and any member who changed his opinion 
about that policy would have nothing to do but to leave the 
organisation. It would be absurd to imagine a member of 
the Tariff Reform League, who had become converted to 
Free Trade, staying on in the organisation and trying to con­
vert it to Free Trade. Yet that can happen in a political party 
and, indeed, in some countries may become the regular 
procedure. 

But there is one point on which all members of a party 
must be agreed if they are to stay in the party anJ work 
together at all. That is in the desire to attain political power 
for the party. Members of a party might dilfer on any or 
even all lines of policy. But anyone who definitely did not 
want a particular party to attain power (except, perhaps, 
temporarily, as a matter of tactics) could not possibly remain 
a member of that party. So that our brief formal definition 
of a party would be that it was a voluntary association of 
people for the purpose of attaining political power. It might, 
perhaps, be as well to add 'by constitutional means'. There 
are ~0 be found at times organisations which call themselves 
parties whose aim is to seize power by violence and suppress 
all ~ther parties. But they have little in common with the 
parties as we know them in democracies or any kind of 
representative government, and it is a pity that they have 
c~me to be called by the same name. At any rate, it is not 
With .that kind of party that we are concerned. 

With regard to parties in the usual sense there still remains 
~:mething more to be said about their relation to policy. For 
1 h a party has attained political power, or a share of it, it has 
t ~? got to decide how to use it, that is to say it must have a 
po Icy. This means that at some point the members of the 
P~ty will have to reach an agreement, not necessarily on 
w at they would like, but at least on what they would be 
hrepared to accept in the way of measures. It is possible, 

owever, for a party to go on for a considerable time before 
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arriving at such an agreement, particularly if it has no imme­
diate prospect of attaining power. As a general rule, though 
there are, of course, many exceptions, differences of opinion 
arc more noticeable in oppositions than in government 
parties. Further, of course, a party is not committed for ever 
to any particular line of policy. It may change it in whole 
or in part while still remaining the same party. But while it 
is in power it must agree in general if it is to remain there. 

This, then, is a summary statement of the minimum condi­
tions necessary for a party to be a party and to function as 
such at all. But there are many further questions that suggest 
themselves, and as soon as we begin to ask them we run into 
all sorts of complications which in some cases make any 
simple answer impossible. Why, for instance, does a person 
attach himself to a particular party? Here there is a par­
ticular complication at the outset, for attachment to a party 
is a thing which admits of a wide variety of degrees. A politi­
cal party is rather like a cornet, which has a solid nucleus at 
the head and a long gaseous tail which follows it. So in a 
party we find a hard core of members, candidates, party 
officials, and active workers, and then a much larger number 
of people who enrol themselves as members and perhaps pay 
a subscription, but do little more except vote at elections, and 
so on down to the much greater number still who habitually 
vote for one party but never formally join it. It would be 
simplest, perhaps, to consider the case of those who definitely 
join the party with the intention of taking a more or less 
active part in politics, and then we can, if we wish, go on to 
see how far our conclusions would apply to those whose 
attachment is looser and less definite. 

It is possible to think of all kinds of motives which might 
lead a man to attach himself to this party rather than that, but 
we must remember all the time that rarely, if ever, does 
anyone act from one motive alone. Thus at one e:A'treme we 
can imagine a man thinking out carefully what he would 
regard as most beneficial for the country as a whole and then 
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deciding to attach himself to the party which seem_ed ~o hi~, 
after full consideration, to represent most ne~rly h1s VIews m 
this matter. This would be an ideal case whtch would prob­
ably never be realised completely in practice. None the less 
it would be foolish to deny that this process of rational think­
ing might be one among other influences which determined 
a particular person's decisions. We may suspect that it has 
played a particularly large part in some cases of people who 
have left one party, perhaps at some personal sacrifice, and 
joined another. 

At the other extreme there is the possibility that a man 
might think out clearly which party seemed likely to give most 
scope for his own personal interests and ambitions and then 
deci_de to join it. This, also, is a possibility that is rarely 
real~sed in its completeness: few people are as clear-sighted 
or smgle-minded as that. But here again it may be one among 
other influences to affect a person's choice. It might be 
reasonable to suggest that it plays a part in certain other cases 
of ~hange of party, particularly when a man leaves a party 
which seems to have little future before it in order to join 
one _which appears to be on the up-grade. Of course, such a 
motive Would work mostly on people with political ambitions 
who hoped to play an active part in politics. But in countries 
w?ere the 'spoils system' was prevalent it might apply very 
Widely. 

. Much more important is the influence exercised by the 
1 ~terests of the particular group, the trade, class, or profes-
SIOn to wh · h h · h · b 1 

1 . Ic t e person malung the c o1ce e ongs. The 
~e ation between 'interests' of this kind and political parties 
1~ a complicated matter and something more will be said 
a o~t it later. Here we may note that the ordinary voter, 
particularly if he is not keenly interested in politics, will 
?aturally be largely influenced by what he supposes to be the 
~~~crests of his particular group, and, as was suggested earlier, 
t ~s up to a point may not be wholly undesirable. Even here 
ot er mfluences come in and the competing interests of groups 
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with overlapping membership may cut across one another. 
llut we are chiefly concerned at the moment with the more 
active members of parties. Here the interests of a particu­
lar group may certainly be an influence in the choice of party. 
In countries where there is a number of small parties some 
may, indeed, be expressly formed to represent the special 
interests of a particular group, like the agrarian parties which 
at various times have played a part in the politics of European 
states. There is a particular complication in some of these 
countries in the presence of parties with a special connection 
with some religious body, particularly the Catholics. Here 
group interests may come in to some e::-..'tent, for instance in 
matters of education. But on many matters, such as foreign 
policy and to some extent social questions, there is no neces­
sary connection between the religious beliefs and the policy 
of the party. But where there are two, or at most three, large 
parties, as is the general rule in English-speaking countries, 
the connection cannot be so close. Here again there will be a 
certain tendency for people from some groups to gravitate 
towards one party and people from other groups to the other. 
But there will be found so many exceptions and the interests 
of so many different groups will be involved that any general 
equation of membership of a party with the interests of any 
particular group would be plainly impossible. None the less 
that remains one among other possible influences on the 
choice of party. 

It is not necessary to say much about the idea which has 
occasionally been put forward, that there are inborn tempera­
mental differences which incline an individual towards one 
party or another. No doubt there are temperamental dif­
ferences between individuals which may have a considerable 
effect in some directions on their political thinking. But so 
far as it is possible to trace such effects at all they cut right 
across party lines, and in any case they are so overlaid with 
other influences that it is quite impossible to take any account 
of them in this connection. What is much more important 
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is the influence of family connections. There is a popular 
idea that children always tend to react against the opinions of 
their parents. But as far as ~olitics are con~erned ~his seems 
to be verified more often in hterature than m real hfe. If we 
look at the people who are active i~ politics 111 our own 
country we shall find in the vas~ maJon~y of cases that the 
son enters politics on the same side as his father. And that 
is only natural if we consider ho\~ ~uch of our early infor~a­
tion and impressions about pohti~S come from the faffilly, 
particularly if it is a family in which the political interest is 
strong. Sometimes, also, there may be settled political tradi­
tions in a wider group. This may combine with the influence 
of group interests, but it may be largely independent of that. 
In the United States, for instance, it used to be said that 
people of Irish descent would traditionally incline to the 
Democrats and people of German descent to the Republicans. 
And in our own country we sometimes find, though less than 
formerly, that certain districts or regions have a traditional 
attachment to one party. In this sense, many of us may almost 
be said to be born into a party, and W. S. Gilbert's famous 
lines have a certain application though not perhaps in the 
exact sense which he intended. 

So much for the question why individuals join a particu­
lar party in the first place. Following on that a more impor­
tant question arises as to why people stay in their parties, or, 
to put it from the other point of view, what holds a party 
together. To some extent the same answers will apply here. 
But they are hardly sufficient in themselves. As we have seen, 
som~ sort of agreement on policy at some stage is essential, 
and m politics as we know them best it plays a large part. 
And that is just where the difficulty comes in. It might be 
su~gested that the party starts from certain general principles 
or ~deals which all its members share and that the practical 
pohcy will follow from these. But that is hardly a satisfac­
tory answer. It would no doubt be possible in some cases to 
formulate general statements of principles or ideals to which 
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all members of a party could subscribe, particularly if the 
formulation was not too definite. But there are other cases 
in which it would be difficult or impossible. And in any case 
political principles are not fixed and clear-cut laws from which 
the practical policy to be followed can be deduced with logical 
certainty in all situations. General principles when they are 
worked out in practice may often seem to mean very different 
things to different people. And in any case their application 
will largely depend on judgements about many other things, 
as for instance the factual situation at any particular time. 
On the other hand, we can often find people who would 
formulate their principles or ideals quite differently and yet 
might come to an agreement on the immediate practical policy 
to be followed. Further, new problems and new situations 
are always arising, which call for fresh thinking to deal with 
them. It is clear that it is agreement on the practical policy 
to be followed that is necessary for a party to hold together, 
and the question still remains how that is to be secured. 

The answer is largely to be found in the fact that agree­
ment is arrived at by members of an already existing organisa­
tion. And that fact has a strong influence on their thinking. 
\Vhen a new problem arises or an old one takes a new form, 
the members of a party do not go away quietly by themselves, 
think out the problem independently and then come back 
and find that they have all come to the same conclusion. 
They begin by thinking about it as members of a party, they 
discuss it primarily with other members, and they start with 
a strong predisposition to agree with the members of their 
own party and, as a general rule, to disagree with the mem­
bers of opposing parties. In fact, on questions of practical 
policy the party forms the opinion much more than the 
opinion forms the party. 

The full significance of this cannot be appreciated till we 
take into account a further factor which plays a great part. 
That is the general psychological tendency to the development 
of what, as a convenient name, we may call group loyalty. 
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One of the few generalisations about human nature that we 
can make with reasonable certainty is that all normal human 
beings tend to develop towards any group to which they 
belong, for no other reason than that they belong to it, a 
sentiment of loyalty. Loyalty is a complex of emotional ten­
dencies involving in varying proportions a feeling of affection 
towards the group and a wish to be at one with it, a desire for 
its advantage, a pride in it and a wish to be able to regard it 
as superior to other groups, anger or resentment at any attack 
on it in deed or word, rivalry or hostility to other groups 
which are in conflict or competition with it, and other allied 
feelings. This does not necessarily mean that every human 
being in fact actually feels like this to every group to which 
he belongs. But he always tends to do so, that is to say that 
he will do so unless some positive counter-influence is strong 
enough to suppress or drive out the feeling. Thus he may 
feel so intensely for one group that there is no room left for 
similar feelings towards others. Or the interests of two or 
more groups to which he belongs may clash or conflict, and 
the loyalty to one may drive out the loyalty to another. Or a 
group may treat one of its members so badly that his love for 
it may turn to hate. Again, some of the groups to which he 
~elongs may be so unimportant and play so little part in his 
hfe that the feeling remains in embryo. Yet hardly any 
group is so trivial that it cannot arouse these feelings in 
favourable circumstances. I have heard the manager of a 
large holiday camp say that after a very few days in the camp 
an intense feeling of rivalry, or even hostility, will arise be­
tween the residents in 'Balmoral' and the residents in 'San­
dringham ', or whatever the different buildings in which they 
are housed are called. 

The potentiality of the development of this sentiment is 
present in any group. But in which groups it will develop 
to an extent sufficient to influence action at all seriously will 
depend on a variety of factors and will differ from one time 
and place to another. In modern times the loyalty to the 
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national group, which we call patriotism, bulks particularly 
large, and is generally regarded with the highest degree of 
approval. But that has not always been so and is, indeed, not 
invariably the case nowadays. In England we have developed 
very strongly the idea of loyalty to an educational institution, 
'the old school tie' sentiment, which is almost unknown else­
where, at any rate to anything like the same degree. But 
when we come to the political party it is obvious that the 
conditions are favourable almost everywhere for the develop­
ment of a high degree of this sentiment. Members of a party, 
particularly if they are active in politics, are necessarily always 
keenly aware of the group to which they belong, and in the 
nature of things the party group is constantly in opposition 
or hostility to the rival party or parties. Vve know that our 
national patriotism tends to be aroused particularly strongly 
in time of war. And political parties are always at war. 

The point of particular interest is the relation between 
group loyalty and the development of opinion on political 
questions. Broadly speaking we can say that whenever a 
group is consciously formed and organised with a special 
connection with any set of opinions the effect on those hold­
ing the opinions and forming the group is considerable. The 
opinions themselves get a greatly increased emotional force, 
they are held with stronger conviction, doubts disappear and 
change or modification of opinions becomes more difficult 
and unlikely. At the same time the feeling against those in 
another group which holds different opinions is intensified 
beyond anything that mere difference of opinion would 
account for. This is even more noticeable when an individual 
changes his opinion and leaves his group: the 'turncoat' or 
' renegade ' is often denounced with a bitterness that exceeds 
that directed against those who have always been of a dif­
ferent opinion. Experienced politicians know well that !arm­
ing or joining an organised group hardens opinion and mten­
sifies differences. At the beginning of the present century ~he 
Liberal Party in this country was seriously divided in optmon 
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on some importalt( issues, and a good deal of ill-feeling was 
engendered thereby. Their shrewd leader, Camphcli-Banncr­
man, said repeatedly that he could tolerate any di trcrcnces of 
opinion but he could not tolerate a separate organisation 
being set up. More recently Earl Attlee has said much the 
same thing in connection with disputes within the Labour 
Party. In general we have to recognise that, once we attach 
ourselves to a party or any political organisation, it is inevit­
able that a considerable degree of group loyalty towards the 
organisation will be developed in our minds and that this will 
necessarily colour all our thinking on public affairs. 

This feeling of loyalty to the group may, under certain 
conditions, come to overshadow matters of opinion alto­
gether. In the United States in 1912 Theodore Roosevelt 
broke with his party because it would not accept his lead on 
matters of policy, and he tried to set up a new organisation. In 
spite of his great popular appeal he failed decisively, and an 
experienced observer at the time said that most Americans 
seemed to feel that to leave one's party merely because one 
~isagreed with its policy was almost as discreditable as desert­
mg one's country for a similar reason. In this country that 
point of view has never developed to the same extent, in spite 
of Disraeli's 'Damn your principles! Stick to the party'· 
~ut we can detect a tendency at times to think of the adop­
tiOn of a policy as a means to the success of the party rather 
than the other way round. Of course, other influences may 
affect the formation of opinion and this fact may at times set 
up a tension between opinion and party loyalty which in 
extreme cases may produce a general break-up of party ties. 
But this is exceptional. In general, party loyalty is sufficient 
to se.cure at least a working agreement on policy, and it is 
c:rtal~ly one of the most powerful influences working in th~t 
~trect10n. More than that, it can sometimes produce a posi­
tive enthusiasm for a policy, even among individuals who have 
at first accepted it with many doubts and reservations. 

In the light of all this, what part does the party play in the 
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machinery of democracy, as described in the previous chapter? 
On the one side, it is impossible to deny that there are strong 
oligarchic tendencies in the party system. To begin with every 
party is itself an oligarchy. For in every party, as far as I 
know without exception, the enrolled members form only a 
proportion, often a very small proportion, ewn of those who 
vote for the party at an election. 1 :\nd ob,·iously in the affairs 
of the party only the actual members have any say. So the 
party is always a minority even when it receives the support 
of a majority of voters. Further, even of the members them­
selves only a small proportion have the opportunity or the 
ability or the enthusiasm to take an active part in the work 
of the party. It is the rule in any organised society that effec­
tive control over the decisions taken necessarily tends to fall 
into the hands of those who can give most time and energy 
to the work. From the other side this tendency is reinforced 
by the sentiment of group loyalty which makes members of a 
party ready to accept decisions even when they have had little 
or no share in reaching them. Further, the sentiment of 
loyalty often tends to look for a personification of the group 
in some individual or individuals, and so translates itself into 
loyalty to the leader or leaders of the party. This tendency 
varies in different cases according to the personality of the 
leader, the traditions of the party and ·various other factors. 
But there is always a considerable degree of it and in some 
cases it rises to such intensity that it becomes the main bond 
of union in the party. This obviously leaves a great deal of 
discretion to the leaders, who can be assured that whatever 
decisions they take, within very wide limits, they will have 
the devoted following of at least a large section of the party. 

The main democratic corrective to all this lies, of course in 
' the fact that the party has to submit itself from time to time 

to the judgement of the electors. But the e:11.1:ent to which this 
1 Duverger in his Political Parties gives figures for the rntio of party mem­

bers to voters for the party in the Socialist partic.s in the different countries 
of Europe. Nowhere docs it approach a half, and m one case it falls as low as 
eight per cent. The average is about twenty per cent. 
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is effective varies with a number of factors, particularly with 
the way in which the party is organised. In some parties the 
chief, or even the decisive, influence on the policy that the 
party is to adopt lies with the parliamentary party, that is to 
say with the members who have been elected to the repre­
sentative house. And among them, in turn, the predominant 
influence will be exercised by the leaders, for instance, the 
!?rime Minister and the members of his Cabinet or the Leader 
of the Opposition and his 'shadow Cabinet'. On the other 
hand, there may be parties in which the effective control lies 
in the hands of an extra-Parliamentary body, a party caucus 
or group of political 'bosses', which decides policy and in­
structs the representatives how to vote. This may or may not 
include a number of the elected representatives, but the 
balance of power within it will be quite different from that in 
the parliamentary group. There are, of course, various inter­
mediate possibilities, but these two represent the extremes 
and most parties tend towards one or the other. 

Looking at this from the point of view of the whole country, 
there can be no doubt which is the more democratic. For the 
electors in a democracy it is of the first importance that they 
should know for whom they are voting, in other words that 
the ostensible leaders should be the real leaders. Obviously 
the more the control of the party policy lies in the hands of 
t~ose outside the parliamentary party the less is this condi­
tlon fulfilled. Besides this there are other differences in the 
effects of the two systems, difficult to measure precisely but 
~one the less of great importance. The party caucus may be 
ht~le but a self-elected body responsible only to itself. But 
~t ~ts best in parties which claim to be democratically organised 
It IS elected by the party and feels itself responsible to the 
P;rtY· In practice that means that it represents the minority 
~ ~arty members, itself a minority of the electors who vote 
or It! Which has the energy and enthusiasm to take an active 

part .111 the affairs of the party. This will naturally tend to 
consist of the most wholehearted and uncompromising sup-
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porters of the party, and the opinions that they form will 
naturally tend towards the e:\.1:reme party line, with the least 
possible concessions to any doubts or qualifications of it that 
might occur to other people. 

The elected members, on the other hand, are chosen by 
and responsible to the majority of voters in their consti­
tuencies, and this includes not only the active party members, 
the so-called 'militants', but many others as well. It includes 
all those who, as things stand at the moment, prefer one party 
on the whole but do not necessarily approve of all the ten­
dencies in it and do not necessarily want these tendencies to 
be carried to the extreme. Among these will be found the 
people who constitute what is often called 'the floating vote', 
that is to say those who sit lightly to party ties and are pre­
pared if one party goes too far in a particular direction to 
transfer their support to another. As a rule the party 'mili­
tants' tend to despise and ignore such people. But the 
parliamentary leaders arc much more aware of them, and will 
generally regard it as part of their duty to take into account 
in the framing of policy both the opinions of the 'militants' 
and the opinions of the 'floating vote'. And from the point 
of view of democracy they are obviously right. For democ­
racy means that as many people as possible should be given 
some degree of influence on the decisions on matters of policy. 
The 'floating voters' are citizens just as much as the militant 
party members and have just as much claim to consideration 
of their opinions. An incidental corollary of this is that 
democracy within a party is by no means the same thing as 
democracy in the country. Indeed the one may very well be 
an influence unfavourable to the other. 

There is much more to be said on all this and, no doubt, 
many qualifications to be made in its application to particu­
lar cases. But it is time now to consider some of the un­
deniable advantages of the party system from the point of 
view of democracy. 

In the first place it obviously stimulates interest in politics. 
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It is not the only influence in that direction, but it is probably 
the strongest. Critics of the system might argue that it was 
not the kind of interest that we want. It is too much like the 
kind of excitement aroused by a dog-fight or a football match 
in which we simply want one side to win. No doubt there 
often is an element of that, and if there was nothing more it 
might not be much worth having. But there is bound to be 
something more. For party warfare is necessarily carried on, 
to a great extent, by argument, and it is very difficult to go on 
using arguments for long without beginning to pay some 
attention to their value as arguments. Most people do need 
some sort of stimulus to start considering arguments. It is 
rare to find unselfish anxiety to discover what is best for the 
country, or disinterested love of truth, acting as sufficient 
motive for such consideration at the early stages of an indivi­
dual's political development. 

Connected with this is the fact that the party system secures 
constant discussion and argument. It always provides some­
one to put the opposite point of view, and, moreover, some­
one who cannot be ignored, as an individual critic, however 
able and intelligent, might well be. The government must 
listen to the opposition and must consider their arguments at 
least sufficiently to find an answer to them. There, again, it 
might be argued that this is not the kind of discussion we 
want. The effect of it is, it might be said, to make one party 
always ready to criticise the proposals of another just for the 
sake of criticising, whether they arc bad or good. And the 
other party takes the fact that the criticisms come from their 
opponents as an excuse for ignoring them as merely made for 
party purposes, or at most for thinking, not whether there is 
anything in them, but what answer can be found to them. 
. Now, if we looked at a single discussion by itself, for 
mstance a particular debate in Parliament, we might get the 
impression that there was something in this. No doubt it is 
considerably exaggerated, but there is certainly a tendency 
for the Party system to produce this sort of attitude. On the 
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other hand if we look, not at the immediate effects on a par­
ticular occasion but at the long-run effects, the story is very 
different. It has already been suggested that the effects of 
political, or indeed any kind of discussion show themselves, 
as a rule, not in any immediate conversions on the spot, but 
in the slower and more gradual formation of public opinion. 
People may reject arguments and criticisms on the spot 
because their party feeling has been aroused. But they have 
to think about them if only to find the answer to them. Fur­
ther, they have to think of the possible effect on the opinions 
of those whose party ties arc not so strong. And once think­
ing has begun it has an insidious way of undermining ill­
founded opinions. The party system is a way of stimulating 
these discussions and ensuring that they receive attention, 
and it is difficult to see what better way could be found. In 
general it acts as a constant reminder that there are other 
points of view, which have to be tolerated and, in the long 
run, given serious consideration. 

There is another point, though not specially connected 
with democracy, on which the existence of political parties 
may have an effect which on the whole is beneficial. That is 
through their relation to particular sectional interests. It is 
no doubt often the case that a particular party will have some 
degree of connection with some particular interest or interests, 
though one must beware of taking too seriously the assertions 
of opposing parties to that effect. Certainly people who 
represent some particular interest will often incline to one 
party rather than another. But the party itself is a body with 
an interest of its own, which is never, or hardly ever, exactly 
the same as the interests of other groups or sections. A man 
may be concerned with the interests of his particular trade 
and think that one party is more likely to favour them than 
another. But if he becomes an active member of a party he 
will never think in precisely the same way when he is think­
ing as a member of the party as he will when he is thinking as 
a member of a particular trade or other interest. At the least, 
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as a member of a party he will have to think about winning 
votes and exclusive concern for the interests of his particular 
trade' is not likely to be successful in that aim. No doubt in 
some countries at some times the political party may become 
little more than a company formed for the purpose of sharing 
out the spoils of office, though even there it may be concerned 
to prevent exploitation by rival interests. But where higher 
standards rule, the party and its interests always provide some 
sort of counterweight to the influence of other special interests. 

Many other points of interest may arise in connection with 
political parties, and whole volumes have been written about 
them. Here it must suffice to say a word about one further 
question, and that is the effect of the number of parties that 
exist in any particular country. 

The one-party system which exists in some countries is, 
strictly speaking, outside the purview of the present discus­
sion. For we are considering the party system as part of the 
machinery of democracy, and the one-party system is ob­
viously not democratic at all. It has all the oligarchic tenden­
cies that are inherent in any party and none of the democratic 
correctives that the existence of more than one party provides. 
One of the great advantages of the party system as we know 
it from the democratic point of view is that it always provides 
a possible alternative government and gives the electorate a 
choice between them. Under the one-party system there is 
no alternative government and no genuine choice before the 
electors, so that the influence of the mass of the people on 
political decisions is reduced to a minimum. The system is, 
in fact, one way of establishing an oligarchy. 

But the difference between the countries where there are 
two main parties and those in which there is a number of 
parties is real and important. There are, of course, interme­
diate arrangements which approximate to one or the other. 
n Australia, for instance, there are three parties, but two of 

them, the Liberal and Country parties, are united in a more 
or less permanent coalition. For practical purposes that may 
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be regarded as a two-party system. Or there may be two main 
parties, and one or two other parties which are so small as to 
make practically no difference, like the occasional Socialist 
congressmen who have sat from time to time in the American 
House of Representatives. But the broad difference between 
a two-party and the multi-party system is clear. 

There is a close connection between this and the different 
systems of voting in force in different countries. Where one 
form or another of proportional representation is adopted 
there is a much stronger tendency towards the existence of 
many parties. There is no logical necessity about this. There 
have been countries where the single-member constituency 
and election by a majority vote, as we know it, was the rule 
and where none the less a number of parties existed. In one 
or two cases, under very exceptional conditions, the two-party 
system has remained in force in spite of the adoption of pro­
portional representation. But, obviously, proportional repre­
sentation is a great help and stimulus to the multiplication 
of parties, and in general its advocacy comes in the main from 
those concerned to establish the position of minority parties. 
The two, therefore, cannot be considered entirely separately. 

Those who pr.efer the two-party system will find little to 
attract them in the idea of proportional representation. It is 
true that under an electoral system like our own the number 
of members of each party in the representative house will not 
always, or indeed generally, correspond exactly to the total 
number of votes cast. But there is not necessarily any disad­
vantage in that. For the elected house to play its part in the 
working of democracy, in the ways previously described, it is 
not in the least necessary that it should be an exact replica of 
the divisions of opinion in the country. It must be remem­
bered that the first function of an elected house, in parlia­
mentary democracies, 1 is to produce a government which can 

1 This part of the discussion applies only to parliamentary governments. 
I find it difficult to envisage how proportional representation would affe~t 
the working of a presidential government like the United States. But Jt 
would obviously make much less difference there. 



POLITICAL THEORY 

govern. To do that it must command a majority in the 
elected house, but there is no necessity for that majority to 
be in exact numerical proportion to the majority in the 
country. It is, no doubt, theoretically possible for a majority 
in the representative body to be elected by a minority in the 
country, but in practice it very rarely happens. In the sort 
of circumstances in which it could happen it might not neces­
sarily be altogether undesirable. For instance one party 
might pile up huge majorities in one or two populous dis­
tricts, while the other commanded small or moderate majorities 
over the greater part of the country. It is at least arguable 
that excessive domination by one or two districts is undesirable 
and that the wide spread of the support for a party should be 
taken into account as well as the aggregate number of votes. 

At the risk of being open to misconstruction, it ought to be 
said that it is possible to exaggerate the importance of numeri­
cal majorities. Decision by a majority vote is not a divine 
ordinance, but a practical device for reaching a decision when 
people disagree. And, as a general rule, it is impossible to 
suggest a better one. Obviously if one party so manipulated 
the arrangement of constituencies as to make it difficult or 
impossible for the other party ever to \vin a majority of seats, 
whatever its vote in the country, that would be the negation of 
democracy. But if, under a system generally accepted, as a 
result of the kind of circumstances which might, on another 
occ_asi?n, tell in favour of the other party, a party gains a 
~aJonty of seats without obtaining a majority of votes, there 
Is nothing there for tears. The important thing is that the 
system should be generally approved and its results loyally 
accepted. 

. ~n _considering the relative merits of the different systems 
It lS Important to remember the point made in a previous 
chapt~r, that in voting at an election the voters are not merely 
dec~d~ng which particular members are to be elected but also 
de~tdmg, directly or indirectly, what sort of government is 
gomg to emerge as a result of their votes. Under a system 
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of proportional representation and many parties the elector 
\"Otes for his ideal party, knowing, as a general rule, that it 
will not be able by itself to prO\·idc a government. The parties 
in the elected house will then negotiate among themselves to 
sec what sort of government they can produce between them. 
But the government so produced is not submitted to the 
judgement of the electorate. Under a two-party system, on 
the other hand, most of the negotiating has been already done 
before the election. Sometimes a good deal of it is necessary, 
for under this system each party is to some degree a coalition, 
as far as opinions are concerned. The difl"erence is that, 
being organised as a single body, it commands a degree of 
group loyalty and a consequent cohesion that an avowed 
coalition cannot ordinarily attain. In any case the result of 
this system is that the elector knows in general what sort of 
government he is voting for with a much greater degree of 
certainty than is possible under a multi-party system. And 
there is little doubt that in countries with long experience of 
the two-party system the ordinary elector prefers it that way. 
For it certainly gives him a much more direct say in the 
choice of a government than he gets under the other system. 
There is no doubt much more to be said for or against pro­
portional representation, but from the point of view of the 
working of democracy that seems to be the most important 
consideration. 



Chapter XII 

THE STATE AND OTHER SOCIETIES 

F ROM the consideration of one particular society or associa­
tion or organised group within the state, namely the 

political party, we pass on to a more general consideration of 
the relations of the state to the other societies of which its 
citizens are members. Probably every individual in a modern 
state is a member of one or more societies besides the state. 
At the least, he will belong to some local group organised as 
·one society such as a city or a county. In addition he may 
very likely be a member of a business concern, a university 
·or other educational institution, a trade union or professional 
association, a Friendly Society, a church, a political party, 
and so on, down to a social or recreational club. The position 
of such societies in relation to the state has at various times 
been the subject of considerable controversy. As it happens, 
~t the present time there seems to be a comparative lack of 
mterest in the question, at least in this country. But in the 
years before the First World War and for some time after it, 
it was the subject of lively discussion, and might at any 
moment become so again. 

These societies differ widely in character, and from the 
point of view of their relation to the state these differences 
~ay b_e important. Many of them, of course, arc politically 
mstgmficant and raise no problem in this connection. No 
one, for instance, is likely to be worried about the relations 
between his local cricket club and the state. But even among 
the most important ones the differences are considerable. 
The political party, for instance, is obviously in a special 
position. In a representative government such as ours the 

t86 
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party is hardly a society distinct from the state. It could be 
more profitably regarded as itself an organ of the state or as a 
part of the machinery of its government, and the conflict 
between parties as a stage in the normal process of deciding 
which group of people is to have the chief influence in direct­
ing the policy of the state. 

Another kind of society which has a special position of its 
own is the local society, the city or county or province, which 
in most modern countries is a recognised legal unit with a 
government of its own. This is, in some ways, a sort of 
microcosm of the state. Like the state its qualification for 
membership is territorial, and just as everyone must normally 
belong to some state so, within the state, everyone must 
normally belong to some local government unit. Further, 
the local body will be concerned with much the same kind of 
function as the state, though on a smaller scale. Opinion and 
practice may vary widely between one state and another, 
or in the same state at different times, on the question which 
matters should be decided by the government of the state 
and which had better be left to the decision of the local 
authority. In any case they are recognised as matters which 
are the proper concern of a territorially based society, and the 
only question is whether they are more appropriately dealt 
with by a larger or a smaller group. In unitary states, such as 
our own, the final decision on such a question is recognised as 
belonging to the government of the state, and the local bodies 
exercise such powers as are delegated to them by the central 
government. In federal states, such as the United States, the 
division of powers is laid down by a written Constitution and 
the effect of such a Constitution is generally that any altera­
tion in this respect has to be accepted by both sets of authori­
ties. Any alteration of the American Constitution, for 
instance, has to be approved both by a large majority of the 
Congress and a large majority of the individual states. Of 
course, there are also smaller local government units within 
the individual federated states or cantons or provinces, whose 
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powers are not generally a matter of constitutional right. 
But the upshot of this seems to be that these local bodies 
would be most reasonably regarded, not as societies separate 
from the state but as subdivisions of the state. Such conflicts 
as can arise should be thought of as conflicts between different 
organs of government, similar to disputes between two 
government departments or between President and Congress 
in the United States. 

There is another class of societies which are, in general 
terms, constituted by the voluntary action of individuals 
uniting for the pursuit of a common purpose. This class 
includes a wide variety of different groups. By comparison 
with the state they may be described as voluntary societies, 
but, just as we saw earlier that there is a small degree of 
voluntariness about membership of a state, so there may be 
an element of compulsion in these other societies. In this 
country, for instance, no one is under any obligation to become 
a barrister, but if he wishes to do so he must join one of the Inns 
of Court. In other professions or trades there may be a profes­
sional association, but the individual members of the profession 
may be entirely free to join it or not. Sometimes, as in the case 
of the trade unions, there is a constant attempt to make mem­
bership compulsory for all people in a particular trade, but the 
attempt is only partially successful, and has no legal basis. 
Another important class is that of the churches or organised 
religious bodies. Here it is the general rule in modern states 
that membership is entirely voluntary. The same applies, of 
course, to most of the other associations or societies of which 
mention has already been made. 

From the point of view of the lawyer these societies or 
associations can be classified under several different heads. 
ln our own country, for instance, they may be corporations 
quasi-corporations, trusts, partnerships, and so on. Thes; 
distinctions may be important in determining matters of legal 
procedure. But from the political point of view, which is 
concerned with their relations to the state and the general 
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part they play in the public life of the country, the distinc­
tions arc only of minor importance. Something more will be 
said of this later. But the fundamental fact is that they are 
organised societies; that is to say bodies of people associated 
together, with a defined procedure for arriving at decisions 
which are accepted as binding on the whole society. In this 
respect they are just like the state, and in fact, though we 
should not ordinarily use the term, they each have a sovereign 
in the same sense as the state. 

The first and most important question for consideration is 
whether any of these societies have any inherent rights or 
claims over their members as against the state. To translate 
that into the terms that we have been using, we should ask 
whether there are any matters in which individuals should 
develop the habit of obeying the commands of some other 
society instead of, and if necessary in contradiction to, those 
of the state. This, be it noted, is a question of what ought to 
be rather than of what is. For in fact there can be no doubt 
that at the present time in most, if not all countries, the 
habitual way of thinking is that in the final resort it is the 
state that should be obeyed whatever the question at issue. 
Certainly those responsible for the decisions of the state would 
never recognise the claims of any other organised society as 
against their own. If a man breaks the law of the land he will 
be proceeded against and it will be no defence to say that he 
was obeying the orders of some other society. On the other 
hand, there is not, as has at certain times been suggested, 
anything in the very nature of things which makes this abso­
lutely necessary. As we saw earlier, there is no physical im­
possibility. about the habit of obedience being distrib~te_d 
between different authorities for different purposes. But 1t IS 

a perfectly reasonable matter for argument whether it woul_d 
be convenient or desirable to develop such a habit. Th~t lS 

the most intelligible meaning that we can give to assertions 
about the 'rights' of other societies as against the state, namely 
that we ought, for one reason or another, to develop the habit 
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of obeying these societies rather than the state m certain 
matters. 

This question of the right or duty of an individual to refuse 
obedience to the state because he thinks that the commands 
of some other society have a superior claim must be dis­
tinguished from the question of the individual's right or duty 
to disobey the state because his own conscience tells him that 
what the state commands is morally wrong. Of course, the 
two overlap and cannot always be clearly distinguished: it 
m~y have been, for instance, the individual's private cons­
~cience that led him to join the particular society and accept 
Its obligations of membership in the first place. None the 
less the distinction is a real one. An individual or a number 
of indi~iduals may disobey or resist the government of the 
s~ate Without thinking of any other society at all. As we have 
a ready seen, people will, in fact, refuse obedience to the 
go~e.rnment of the state if its commands become intolerable, 
anl If enough people do so the government loses its authority, 
a~bleast as far as the particular measure is concerned and pos­
SI Y altogether. But in such cases the people concerned are 
r~ally thinking and acting as members of the state, with the 
mm of mak· h · d · Ing t e state's policy better m some respect an 
Wit~ no idea of advancing the claims or interests of any other 
SOCiety. 

On the other hand there may be cases where people refuse 
to obey ' 
d . or to co-operate with the state because they are so 

lrected b · h h b l 1 f Y some other society to wh1c t ey e ong, though 
. e t to themselves they would not have chosen to do so. Thus 
10 dr93o the bishops of Malta and Gozo forbade their flock 
un er thr . f , 
t . eat of ecclesiastical penalties, to vote or the Consti-
utional Part h" h . d d . . th 1 y, w 1ch at t at t1me comman e a maJonty in 

b ~ e ected house and would certainly have received a large 
b 0 Y lf support at the forthcoming elections if it had not 
e~n or that interference. Though not strictly illegal this 

actiOn Was 1 1 h . . d . . . . c ear y contrary to t e spmt an mtent10n of the 
constitution, and the British Government responded to it by 
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suspending the constitution altogether. The case, inciden · 
tally, is a good illustration of the kind of conflict that might 
arise between the state and another body, in this case the 
Roman Catholic Church, even when the vast majority of the 
citizens of the state were also members of that other body­
The particular occasion of the conflict was the action of the 
ecclesiastical authorities in imposing disciplinary measures 
on certain clerics, which, as the head of the government 
maintained, infringed the civil rights that were guaranteed 
to them by the state. 

This case further illustrates the kind of society which might 
possibly come into conflict with the state, for, naturally, with 
the vast majority of societies to which people belong no ques­
tion of such a conflict can arise. There seem to be two groups 
in particular in which the potentiality of conflict exists. One 
is that constituted by the churches or religious bodies: dis­
putes between church and state have been endemic through­
out the history of the Western world. In modern times the 
most frequent and most serious difficulties have arisen in 
connection with the claims of the Roman Catholic Church, 
which presents the added complication of being an inter­
national body whose membership cuts across state boun­
daries. But on a small scale even more exacerbated conflicts 
have occasionally arisen with some minor sects, as with the 
Mormons in the United States in the days when they prac­
tised polygamy or the Doukhobors in Canada who refused to 
wear clothes or to send their children to school. In general, 
it is easy to see how any body which claims to have special 
access to an infallible source of knowledge about right and 
wrong might come into conflict with the state, which, without 
claiming infallibility, demands obedience to its orders about 
what is and what is not to be done. 

The other direction in which we might look for possibilities 
of conflict would be to the trade unions. But here it would be 
a matter of aspiration rather than of achievement. For, in 
fact, in most countries the trade unions, generally speaking, 
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recognise the authority of the state and arc as law-abiding as 
anyone else. There have been, however, from time to time 
those who wanted to bring about, by peaceable or violent 
means, a drastic reconstruction of society and who hoped to 
find in the trade unions a firm foundation for their move­
ment. The most obvious instance is to be found in the 
Syndicalist movement which flourished in France, with some 
reverberations in other countries, in the early years of the 
present century. A little later the Guild Socialists in England 
put forward similar ideas in a somewhat milder and more 
reasoned form. Without going into the details of their 
theories, we can say that the general feature of these move­
ments is the demand that the various industries should be 
taken over and controlled by those engaged in them, particu­
larly, of course, the members of the trade unions, and that 
they should have the absolute right to run them as they think 
fit. The state in most forms of the theory was envisaged as 
continuing to exist, but was to be confined to the exercise of 
its own proper functions, however they were conceived, and 
had no right of control over or interference with the conduct 
of industry. It is worth remembering that, as a rule, these 
mov~m~nts were as fiercely opposed to state Socialism as to 
~apttahsm, and from the point of view of the present discus­
SIOn their particular interest is as a protest against the idea 
of 'the omni-competent state', to use a favourite phrase of 
the period. In this protest they had the sympathy of others 
who did not share the rest of their views, and in particular 
th~y tended at one time to form a sort of holy, or unholy, 
alhance with some of the advocates of the rights of the 
churches as against the state. 

The general feature of all these views is that the state the 
territorial organisation, is regarded as just one society a~ong 
others, very important, no doubt, but without any claim to 
absolute dominion over the rest. The state exists for certain 
limited purposes, and the authorities of the state can claim 
control over its members only within the scope of these pur-
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poses. Other societies exist for other purposes and where 
these are concerned they have equal and co-ordinate authority 
with the state. If the state tries to go beyond its functions 
the members of the other societies can and ought to resist 
and to obey the other societies rather than the state. \Vhat 
the proper functions of the state are was a question on which 
there were considerable differences of opinion. Professor 
G. D. H. Cole, for instance, in his Guild Socialist days, 
argued that the state, being a territorial organisation, was most 
properly concerned with those purposes that people had in 
common by reason of 'neighbourhood', or territorial con­
tiguity. But it was very far from clear what these purposes 
were supposed to be. On the face of it, it would seem that 
few, if any, common purposes of any importance arise merely 
from the fact of living on the same tract of land. On th~ 
other hand, nearly all purposes are affected to a greater or 
lesser degree by this. It is obvious that the pursuit of anv 
purpose in common is a very different thing for people living 
in the same area from what it would be for a group of people 
scattered throughout the world. In fact, the Guild Socialists 
seem to have envisaged their guilds as societies within the 
same territorial boundaries as the state, not as international 
bodies cutting across state boundaries. The only case of any 
importance in this connection of a society whose membership 
is not determined by geographical contiguity at all is the case, 
already quoted, of the Roman Catholic Church. And the 
claims of that body still represent the most serious possibili­
ties of challenge to the final authority of the state, possibilities 
that have been realised from time to time in various countries. 

As against all this, the argument of those who would defend 
the claim of the state to be accepted as the supreme authority 
would probably run on lines like this: 

Every community of people living together, above the most 
primitive level, will almost _ine~itab~y. develop a number of 
societies within itself to whtch 1ts c1t1zens can attach them­
selves. Each of these societies will be pursuing its own par-
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ticular purpose or purposes, and the purposes of the different 
societies may often come into conflict or competition with 
each other at every level. A trade union may clash \Vith the 
employers or with another union, and the organised medical 
profession with the Osteopaths or Christian Scientists. The 
Automobile Association and the Cyclists Touring Club will 
press their conflicting views on road safety. The archaeologi­
cal societies may protest against quarrying on the Roman Wall, 
"':hich the local quarrymen may support. An angling associa­
tiOn may oppose a scheme of industrial or municipal develop­
ment which seems likely to spoil the fishing on a particular 
stretch of river. These are but specimens of the innumerable 
P?ssibilities of conflict. Probably in a community of perfectly 
Wise and perfectly good beings these controversies would 
settle themselves. But with ordinary human beings that could 
n_ot be relied on. It is a reasonable generalisation from expe­
nence that the most enthusiastic members of a society will 
always tend to regard the purposes of their particular society 
as m · ~r~ Important than any others, and to be most uncom-
prorrusmg in the pursuit of them. And these are the people 
who, as a rule, have most influence on the policy of the society. 

It seems reasonable, then, to suppose that there should be 
some authority standing above all these particular societies 
and acting on behalf of the community including them 
all which d · · · ' can ecide between them keep each one m Its 
place, and generally co-ordinate their ~arying purposes. And 
such an auth · . · h onty must necessanly be supreme as agamst any 
ot er society. The only alternatives would seem to be, on the 
o~e hand, to let the conflicting societies fight it out between 
t em and the strongest win. Even then there would, pre-
sumably h h · 
1 • ave to be some rules of combat and an aut onty to 
ay ~hem down and enforce them. Otherwise it presents us 
~VIt the prospect of a series of faction fights which would end 
I~ ~~archy. On the other hand, there might conceivably be a 
ngt . constitution, written or customary, which would define 
precisely the limits of authority of all the different societies, 
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the state included. There is nothing in the nature of things 
which would make this impossible: in fact, something rather 
like it has often been the case in communities at certain stages 
of political and social development. But in an advanced 
modern state it would need a constitution of almost impossible 
complexity. In any case such a state of things would be suit­
able only to a static society, and would make difficult or impos­
sible the developments that would be constantly needed to 
meet changing conditions. One can think of many reforms 
which would have been most unlikely to take place if the 
rights of existing organisations had been entrenched in an 
inviolable constitution. 

The conclusion would seem to follow that in the modern 
world there is everything to be said for recognising some 
authority whose decisions will, in the final resort, be accepted 
as against those of any other organised society. And if there 
is to be a supreme authority it can surely be looked for only in 
the territorial state. It would be difficult or impossible to 
imagine a society whose membership cut across territorial 
boundaries exercising effectively the supreme authority in 
every country in which it had members. But it is not merely 
a matter of practical convenience, for the territorial com­
munity has a great deal more in common than the mere fact 
of geographical neighbourhood. It may be that there ought 
not to be any territorial boundaries and that the ideal to look 
forward to is a world state. But there is a long way to go 
before that is a matter of practical politics. And in the mean­
time the territorial community is much more nearly a micro­
cosm of humanity than any society devoted to the pursuit of 
some particular purpose can be. For it contains within itself 
groups pursuing a variety of different purposes, people with 
different interests, different trades or professions, and, usually, 
different beliefs and opinions. It is a condition of a satisfac­
tory society that these groups should be able to live together 
with a reasonable degree of harmony, and for that purpose the 
recognition of an authority superior to them all seems neces-
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sary or at the least highly desirable. That is what the ~tate 
is, and, from this point of view, its function can be. d~scnbed 
as the co-ordination of purposes. No doubt any cx1stmg state 
will often fall short of the ideal. It may become too much in­
fluenced or dominated by a particular group inside it with 
particular interests of its own. It will certainly be accused of 
that by groups which want to dominate it themselves, though 
the accusations will not necessarily be true. But in any case 
that is the ideal to work to, and there is generally some recog­
nition of this, however fitful and uncertain it may be. No 
institution is perfect, and even if the state does not fulfil its 
function as we should like, there is no other society which can 
take its place. 

Supposing, then, that we admit, for the sake of argument, 
that the state should be recognised as having a claim on our 
obedience superior to that of any other society, we are still 
only at the beginning of our problems. To say that the state 
must have the last word tells us nothing about what that last 
word ought to be. In other words, what policy ought the state 
to adopt towards the other societies within it? There are 
many different possibilities here, and it is for the state to 
decide between them. That means in a democratic com­
munity that we can all of us have our say in the matter, and 
that we all of us have some share, however small, in the task 
of making the decision. 

The position of the societies or associations within the state 
has long been a matter of argument among legal theorists. 
Some of the varying views put forward have had practical 
consequences of importance. But to the layman it may well 
seem that these discussions, in the past at any rate, have too 
often tended to present as necessary deductions from the very 
nature of things what were really matters for the free choice, 
on grounds of general policy or legal convenience, of those 
responsible for the decisions of the state. This impression is 
particularly strong when we examine some of the discussions 
that have taken place on the question of corporate personality. 
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The questio~ was asked whether an association was a person 
in anything hke the same sense as an individual human being. 
And variou~ answers Were given, that its personality was 
merely a fi~ton, that its personality was conferred on it by the 
state, that 1ts personality was really inherent in it, and so on. 
The matter was further complicated by those who asserted or 
implied th~t ~he state had a personality in a sense that no 
other assoc1at10n had. 

There is a great danger in these discussions of becoming 
bogged down in disputes about verbal definitions, particu­
larly in dealing with that elusive term 'personality'. The 
fundamental facts are that a number of individuals can as­
sociate together for the pursuit of some purpose and that they 
can organise themselves, that is to say that they can establish 
some defined method by which decisions can be taken that are 
accepted as binding on the whole body. There is no fiction 
about this, nor is the possibility created by the state, though, 
of course, the state can forbid people to associate for any par­
ticular purpose. Once formed, the association can take 
decisions as a body, and in that respect it is like an individual. 
It is unlike an individual in that there are some kinds of 
decision which are outside the bounds of physical possibility 
for anything except an individual. An association cannot, to 
borrow Maitland's illustration, marry or be given in marriage. 
But it can exercise control over property, it can give instruc­
tions to its members and apply sanctions if they are dis­
regarded, it can employ servants, it can make contracts, it can 
sue or be sued in the courts. The possibility of its doing these 
and similar things lies in the very nature of the facts. Whether 
in any particular case it is allowed to do any or all of them 
and what procedure it is to follow in doing them is a matter 
for decision by the state. That is not because the state has 
personality in some different sense from any other associa­
tion, but because the state is recognised as the association 
which has the final claim on our obedience. 

The conditions under which associations are allowed to act, 
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. . . d I arJlfl within the limits of physical possibility, as mdlVI ua s v }Jl 

different countries and under different systems of law. the 
England, and elsewhere where the legal system is based o!lh·ch 
English Common Law, the time-honoured method by '~ ~i­
an association can receive recognition by the state as an 1n n 
vidual has been through incorporation. That is to say, by ad 
explicit declaration it becomes ' one body corporate a.ner 

l. . ' h · . I ith poW po 1t1c , to quote t e words of a umverstty c 1arter, w J1 
d 0 0 • to sue or be sued, to hold or dispose of property, an s as 

This may be done either by a particular act of gove:nmen~, n 
when a charter is granted to an institution, or, m mo eris 
times, under a general law as when a limited companY. 5 
f d . ' C anle orme m accordance with the provisions of the omp 
A I 1. · 1 ·vilege, cts. n ear ter days this was regarded as a specta pn h 

b ·hle~ to e carefully guarded, and in the seventeenth and etg e . _ 
centuries threats of punishment were made, judicially or leglS _ 
I · 1 · rpora atlve y, agamst any body which presumed to act as a co . 
. . h . rlous tton Wlt out a proper grant. But in the meanttme v~ . 

I l d . . . I d ClSlOns ega ev1ces were being developed, partly by judtcta e d 
and partly by legislative acts which enabled unincorporate · · • ·r theY assocJattons t~ behave, for all practical purposes, ~s I f the 
were corpor~ttOns. In particular, there was the devlce 0 d ·n 
trust~ by W~tch the property of the association was veste ~e 
certam parttcular individuals as trustees. They became tin 
legal owners, but could only make any usc of the property. 
the interests of or as directed by the association. The associa­
tion, thus, while not legally capable of owning propertY1• ld · h. tro cou • Wtt m the terms of the trust exercise complete con 

th · ' · 1 ur-over e way m which it was used, and this, for practlca P a1 
p_oses, Was what really mattered. In modern times other leg d 
nght~ a~d responsibilities have been laid on unincorporateal 
a~so.ctat~ons, and the whole tendency has been for the.legto 
d!stmcttOn between corporate and unincorporated bodies 
be reduced almost to vanishing point. . 

From the political or social point of view the distinctiOn 
had long ceased to be of any great significance. If we con-
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sidered what the association meant to its members and what 
part it played in the life of the country we should see imme­
diately that its importance in that respect had little relation 
to its exact legal status. :Maitland said fifty years ago, 'It has 
often struck me that morally there is most personality where 
legally there is none '.1 He would hardly have intended this 
dictum to be taken as a universal rule, but there are plenty of 
instances that would seem to bear him out. Thus, practically 
all churches or religious bodies in this country are unincor­
porated. So are the Inns of Court and the Stock Exchange. 
Some colleges at Oxford and Cambridge are corporations 
possessing charters, and some are not. But it may be doubted 
whether most of their members are ever conscious of the 
difference. In general, we may note that it is nowadays 
extremely easy for any group of people to become incor­
porated. Yet many associations prefer not to be, simply on 
grounds of procedural convenience, and their importance and 
efficiency are in no wise affected. 

There arc various general questions which the state may 
have to determine with regard to the position of the various 
societies and associations within its boundaries, apart from the 
matter of their precise legal status. How far, for instance, is 
a society free to grow and develop and add to or modify its 
original purpose? An individual, of course, can normally 
change his purpose in life or his opinions or his profession 
without forfeiting his property or being subjected to any kind 
of legal inconvenience, as long as he keeps within the bounds 
of the criminal law. But in this respect a society, at any rate 
of the kind with which we have been mainly concerned, can 
hardly be thought of in quite the same way as an individual. 
For the purpose seems to be an essential condition of the life 
of a society in a way which it is not for an individual. An 
individual is born and grows up and gradually finds out or 
decides what his purpose in life is to be. But a society does 
not normally form itself first and then look about for a pur-

1 F. W. Maitland, Selected Essays, p. 201. 
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'""-~ \<c.--:w.:;:..--<.'-"-'~ "'~ ¥.:-nc society follows from this. To some 
d~gree, then, the purpose seems an essential part of the indi· 
Vtdual_ity and identity of the society, which may need to be 
established for certain legal purposes, particularly when an)" 

question of ownership of or control over property arises. But 
there is also the guestio}) of /.7///.!//7///i-r ,y; ·/77c:mf.cn./lf;'"' 3r1d•Pf 

t:-1:1.//Ltui«tton ro 6e ta.k.en into account,- and the relative impor· 
tance of these different factors is a matter in which differences 
of opinion and practice may well arise . 

. According to om ordinary ways of thinking at the present 
~lme, the state is in a different position from other societies 
~n that in its case membership and government are all· 
Important. A state is as free to decide what purposes it shoul? 
follow as an individual would be. But that is not because tt 
has' - · h t It . personality' in any sense that other soctettes ave no · 
lS simply because we do not recognise any authority abo'l'e 
the state which could limit or define its purpose for it .. As 
we have seen, it is quite conceivable that a situation m:ght' 
be established in which the state's purposes were stnctl~ 
defi d l' · ~~ ne and any action that went beyond these tmtts '. 
declared ultra vires. It is true that the state is not the kind 
of soc~ety which is consciously formed at a particular time f?r 
a parttcular purpose: no one now thinks in terms of the SoCial 
Contract theory. But it is not unique in that respect. 'fh~ 
s~~: Would be true of the family which at certain stages.~ 
ClVl} ' · ' 'b li· . tsatton 1s a definite society with powers and responsl 1. 

tles of its own. We are however mainly concerned here wtth 
the kind of society whi~h is defi~itely formed for a particular 
purpose by the wills of a number of individuals. It is here 
that the · . - · h nge or questwn anses how far such soctettes can c a . 
modify their original purpose without losing their identity 1~ 
the eyes of the law. In no country and under no system 0 

law, as far as I know is the right of such a society to change . , n-
1~8 purpose .absolutely unlimited. But there a~pe.ar t.o be coar· 
stderable dtfferences in the strictness of the hmttatwns, P 
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original purposes in a way which might be interpreted as a 
natural development of them. Under English law the ten­
dency seems to be towards interpreting the original purposes 
most strictly and insisting that no deviation from them can be 
allowed without the express consent of the state, to be given 
either by special legislation or by some organ of government 
authorised to act for the state for that purpose. At the begin­
ning of the present century there were one or two well-known 
legal cases which appeared to establish this in cases where it 
might have been thought doubtful. 

Thus, by the Osborne Judgement in I 909 the courts 
decided that the practice, which had long been followed by . 
some trade unions, of subsidising parliamentary candidates 
and members was illegal, as the acts legalising trade unions 
did not expressly give them this right. Legislation was neces­
sary to restore to them a right which they had previously 
assumed that they had. Probably more interest was aroused 
among political and legal theorists at the time by the Scottish 
Church case. Here, it may be recalled, the Free Church of 
Scotland decided by a large majority to amalgamate with the 
United Presbyterian Church. But a small minority, which 
became known as 'the Wee Frees', objected, on the grounds 
that certain doctrines which the Free Church had maintained 
at the time of its foundation sixty years before were incom­
patible with the doctrines of the United Presbyterians. This 
minority brought an action and the House of Lords, over­
ruling the decisions of the lower courts, decided in their 
favour, with the result that all the property and endowments 
of the Free Church became legally the property of the small 
body of the' Wee Frees'. This decision aroused great excite­
ment. It was condemned by some of the leading academic 
lawyers of the time, such as :Maitland and Geldart, and created 
grave misgivings in the minds of many churchmen, even out­
side the ranks of the Free Church. The main line of criticism 
was that it refused to recognise a Church as a living body 
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with any possibility of growth and denie? it any righ~ to 
develop or modify or even to interpret tts own doctnnal 
formulae. In a well-known phrase of Maitland's, '_'!_'he dead 
hand of the law fell with a resounding slap on the hvmg body 
of the church'. Speedy legislation was necessary ~o. remedy 
the impossible situation, and the property was d~v1ded be­
tween the contending parties in the Free Church m propor­
tion to their numbers. 

It is probably true that English law is stricter in this respect 
than some other systems. But at the present time the excite­
ment over cases such as these seems to have largely died down. 
The churches, as far as one can judge, have not in fact found 
themselves intolerably cramped or frustrated by their legal 
position. There does not, indeed, seem to be any lively 
demand from any society or association for a fundamental 
alteration of the law. There generally seems to be some way 
round to be discovered in any awkward situation. And on the 
other side there is another consideration which is worth bear­
ing in mind. And that is the position of minorities in the 
various societies. For problems of the kind that we have been 
discussing do not commonly arise in practice unless some 
minority in a particular society feels aggrieved by the decision 
of the majority or of the recognised authority within the 
society. And when the problem has been finally settled it has 
generally been agreed that some consideration should be given 
to the minority. So it was, for instance, in the case of the 
Scottish Free Church. In a standard legal work written some 
years ago the author used language which seemed to suggest 
that in correcting by legislation the situation that arose in 
that case Parliament was somehow expressing disapproval of 
the legal decision. 1 It seems a doubtful inference in any case. 
But the important point to notice is that the action of Parlia­
ment did not simply restore the situation to what it was sup­
posed to be before: for that would have left the whole property 
in the hands of the majority of the Free Church, and the 

1 F. Rallis, Corporflt.e Personality, p. lvii. 
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minority out in the cold. But, as it was, the 'Wee Frees' 
were secured a proportionate share, which, on the face of it, 
seems a fairer arrangement. Similarly, when by the Act of 
1913 the trade unions were given the right to impose a politi­
cal levy it was not granted to them unconditionally, but with 
provision for the right of the objecting minority to contract 
out of it. Obviously, no society could function at all if there 
were too many possibilities for a minority to thwart the will 
of the majority. But it might well seem justifiable for the state 
to be able to intervene in order to secure some degree of 
consideration for minorities. 

There remains one further question for consideration in 
connection with the attitude of the state to other societies, 
and that is the question whether the state should favour or 
discourage the establishment of such societies. It is impor­
tant to distinguish this from the question just discussed, 
though they are often confused. It would be perfectly pos­
sible for a state to insist that the aims of any society should be 
clearly stated and strictly interpreted and observed, while at 
the same time making it easy for societies to come into 
existence and allowing them a wide range of functions. That, 
on the whole, is the attitude adopted in this country. As a 
rule, the state and the judicial authorities take little notice of 
any association formed for a purpose not itself illegal, except 
when the question of the ownership of or control over property 
arises. There are many societies which, strictly speaking, 
have no legal status at all. But if a society does seek legal 
status it is very easy to become a corporation or a quasi­
corporation, such as a trade union or a friendly society or a 
trust, by going through a few simple formalities. If the 
original conditions are carefully drawn it can have a very 
wide latitude in what it does, and official sanction for any 
alteration in these conditions is, within certain limits, easy to 
obtain, unless there is a strong objection from a minority. 

Further, there has been a tendency in recent times for the 
government itself to set up semi-independent bodies, such as 
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the British Broadcasting Corporation, to control certain ser­
vices in preference to bringing them directly under the state. 
The position of the universities is a typical illustration of the 
British attitude. Most European universities are definitely 
state institutions, under a ministry. Their professors are state 
officials, appointed and paid by the state, and their budget 
passes through the legislative body just like that of any other 
government department. It should in fairness be stated that 
in the more liberally-minded countries this is compatible with 
a high degree of academic freedom. But in this country, 
though they now receive the bulk of their income from the 
state, the universities remain independent corporations, 
receiving subsidies for services rendered. It is unnecessary 
to go into the peculiar procedure by which the value of these 
services is decided. But everything is done to secure the 
independence of the universities in the ordinary conduct of 
their affairs. This is generally accepted as desirable. Even 
those who, from time to time, suggest that Parliament ought 
to be able to scrutinise more in detail the way in which the 
money voted is spent invariably disclaim any intention of 
encroaching on the independence of the universities. Again, 
certain organised professions here are allowed a degree of 
control over the admission and professional conduct of their 
members which is very rare elsewhere. 

This general tendency, which is, on the whole, characteristic 
of t~is country, can easily be developed into an explicit point 
of VIew. It would maintain that it was desirable to have a 
num?er of centres of corporate life and authority in the com­
m~mty, and would welcome the flexibility and variety that 
thts would produce. It would not challenge the position of 
t?e state and its government as the final and supreme autho­
nty. But it would argue that as a matter of policy the state 
would be wise not to attempt direct administration, through 
the regular machinery of government, of too many activities. 
~~e function it can most profitably exercise is that of super­
VIston and co-ordination. This, it should be said, is not 
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incompatible with some, at any rate, of the elements that went 
to make up the Socialist movement in the country. There is 
nothing in it which is contrary to the demand for greater 
equality, which has always been one of these elements. 
Another element is distrust of the profit motive and fear of 
the exploitation that that might produce. But this would not 
apply so far as the other societies were non-profit making 
concerns. Even those for whom the main attraction of 
Socialism lay in the vision of a perfectly planned and organised 
society could, I think, make considerable concessions to this 
point of view without sacrificing the essentials of their ideal. 

In other countries and at other times the attitude has been 
very different. The French Revolutionary assembly in 1792 

declared that 'a state that is truly free ought not to suffer 
within its bosom any corporation', adding that this applied 
even to those which were doing valuable service. This goes 
back to Rousseau, with his avowed distrust of any subordinate 
organisation that might break up the unity of the General 
Will, though it was forgotten that Rousseau expressed doubts 
whether his views could really be applied except in small com­
munities like Geneva or the early city-states. And it was car­
ried forward throughout the nineteenth century. Up to 1901 

it was a criminal offence in France for more than twenty 
people to form an association, for any purpose except one, 
without the express permission of the state as represented by 
the Prefect. The one exception was a society with a but 
lucratif, a business concern, for which things were made much 
easier. The French authorities evidently shared Dr Johnson's 
view that a man is seldom more innocently occupied than in 
getting money. In 1901 religious organisations were dealt 
with very unfavourably, as part of the anti-clerical campaign 
of the time, but for any other kind of association the restric­
tions were largely relaxed. 

These instances serve to illustrate the varying possibilities 
in the treatment of other societies by the state. It does not 
seem possible to lay down any general rules on the matter 
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though certain tentative conclusions may suggest themselves. 
To join together with other people in pursuit of a common 
purpose seems a natural human tendency, and, so far, restric­
tions of it seem a denial of individual freedom which needs 
justification in any particular case. On the other hand, some 
societies may themselves have potentialities of coercion against 
individuals which may need to be watched. And, in some 
cases, there is no body capable of doing this except the state. 
But of this more hereafter. On the other hand, no society of 
any importance could function properly without some degree 
of control over its members. If, for instance, a member does 
not obey the rules which the society has decided on it seems 
reasonable, as a general rule, that the society should have the 
power of expulsion or suspension from membership. The 
more completely voluntary membership of the society is, the 
more would this power be justified. 

Difficulties arise when a particular society seems to be try­
ing in some way or to some degree to dominate the state, of 
which it is only a part and perhaps a comparatively small part. 
There are various ways in which this can be attempted either 
openly or surreptitiously, and it is rightly resented by those 
who are trying to think a~ members of the state. One par­
ticular instance of this, more noticeable in some other coun­
tries than in our own, may be found in certain actions of the 
churches, particularly the Roman Catholic Church. The anti­
clerical legislation in France at the beginning of the present 
century was often denounced as amounting to religious perse­
cution, and there was some justification for this. But it can 
only be fairly judged as a reaction against the long-continued 
attempt of the church to dominate the state to the detriment 
of the interests and points of view of non-Catholics. Even at 
the present time difficulties occasionally arise in various 
countries, particularly in matters of marriage and divorce and 
related questions. Few people nowadays would deny the 
right of a church to lay down rules for the conduct of its 
own members in such matters, to forbid divorce or the prac-
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tice of birth-control, for instance. But that is a very different 
thing from attempting by pressure or by any other means 
than normal political persuasion to enforce such views on the 
state as a whole. It is not always easy to decide how far this 
is being done, but the possibility of it is undeniable. 

Other societies, also, such as big financial concerns, have at 
some times and in some places attempted to attain some sort 
of control over the state. But in all such cases, when people 
begin to be conscious of themselves as members of the state, 
they will react against such attempts, and the societies in 
question will have only themselves to thank if the state begins 
to control them to an extent which might not otherwise have 
been necessary. In any case, we can recognise that participa­
tion in the work of a society is a natural and healthy form of 
human activity, and that in the modern world the need for 
it cannot be met by the state alone. A vigorous growth of 
societies and associations is therefore to be welcomed. But at 
the same time the members of the various societies have to 
realise that they are also members of the larger community 
which contains them all and to learn to look beyond the aims 
and interests of their particular societies to this larger com­
munity as their supreme interest. That, at any rate, is the 
ideal of democracy. 



Chapter XIII 

THE STATE AND THE INDIVIDUAL­
INDIVIDUAL LIBERTY 

T HE relation between the state and its individual members 
has been the subject of lively discussion for many years, 

not only for political theorists but also as a question of practi­
cal politics which affects the lives of numerous people. There 
are many different aspects of the question, and some of them 
have been more to the forefront at some periods, others at 
others. Here it will be possible only to indicate some of the 
more general considerations which may serve as a basis for 
an attempt to clarify the various points that can be and have 
been raised in this connection. Some of them, it may be 
noted, are not peculiar to the state but arise in connection 
with any organised society in relation to its individual mem­
bers. 

It may be as well to begin with the simple and obvious 
point that the state is a community or association of indivi 
duals. There is no entity which we can call 'the state' apart 
from the individuals which compose it. 1 It would seem to 
follow, then, that there is no necessary or essential opposition 
or conflict between the state and its individual members. Few 
people, perhaps, would maintain in so many words that there 
was. But undoubtedly ways of speaking which imply, or at 
least suggest it, can be met with from time to time. The very 

1 Of course, for some legal purposes the action of the state, or of any 
associatio.n, can be distinguished from the actions of its individu~l members 
But that IS rather a matter of certain individuals acting in a particular capo~ 
city. An essential part of the process of bringing associations within the 
scope of legal procedure has consisted in deciding which concrete indivi­
duals could be held responsible for the acts of the association. There are no 
actions, in the final analysis, except those of individuals. 

208 
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title of Herbert Spencer's well-known pamphlet, Man versus 
the State, has a strong suggestion of such a view. But, on the 
whole, when people speak of conflict between the state and 
the individual, though they may speak of it in general terms, 
it will be found that they are in fact thinking of a particular 
state in particular circumstances. And there is no doubt that 
conditions can arise in which talk about the opposition between 
the state and the individual has a real meaning. 

As has already been argued at length, though the state 
includes all its individual members, the amount of influence 
that the different individuals can exercise on the decisions of 
the state varies enormously from one state to another. Thus, 
there may be a state in which a small, well-organised group 
of people has managed to secure an overwhelmingly pre­
dominant influence over the decisions of government, so that 
for practical purposes its actions may be regarded as the actions 
of the state. Such a group may be intent on pursuing its own 
material interests, or on enforcing its own beliefs and doc­
trines on the rest of the state. And it may be in a position to 
pursue such a policy, within very wide limits, without regard 
to the interests or opinions of all the other individuals. Here 
it does make sense to speak of an opposition, potential at any 
rate, between the state and a large number of its individual 
members, and to assert the claims of the individuals to have 
their interests regarded and to form their own opinions as 
against the state. Broadly speaking, the more democratic a 
state is, that is to say, the more opportunity there is for the 
great body of citizens to exercise an effective influence on the 
decisions of governments, the less likely is such a situation to 
arise. But even here individuals who are out of sympathy 
with the majority may come to think of the state as an alien 
body in opposition to themselves. It would probably be 
agreed by most people, except the adherents of certain revo­
lutionary doctrines, that this is, in principle, undesirable, and 
that ideally it should be the aim of those responsible for the 
decisions of the state to prevent any individuals from feeling 
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that their interests or points of view are so ignored or neglected 
that they can no lo?ger f~el ~hemselv~s as members. o~ t~e 
state. But in pracuce this aim, admirable though It IS m 
general, requires to be pursued with discrimination. For the 
kinds of people who might come to feel like that vary very 
greatly over a range which would stretch from high-minded 
conscientious objectors at the one end to habitual criminals 
at the other. Concessions that might be desirable in one case 
would hardly be appropriate in the other. In between there 
is the considerable number of people who sec their own 
interests so clearly and other people's so dimly that they are 
apt to feel grossly oppressed at any infringement of their 
interests even if it is clearly to the benefit of a much greater 
number. No doubt it was a consideration of such cases which 
led a cynical observer to remark, ' Scratch a freedom and you 
find a vested interest '. 

It is obvious that a great Yariety of practical problems may 
arise in the application of these general considerations. How 
far, for instance, should the state recognise the right of con­
scientious objection by individuals to obligations imposed on 
its members? Again there have been in recent times, in this 
country and elsewhere, many occasions on which the question 
has been raised how far the state should exercise its powers 
of requisitioning private property in the interests of the com­
munity. It must be noted, however, that in many of these 
cases, where assertions have been made about the need for 
protecting the rights of the individual against the state, it is 
not strictly speaking the powers of the state as such which are 
in question, but the powers of some particular organ of 
government which, in the special circumstances of the time, 
has obtained the authority to make decisions on behalf of 
the state. In particular, protests have often been made against 
the leaving of decisions affecting individuals to the discretion 
of government departments and civil servants. It has been 
argued that such decisions should be made only in accordance 
with legislation passed by Parliament, and that the interpre-
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tation of such legislation in individual cases should always be 
a matter for the courts of law. Naturally enough, this point 
of view has been urged with particular force by various 
eminent lawyers: it is not, perhaps, self-evident to the ordin­
ary individual that he could invariably expect a better deal 
from the courts than from a departmental decision. But be 
that as it may, the essential point here is that in either case it 
is a matter of action by the state. The question at issue is 
through which of the organs of government the state, in such 
cases, should act. 

To return to the main question, it is always a problem for 
the citizens of a democracy, where everyone can have some 
say in the decisions of the state, to decide how far an indivi­
dual or a small group of individuals should be sacrificed to 
what is or is believed to be the interests of the great majority. 
But it is no use attempting here to lay down any absolute and 
clear-cut rules for the solution of this problem. There are, 
no doubt, extremists who would say that a particular indivi­
dual would have no claim to any consideration if the interests 
of the majority were at stake, and there are, or at any rate 
were, others who would say that individuals were endowed 
with a number of absolute rights which should not be in­
fringed whatever advantages might accrue to the rest of the 
community. But it will probably be clear that from the point 
of view adopted in this book neither of these extreme points 
of view could be accepted. It is rather a matter of two op­
posing principles both containing something of value, and the 
practical question is how far we shall carry either of them. 
We might express them by saying that, on the one hand, no 
individual is so unimportant that his interests or his point of 
view could be ignored as entirely negligible. On the other 
hand, no individual is so important that his rights could be 
asserted to the complete thwarting of the pursuit of the 
interests or the carrying out of the views of the majority. 
Where the line between the two should be drawn cannot be 
stated in a general formula, for the possible cases where the 
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blem might arise vary so widely. On the other hand, it is 
pro "bl I clearly desirable to establish, as far as poss1 ~· some genera 
\Vorking rules, which we ~xpect to be fol~owed m normal c~ses. 
We might hope to arnve at ~omethmg. be~ ween ~ smgle 
general law from which all particular apphcatwns of 1t could 
be logically deduced, and a separate consideration of each 
particular case. 

The kind of thing here suggested can be illustrated by the 
ways in which certain recurrent situations arc dealt with in 
different countries. For instance, when compulsory military 
service is established in a country there is nearly always a 
certain number of individuals who object as a matter of 
conscience on religious or moral grounds to taking part in it. 
Some countries refuse to recognise the right of such indivi­
duals to any consideration and treat them, if they persist, as 
ordinary law-breakers. Others grant exemption from mili­
tary service only to members of certain recognised religious 
sects. Great Britain has gone further than any other country 
m granting exemption to all genuine conscientious objectors, 
while coupling it in most cases with the requirement that they 
should undertake some alternative form of service. Again, 
there is the question of the rights of private property. In this 
country, it is generally accepted nowadays that the state 
should be prepared to acquire, by compulsion if necessary, 
any form of private property that is needed for the public 
benefit, but only on condition that fair monetary compensa­
tion is paid. Some people in some countries, on the other 
hand, would maintain that the state should feel free to confis­
cate any form of property without any compensation at all, 
while at the other extreme there might be those who would 
maintain that the state should never take property from an 
unwilling owner, whatever compensation it was prepared to 
pay. Again it is a generally accepted rule of political behaviour 
in the Western democracies that an individual should not be 
subjected to legal punishment, fines, imprisonment, or death, 
except for a specific offence against the law after a fair trial 
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for that particular offence in the courts. We should not recog­
nise the right of the state authorities to execute or imprison a 
man just because they thought that, in the public interest, he 
was better out of the way. A partial exception has been 
admitted in time of war when individuals have been incar­
cerated without trial because there was reason to think that 
they might be a danger to national security. We should 
however draw the line at putting them to death, and we should 
generally hold that the incarceration was justifiable only as 
long as the danger lasted. But it must be noted that even in 
this country there were left-wing enthusiasts who protested 
against the release of Sir Oswald Mosley at the end of the 
war, apparently on the grounds that he was a bad man and 
ought to be kept shut up. And, more generally, it does not 
appear that these principles would be accepted or acted on in 
all countries. 

These, then, are some of the problems that arise in connec­
tion with the relations of the state to its individual members. 
But, probably, the aspect which would first spring to people's 
minds in this connection would be the use of the coercive 
power of the state. That would arise when or in so far as the 
state decides how individuals should behave, instead of 
leaving the choice to them, and enforces its decisions when 
necessary by the infliction of punishment. It is in this con­
nection that talk about individual liberty most commonly 
arises. And the word 'liberty' occupies such an important 
place in political discussion that it is worth while devoting a 
little time to attempting some sort of analysis of the idea or 
ideas suggested by the use of the term. We must not expect 
to get a clear-cut definition which would stand up to cross­
examination in a court of law or a Socratic dialogue. Political 
and moral ideas in general are not susceptible of that. But it 
would be very foolish to dismiss any of them as unimportant 
because we cannot find a neat formula for it. 

Few political ideas have, in fact, been so liable to the con­
fusions that can be caused by sophistical puzzles as the notion 
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of liberty. It is obviously very liable to attack from the 
only-a-difference-of-degree argument, the fallacies of which 
have already been noted. Other sophisms, too, are possible. 
It might, for instance, be said that liberty consists in the 
ability to get what we desire. Among the things that most 
people desire are freedom from \Vant or the assurance of 
adequate food, clothing, and other material necessities, free­
dom from fear of outside aggression, freedom from fear of 
unemployment, and other similar things. But many of these 
could be most certainly assured to us in a well-run prison 
humanely administered. So liberty might mean being shut 
up in prison. This is, of course, a caricature, and no one, in 
fact, would argue exactly in these terms. But anyone who at 
certain periods has engaged in argument on the subject of 
liberty with advocates of various totalitarian systems of govern­
ment will see that the caricature has a recognisable likeness to 
the original. 

In some recent writing an attempt has been made to clarify 
the idea by making a distinction between ' freedom from' and 
'freedom to', and suggesting that both are equally legitimate 
senses of ' freedom'. But in fact this distinction seems more 
likely to add to the confusion. In its commonest use the 
phrase 'freedom from' simply means not having something 
undesirable, as when we speak of being free from disease or 
pain. In that sense the term becomes so wide as to be of 
little value. As our prison illustration shows, 'freedom from' 
various things can be quite compatible with a complete lack 
of liberty in any ordinary sense. In a slightly different use 
one form of 'freedom from' is simply a correlative of 'free­
dom to': to be free to do something implies being free from 
interference in doing it. It is, perhaps, best to stick to the 
word 'liberty' which has not, in ordinary use, the same possi­
bilities of ambiguity as 'freedom'. It normally has some 
reference to possibilities of action and could hardly be used 
in the purely negative sense that 'freedom from' could bear. 

If we examine the ways in which people talk and have talked 
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about liberty as something desirable we shall probably find 
that, though they may not be able to give a watertight general 
definition of what liberty is, they are usually pretty clearly 
conscious of when they are being deprived of it. And it may 
be as well to approach the matter from that end and try to 
get at an idea of what liberty is by first examining its opposite. 
It is clear, then, that we are first conscious of the absence of 
liberty when we are prevented from doing something that we 
want to do or forced to do something that we do not want. 
On further inspection, however, we find that we do not nor­
mally talk about liberty in all such cases. For instance, we 
might, after reading some of the popular space-travel fiction, 
want to go to Mars or the moon. But we should not naturally 
speak of our inability to do so as an infringement of our 
liberty. We should probably not even talk in such terms if 
we were prevented from going to some place by an earthquake 
or a flood. In all normal uses of the term we talk of being de­
prived of our liberty only when we are prevented from doing 
what we want by the action of other human beings, more 
particularly when that action is deliberate and intentional. It 
should be noted, as was pointed out in a previous chapter, 
that when we speak of an infringement of liberty in this sense 
we do not necessarily confine it to actual physical obstruction. 
Probably in the majority of cases when we speak of being 
prevented we mean, not that we are being physically hindered, 
but that we are threatened by certain unpleasant conse­
quences or penalties, deliberately imposed by other human 
beings, if we act in a certain way. Of course, in most of our 
actions we are influenced by the thought of their probable 
consequences. But we do not naturally think of these conse­
quences as infringing our liberty unless they are imposed by 
other people. 

This is an important distinction. It may be argued that it 
is not altogether logical as it may be just as unpleasant for us 
to be prevented from doing what we want by natural condi­
tions as by the action of other human beings. But in fact we 
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do not feel the same about it in the two cases. And to under­
stand that and to get a clearer conception of ~he idea of liberty 
in general we must not keep our eyes exclu_sively fixe~ on the 
patient, that is to say the person who is gomg to be hmdered 
or left unhindered in doing what he wants. We must also 
think of the agent, the person who is going. to .do o~ not to do 
the restricting. Liberty or the lack of it IS, m this sense, a 
relation between human individuals, and, if we think of it as 
a general ideal to be aimed at not merely as something which 
each person wants for himself we have to think of both sides 
of the relation. It was sugges~ed earlier, in th~ special case of 
political liberty, that to the idea of liberty, m the negative 
sense of absence of restraint, we must add the correlative 
idea of tolerance. When a dislike of being thwarted and frus­
trated in the activities that we care about is supplemented by 
an equally strong dislike of thwarting other people we have 
the beginnings of a real belief in liberty. It means, in a well­
worn phrase, a respect for the personalities of other people 
and a belief that this is a necessary basis for a satisfactory 
relation between the members of any society· Of course, 
other considerations may come in as well. For instance, free­
~om of discussion may be valued because in many subjects 
It ~~y be a necessary condition of getting at the truth. But 
this Is not the fundamental element in the general belief in 
liberty. 

This attitude of mind will not necessarily prevent anyone 
~ho h?ld.s it from imposing some restrictions on other people 
I~ he Is m a position to do so. The strongest believer in 
liberty wi'll · h · f h' · · recogmse t e necessity or t IS m some circum-
st~nce~. And he must be prepared to find himself accused of 
bemg Illogical if he is unable to lay down beforehand precise 
rules wh· h · · · Ic will decide exactly when restnct10ns are neces-
sary. In fact, the most that we could hope to do in this way 
would be to put forward some general suggestions, while 
remembering that they could apply only for the most part 
and could not be turned into rigid universal rules. John 
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Stuart Mill attempted this in his well-known distinction be­
tween actions which affected other people and actions which 
affected only the agent himself. It is only in the former case, 
he maintained, that restriction would be justified. He has 
been much criticised on this point, but the criticisms have 
not always been quite fair. For the distinction is a real one, 
but is a matter of more or less, not of two sharply defined 
classes. And in any case it is certainly not a sufficient test by 
itself but would require supplementing by other considerations. 

The important thing, however, is the attitude of mind, the 
general bias against compulsion and in favour of liberty. 
There is no infallible way of deciding when this is present 
and active in any particular person. But we know what it 
means, and we also know what the opposite of it means. For 
there are strong tendencies in human nature, which most of 
us can probably verify in our own experience, making for 
compulsion and against liberty. There is the impulse to 
dominate, and the satisfaction that the exercise of power over 
other people brings. This tendency, no doubt, varies in 
strength as between individu~ls, but it is a reasonable suppo­
sition that we are particularly likely to find it in those who 
have in fact reached a position of authority. There is the 
natural tendency to anger at being thwarted or opposed, 
which may easily extend itself to opposition in matters of 
opinion or belief. We can see here how the same impulse 
which in the beginning drives a man to demand liberty for 
himself may easily develop into the impulse to deny it to 
other people. There is the feeling for the group which tends 
to make its members intolerant of any divergence from estab­
lished standards of behaviour or even of opinion on the part 
of individuals or minorities. These and other connected ten­
dencies, singly or in combination, are present to a greater or 
lesser degree in most people, and provide a constant drive in 
the direction of the suppression of liberty. They are often not 
clearly recognised or admitted even by those who are under 
their influence. That is why we not uncommonly find 
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extremely authoritarian individuals or governments proclaim­
ing their attachment to liberty as a general principle while 
denying it in practice in most particular cases. In any case 
the general distinction between the two opposing attitudes 
ought to be sufficiently clear. 

What is the special position of the state in all this? It has 
~lready been pointed out in a previous chapter that the state 
1s b~ no means the only agency by which liberty can be 
:estncted. In reality possibilities of coercion are omnipresent 
many society, wherever, in fact, a group or an individual has 
~he .P?Wer of inflicting penalties, official or unofficial, on other 
md1Vtduals. No doubt the state through its recognised 
government. ha_s special opportunities for making itself un­
pleasant to mdtviduals. It is more difficult to escape from it 
~n! t~ere is no effective protection against it. Further, other 
m VIduals or organisations depend for some, though by no 
~eans for all, of their opportunities of repression on the posi-
tton and pow · h 1 h h ers given to them by the state or t e aws. On 
t e ot er ~and, there are other relations which are closer and 
more contmu h h 

d h ous t an the relation between t e government 
athn t e g?verned in a state But on the whole, the powers of 

e state m th" d" · • 
bl f Is trection are the greatest, and therefore the pro em o l"b . 

- d . h 1 erty 1s of special importance for anyone con-cerne Wtt stat 1. . . d 
d . e po tcy from the Prime Mmtster own to the or mary voter B . 

b t t d . · ut their problem can comparatively rarely e sa e m th f . 
or shall we lea e orm of a simple antithes1_s: Shall we restrict 
ask· h f ve free? Much more often 1t takes the form of 

mg ow ar we h 11 · f · d" "d ·n 0 d s a restrict the hberty o some m lVI uals 
I r er to prev "b 
And th t · e~t their restricting the h erty of others. 

. a fm practice will present us with a complex inter-
weavmg o possibl "b . h" h 

d .ffi 1 e restrictions and h erttes w IC may be very 1 cu t to disent 1 Th . ang e 
ere 1s anoth d" . · h 

.d . er ISttnction which oug t to be made when 
we are cons1 enng th 1 h · f 
· d" ·d 1 e question of contra overt e actiOns o 
m 1v1 ua s. And th t · . · b th t d . a Is the distmctwn etween e s ate an 
the commumty. 'rhe state is the community considered as 
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an organised body. This qualification means that we speak 
of the state acting only when it is a matter of explicit deci­
sions consciously taken on behalf of the community by a 
recognised and accepted procedure, as when laws are passed, 
executive actions taken, and so on. But besides these there 
grow up in any community all sorts of habits, customs, 
fashions, and conventions which have never been definitely 
decided on or laid down by anyone, but yet exercise a con­
siderable degree of control over the actions of individuals. 
They may range from fashions in dress or manners to accepted 
ideas about moral right and wrong. Vve do not nowadays 
think or speak of these as acts of the state though in the earlier 
stages of social development they are not clearly distinguished 
from the laws. Even at the present time there may be occa­
sional borderline cases as when a custom acquires some sort 
of legal status, but the general distinction is clear. Further, 
the two act and react on each other. The explicit decisions 
taken by the authorities in the state will often be influenced 
to some degree by the conventional codes of conduct of the 
particular community. And conversely the actions of the 
state, such as legislation, may in the course of time come to 
have an effect on the accepted ideas of right and wrong. For 
the purposes of the present discussion the important point is 
that these customs and conventions may have a coercive effect 
on the behaviour of individuals just as much as the laws 
enacted by the state. They are as a ru1e rather more flexible 
and less precise, except perhaps in some details of behaviour, 
but none the less as far as they go their control is something 
very real. They have their own sanctions, the fear of unpopu­
larity, of disapproval, of derision, or just of' being different', 
and these can be pretty effective. The result is that we cannot 
measure the degree of individual liberty in a country merely 
by the presence or absence of restrictive laws. We could well 
imagine a country in which there was very little in the way of 
legal control over behaviour, but a very rigid control by means 
of these social conventions. 
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These, then, are some of the general conditions whic~ ~ay 
give rise to restrictions on liberty. And the. same cond1t10.ns 
may in their turn give rise to a reaction, against these restnc­
tions, in the name of liberty. It remains to see whether we c~n 
get any more definite picture of the forms that th~se restr~c­
tions can take, and of the kinds of activity in wh1ch restnc­
tions are or have been most keenly felt. Naturally it will be 
possible to touch only on the more important kinds: it would 
be impossible to enumerate all the countless minor frustrations 
which particular individuals feel or have felt at particular 
times . 

. Wi~h regard to the first point it seems possible to dis· 
tmgu1sh two main forms which such restrictions can take. 
!hey are not necessarily sharply distinct and one may pa~s 
mto the other. They can also co-exist, though there IS 

generally an emphasis on one side or another, but they can 
also on occasions come into conflict. 
. On the one side, the restrictions most felt may be those 
Imposed by an established set of institutions, a system of 
generall:y accepted laws or rules, which assign definite rights 
an~ duties and powers to different individuals, the limits of 
which must not be infringed. We can easily see how indivi­
duals may come to feel that their activities are being cramped 
and frustrated by such institutions, and how in consequence 
a movement may spring up to get rid of them. For an in­
~ance o~ this in history we might look to the period of the 

ud?rs m our own country, when the restrictions of the 
m~d!eval system with its feudal rights, its craft guilds, its 
bn~leged corporations and the like began to seem intolerable 
~t to strong rulers at the centre and enterprising merchants 

t roughout the country. On a smaller scale, one can see the 
same thing 1'n · · · · h t many soc1et1es or orgamsat10ns, w ere a ne -
~ork 0~ de_tailed regulations may completely cramp the initia­
tive of md1viduals. 

On the other hand, there may be circumstances in which 
people feel that the chief threat to their free activity comes 
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from the arbitrary actions of those who have power. Then 
they will begin to feel the need for established institutions 
and rules to determine individual rights and powers, in order 
to protect them against this danger. It is easy to see how 
these two tendencies may come into conflict. Thus, when 
there is a revolt against established institutions, the enter­
prising and energetic people who take the lead may often be 
anxious to push on with their work without being hampered 
by consideration for the rights of particular individuals and 
groups, if these get in their way. And this may go on till 
more and more people come to feel that they need to be pro­
tected against their liberators, and long to get back to a system 
of established laws and rules, which will be valid even when 
inconvenient to those in power. 

It is a risky thing to attempt historical generalisations, with­
out numerous qualifications, but it does seem that something 
of this kind could be observed in the French Revolution. 
Though in its early stages appeals were made to supposed 
traditional rights, and in spite of the Declaration of the 
Rights of Man, it seems to have been on the whole a revolu­
tionary movement, mainly concerned to break the bonds of an 
outworn system and sweep away existing rights and privi­
leges. There is no doubt that it did release a great deal of 
frustrated energy. In spite of the arbitrary behaviour of the 
revolutionary governments, and even to some degree under 
the early dictatorship of Napoleon, the Revolution still seemed 
to countless people, both in France and abroad, a movement 
of liberation. But as Napoleon's rule became at the same time 
more arbitrary and more systematised the revolutionary fer­
vour largely faded away. After the restoration of the monarchy 
the Liberal movement in France, which provided the main 
opposition, disavowed a good deal of the work of the Revolu­
tion, particularly its methods, and pinned its faith to the 
construction of institutions and laws which would secure 
individual rights and limit arbitrary power. At other periods 
we can see the two forms of the demand for liberty being put 
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forward at the same time by different groups, sometimes in 
opposition to each other. Thus, in nineteenth-century Eng­
land the business men were putting forward demands for the 
most complete freedom from restrictions in the conduct of 
their own businesses, while the wage-earners were demanding 
restrictive laws and trade union rules to protect their liberty 
from arbitrary action by their employers. 

We may next consider the kinds of activity in which the 
question at issue between liberty and compulsion seems to be 
of particular importance. It is certainly necessary to make 
some distinction here and not to regard all restrictions on 
liberty as equally serious. There are occasional individuals to 
be met with who have what would seem to most of us an 
almost pathological revulsion against any kind of control, to 
the extent, for instance, of saying that a course of action good 
and right in itself becomes positively wrong if it is ordered by 
a superior authority .1 But I think that the common sense of 
mankind would reject this view. Even if it were true that 
there was always something undesirable about ordering and 
being ordered, the undesirability might be so slight that it 
could be endured without any serious hardship if other advan­
tages resulted therefrom. If we were looking for a test of im­
portance we might, perhaps, find a point in the suggestion 
made earlier that the main idea underlying the demand for 
liberty was a respect for individual personality. This is, of 
course, a vague phrase, though not necessarily meaningless be­
cause of that. But without my attempting a detailed definition 
here, most people would probably agree that it had something 
to do with people's characters. And, looked at from that 
point of view, the relative importance of different kinds of 
activity would depend on the extent to which they influenced 
the formation of character and expressed the character when 
formed. No doubt, this would leave many opportunities for 
differences of opinion in its detailed application. But it would 

1 For some illustrations and discussion of this see my Pacifism 
Conscientious Objection, pp. 99-102. 
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at least give us a starting-point for the examination of any 
particular case. 

Starting from that, then, it is surely clear that there are 
some cases in which the decision between two alternative 
courses of action has no bearing on character at all. An 
obvious instance could be found in the rule of the road. 
Whether we drive on the left or on the right is of no impor­
tance from that point of view. What is of importance is that 
there should be a general rule and that it should be observed. 
And this is an obvious instance where the decision has to be 
taken by a superior authority and not left to individual initia­
tive. That is an extreme case, but there are others which 
approximate to it. After the last War a certain individual 
refused to carry an identity card and subsequently established 
his right to do so in the courts. In some quarters this was 
hailed as a great blow for liberty. Yet it is hard to see what 
difference it makes to one's character or personality whether 
one carries an identity card or not. The danger of making so 
much fuss over trivialities of this kind is that it may divert 
energies and distract attention from really serious threats to 
liberty. 

What, then, are the elements which are of prime impor­
tance in what we mean by character and personality? Without 
attempting an exhaustive examination, it ought to be possible 
to indicate one or two of obvious importance. One is clearly 
to be found in our emotional attitudes and relations to other 
people, our likes, dislikes, hopes, fears, ambitions, and the 
rest. A great deal of this is fortunately beyond the reach of 
external control : it would certainly be a grave infringement of 
personal liberty if it were possible for a superior authority to 
dictate to us exactly how we should feel towards other people. 
What can be done, of course, is to control the overt expres­
sion of these feelings, and a certain amount of such control 
would be universally recognised as desirable. We cannot 
make it a criminal offence to feel angry, but we can punish 
people if their anger leads them to commit murder or violent 
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assault. We cannot make parents love their children, but we 
can punish them for cruelty or neglect. Even here, however, 
the believer in liberty would hold that it would be easy to go 
too far. If every angry word, for instance, or every expression 
of dislike were made a criminal offence our daily lives would 
be lived in a constant state of apprehension which would be 
fatal to any genuine self-development. 

The important point is that the restrictions on the expres­
sion of emotion which would be generally accepted as desirable 
are imposed primarily for the protection of other people, to 
save them from being murdered or cruelly treated or neglected, 
and not for the sake of making the offender feel differently. 
The only direct effect on him, if any, is to make him act 
differently from fear of punishment, and it is a truism to 
observe that that is of no value so far as the development of 
his character goes. Indeed, in so far as it develops a general 
habit of thinking in terms of fear of punishment as the only 
motive for acting properly to other people, its effects will be 
bad. This is not to deny that, incidentally and indirectly, the 
infliction of punishment for certain kinds of action may have, 
under certain conditions, a genuine reformative effect on 
the wrongdoers, actual or potential. It may, so to speak, put 
the idea into their heads that there is something wrong about 
certain kinds of action which they had taken as a matter of 
course before. And an idea, once implanted, will sometimes 
grow of its own force. It is, of course, very difficult to dis­
entangle the different influences which may work in this direc­
tion in any particular case. But there does seem good reason 
to believe that, for instance, some of the legislation passed in 
modern times for the protection of children has, on the whole, 
had the effect of increasing, where it was needed, people's 
awareness of children as important beings who deserve con­
sideration for their own sakes. A similar impression will 
probably be made on anyone who studies the history of the 
movements for the prevention of cruelty to animals. 

No doubt, this general line of argument is dangerous, in 
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that it may easily be misused by those whose real motives in 
advocating repression are very different. But that is no reason 
for ignoring the possibility altogether. In any case, however, 
it is only of very limited application. And the general prin­
ciple stands that, with these slight exceptions, emotional atti­
tudes neither can nor ought to be controlled from outside by 
superior authority. 

Another element of the greatest importance in an indivi­
dual's personality is that of his opinions and beliefs. And that 
is one reason why in discussions about liberty the matter of 
freedom of thought and freedom of speech or discussion has 
always taken such a prominent place. These two, it must be 
emphasised, cannot really be kept separate as some people 
have supposed. Dr Johnson, for instance, argued that it was 
an error to 'confound liberty of thinking with liberty of talk­
ing', for no authority could prevent our thinking as we pleased. 
But this is a fallacy, or at any rate true only to a very limited 
degree. Of course, if we have once formed an opinion we 
cannot be forced to change it, though we can be forced to say 
that we have done so. But in the formation of opinion, if it is 
to be real opinion and not just a repetition of phrases, free­
dom of discussion is essential. Thinking does not take place 
in a vacuum, and anyone who wants to think seriously about 
anything must be free to seek for information where he can 
and to hear and consider other opinions. So far as he is 
prevented from doing this his thinking will be controlled 
almost as much as his talking. It is important to remember 
that our freedom of thought is being infringed by not being 
allowed to hear other opinions as well as by not being allowed 
to express our own. 

This has already been discussed in a previous chapter with 
reference to the special case of political thought and discussion; 
and some of the possible threats to liberty and the possible 
safeguards for it have been suggested. But, of course, the 
general principle extends much more widely. It extends, for 
instance, to religious liberty, the battle for which has not yet 
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been entirely won. And it extends more widely still to any 
questions on which difference of opinion is possible. Many 
of them may touch our daily lives at some point, and in any 
case a general atmosphere of repression can permeate the 
whole social life of a community. 

This is in part the answer to the view that we used to hear 
put forward in certain quarters, to the effect that an exag­
gerated importance was being attached to liberty of opinion, 
which was really only a matter of interest to a few intellec­
tuals, and that all attention ought to be concentrated on the 
much more urgent needs of society, such as raising the 
standard of living. No doubt it would be as well to be 
reminded, if there were the slightest danger of our forgetting, 
that there were other good things besides liberty of opinion 
which we ought to aim at. But no evidence has ever been 
adduced that liberty of opinion and speech was in the slightest 
degree incompatible with the pursuit of these other ends. 
FUrther, it would be very hard to defend the suppression of 
free discussion on the grounds that we were thereby securing 
greater liberty in some other direction. The free expression 
of opinion by one person could never be said in any normal 
sense to be a direct infringement of the liberty of anyone else. 
So. a~together there seem to be good reasons why liberty of 
opmwn should be taken as the test case in any discussions of 
liberty in general. 

There remains the much-discussed question of liberty in 
o~r economic activities. This is an ambiguous phrase. It 
rrught quite logically be extended to all the activities by which 
people earn their livings. But almost any activity can become 
~ way of earning one's living. The priest or minister, for 
m~t~nce~ earns his living by preaching the Gospel and ad­
rrumstenng the sacraments, but it would sound very un­
natural to speak of these as economic activities. The tendency 
of ordinary speech, on the whole, is to restrict the term to the 
production and distribution of material goods. Yet from the 
point of view of a discw~sion about liberty the fundamental 



STATE AND INDIVIDUAL-INDIVIDUAL LIBERTY 227 

considerations are very much the same for all kinds of pro­
fessional activity. The work we do to earn our livings is 
obviously a very important factor in the development and 
expression of character and personality, and in any form of 
it there can be a greater or lesser degree of liberty to carry on 
our own work in our own way, subject only to such limitations 
as the nature of the job itself imposes. But it is true that diffi­
culties arise in connection with work in commerce and in­
dustry more obviously than in most other activities, so that it 
is worth while to give a special degree of consideration to that. 

The whole question of liberty in the conduct of industry is 
full of complications and it would need a separate volume to 
disentangle them all. What is most commonly suggested by 
the phrase is the freedom of industrialists and financiers from 
interference by the state in the conduct of their businesses. 
But that may involve the possibility of considerable restric­
tion of the liberty of other people. It is important to remem­
ber, once more, that the state is not the only possible enemy 
of liberty. Then again in considering problems about the 
organisation and conduct of industry so many factors come in 
besides the matter of individual liberty. There is, for in­
stance, the question of efficiency of production, which may 
make the difference between a high and low standard of 
living, and in extreme cases between life itself and starvation. 
It is perfectly possible that this can be attained only by the 
sacrifice of a good deal of liberty. Thus, it is clear that, as 
far as freedom from direct control by superior authority goes, 
the peasant farmer and the independent craftsman represent 
the ideal of liberty. Yet when these, particularly the latter, 
have disappeared from the scene it was because they could 
not make a living for themselves, still less produce enough to 
meet the needs of the community. They were replaced by 
large-scale industry, and in that there is obviously no ques­
tion of complete liberty to do one's own work in one's own 
way for the great majority of those concerned. Then again 
there is the question of possible exploitation of the consumer, 
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which may call for some restrictions on the liberty of action 
of those responsible for it, as by the old laws against regrating 
and forestalling or by modern legislation against m.onopolies. 
Altogether it is difficult or impossible to isolate the question of 
individual liberty from all the other considerations that have 
to be taken into account in deciding questions of economic 
policy. 

What, then, is the position of the state in these matters? 
There are two main ways in which the state can interpose in 
economic activities. On the one hand, it can leave the owner­
ship and control of industry in private hands while laying 
down a variety of laws and regulations which limit the free­
dom of action of those in control. At all times industry has 
had to work within a framework of such rules, and in modern 
times there has been a continuous development of them, from 
the first Factory Acts at the beginning of the nineteenth cen­
tury down to the exchange controls, export permits, and the 
like of the present day. At all times, too, they have been 
denounced by those who felt their restrictions as an infringe­
ment of liberty, as, indeed, they were. But, on the whole, the 
tendency seems to be for the resentment to die down as people 
become used to them and habituated to working within their 
framework. The aim of such rules, it need hardly be said, is 
to canalise the energies generated in the conduct of industry 
in the directions in which they will be most beneficial to the 
community. Whether, or how far, they are successful in this 
aim could be decided only by a careful examination of 
particular cases. 

But the state itself can also take over the ownership and con­
trol of any industry. How far that will make for efficiency 
of production in any particular case is a question that does 
not call for discussion here. But as far as individual liberty is 
concerned there seems no reason in principle why it should 
be any less in a state-owned concern than in an industry in 
private ownership, at any rate for the great majority of those 
affected. Any large-scale industry means that all the people 
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in it, except the very few at the top, are working under orders 
from someone else. Indeed all co-operative activity involves 
in practice a large amount of subordinating one's own opinions 
and one's own wishes to those of other people. This, how­
ever, is not to say that there may not be great differences of 
degree within these limits. There may be more or less en­
couragement of individual initiative in subordinates and 
readiness to delegate responsibility to them. There may be 
more or less willingness to listen to new ideas and sugges­
tions and more or less possibility of free discussion and 
criticism of policy. There may also be a question of how far, 
if at all, an organisation or an authority within an organisation 
should attempt to control or influence the behaviour of its 
members in their private lives or in any matters which are 
not directly concerned with their duties in the organisation. 
All these, and similar questions, can make a great difference 
to the general atmosphere of liberty in any kind of organisa­
tion. Some suggestions have been made earlier of the sort of 
institutions which might help to preserve this, among which 
I should be inclined to put first in importance the existence 
of strong trade unions and professional associations, separate 
from the control and management of the industries or other 
organisations. But it is easy to expect too much from institu­
tions. There is, in the last resort, no substitute for the 
maintenance of a general public opinion in favour of liberty, 
for which each one of us has some responsibility. 

There are, of course, many other problems which arise in 
connection with the relations of the state to its individual 
members. There is, for instance, the whole question of the 
'Welfare State'. How far should the state organise and supply 
services to its members, such as a health service, instead cf 
leaving them to personal effort and private charity? There is, 
undoubtedly, in most modern states a strong movement in 
that direction. But there have not been wanting critics of 
this tendency, who argue that it is undermining the initiative 
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and sense of responsibility of individuals. We may find 
reason to suspect that some of these criticisms rest in part on 
a kind of nostalgia for an imaginary golden age in the past 
which never, in fact, existed. In any case, it is far too early 
to say what the effect is actually going to be. But perhaps by 
now enough has been said to illustrate the sort of problems 
which have to be faced by those with any degree of responsi­
bility for the decisions of the state. 



Chapter XIV 

RELATIONS BETWEEN STATES­

NATIONALISM AND INTERNATIONALISM 

I N no field are questions of what is and of what ought to be 
so closely intermingled as in the field of international 

relations. Indeed, 'facts' in this field very largely consist in 
the accepted ideas in the various communities of what ought 
or ought not to be done. No one, of course, would deny the 
importance of other influences. Obviously, for instance, every 
state would be influenced in its external policy by its geo­
graphical position, its size, its natural resources and similar 
factors. But it is difficult to make any generalisations about 
the effect of these things, and in any case the way in which 
the state reacts to them will be greatly influenced throughout 
by the accepted ideas of what is and what is not legitimate 
behaviour for statesmen. This may sound like saying that 
the determining factor in the foreign policy of a state was to 
be looked for in its accepted standards of right and wrong, 
and such a statement would certainly seem odd to many 
people. For it is very commonly asserted that moral con­
siderations play less part in the relations between states than 
almost anywhere else, if, indeed, they play any part at all. 
There are possibilities of confusion here which are worth a 
moment's attention. 

When people speak of morality in the relations between 
states they are very often thinking more or less vaguely of 
the states as a number of individuals, and are considering 
whether in their relations to each other they are observing the 
same sort of moral principles as we expect the actual indivi­
duals within the state to observe in their behaviour towards 
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each other. But states are not individuals in any exact sense, 
and the actions of states are, in fact, the results of the decisions 
taken by some particular individuals and influenced to some 
degree by many others. In the relations between states, more 
obviously perhaps than in any other field, the operative deci­
sions are necessarily, under modern conditions, taken by a 
small group of people, the rulers or the government. But they 
will be influenced in their decisions by the accepted ideas in 
their community of the general aims that statesmen ought to 
set before themselves and the general principles on which 
they should act, both in their relations to other states and in 
their actions within their own state. It should be added that, 
being themselves members of the community, they will prob­
ably share these accepted ideas to a great extent, and they will 
certainly, in their turn, have a special degree of influence on 
the form they take. These accepted ideas and standards of 
co~duct are properly spoken of as moral ideas, because they 
clatm ~o be of general application and to be binding on indivi­
?uals Irrespective of private and personal likes and dislikes, 
mter~sts, pleasure, or convenience: they may, indeed, on 
occaslOns demand a considerable sacrifice of these things. 

These accepted moral ideas, of course, differ considerably 
from one country or from one time to another. And when 
they are in sharp contradiction to our own we are apt, at times, 
~0 ~peak of them as immoral. For instance, in ancient Sparta, 
m ~ts best days, there were very rigid standards of conduct 
~htch often called for a good deal of suppression of natural 
tmpulses and desires. We should naturally speak of these as 
moral stan~rds, and there were things in them which we 
should a~r:nue today. But in many other respects they seem 
to. us pos~ttvely repellent. That is to say, we disagree strongly 
wtth thetr moral ideas and think their moral judgements 
~~OI~g. I~ that sense we can speak of them as immoral. But 
tt ts m a dtfferent sense from that in which we should use the 
t~rm when w~ Wanted to suggest that moral considerations 
dtd not come m at all. If, for instance, we could imagine a 
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society in which it was generally accepted that everyone would 
pursue his personal interests and desires without the slightest 
regard for anyone else, we should in the full sense speak of 
that as an entirely immoral state of things. 

We can apply this argument particularly to the code of con­
duct which we expect to be observed by our statesmen. In 
most countries at the present time, as indeed in many other 
ages, statesmen and rulers are not expected to use their power 
purely to advance their own private interests without thought 
of what is to the benefit of their country. No doubt some of 
them do to a greater or lesser degree, but they so far recognise 
the code that they would not venture to admit this openly and 
publicly, and if they were known to be acting in that way they 
would be generally discredited. This will at least do something 
to restrict the possible range of such behaviour and to make it 
easier for those actuated by mere public-spirited motives to 
rise to the top. As usual, there are various intermediate possi­
bilities here. A statesman may, for instance, follow in general 
the course he thinks best for his country but at the same time 
may not be above making something out of it for himself 'on 
the side': such conduct would be regarded with varying 
degrees of tolerance in different countries and at different 
times. But in general the accepted ideal is that the statesman 
should do what seems to him best for his country, and regard 
his private interests as irrelevant. 

But, to return to the special subject of this chapter, the most 
austere and self-denying devotion to this ideal may be com­
patible with very varying views about the duty of a statesman 
when his decisions affect other countries besides his own. At 
the one extreme it might be held that he should regard the 
interests or rights of other countries as just lls irrelevant as his 
own private interests, and the advancement of the interests 
of his own country as overriding any other possible principle 
of action. This is itself a moral principle, and when people say 
that moral considerations do not enter into the relations be­
tween states, what they really mean is that statesmen act on 
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this moral principle and regard it as their duty to think only 
of the interests of their own country and to ignore everything 
else. Whether, in fact, statesmen are so single-minded as this 
is a debatable question. Certainly many people would main­
tain that it is by no means necessary or inevitable that they 
should be so. And they would argue, further, that it was 
desirable to get the view accepted that, while the interests of 
his own country must always be the first consideration in the 
mind of a statesman, it is not the only consideration that he 
ought to take into account. What does seem to be clear is 
that whatever view we adopt it must become part of the 
generally accepted assumptions of the community if it is to 
be effective. Statesmen cannot, in the long run, rise very 
much above or sink very much below the standards of conduct 
that are generally expected of them. This is the more 
obviously true the more democratic a community is, but the 
rule always holds to some extent. 

This matter of special duties owed to particular groups or 
communities has often been something of a problem to the 
moralist. The great moral and religious systems that have 
most influenced human conduct, Christianity, Stoicism, 
Buddhism, and others, have always taught that morality is not 
a matter of frontiers, but that in some sense benevolence and 
other duties are owed equally to all human beings just because 
they are human. But humanity is, in fact, divided up into a 
number of different groups, and we find it difficult or impos­
sible, in all normal circumstances, to adopt the same attitude 
to members of other groups as to those of our own. Up to a 
point this can be reconciled with the idea of a universal 
morality. We can say that it is not practically possible for 
most people to e~end the range of their activities to the whole 
of humanity, and therefore they must restrict themselves to 
their own particular community, whatever it is, and concen­
trate on doing their duty within its limits. In fact, they will, 
as was suggested earlier, regard their community as a micro­
cosm of humanity. This is, no doubt, what the Roman 
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Catholic thinkers have in mind when they justify patriotism 
as a special expression of love of one's neighbour. This atti­
tude will work all right within certain limits, but the diffi­
culty arises when the action of one community affects others, 
and when there is a clear conflict of interest between them. 
Can we expect one community to sacrifice its interests to those 
of another? 

We should, perhaps, make a distinction here, which would 
be particularly clear in democratic states, between the attitude 
to be adopted by statesmen in power and that of the com­
munity as a whole. The statesmen are elected for the purpose 
of doing the best they can for their own country. They are 
there as trustees for the whole body, and a trustee for other 
people has not the same discretion in his actions as an indivi­
dual responsible to himself alone. It could reasonably be 
argued, then, that the statesman has no right to take any 
action involving a clear sacrifice of the interests of his com­
munity, unless he is assured of widespread popular approval. 
How far, if at all, he could expect this approval is another 
matter. There is a possibility, which has occasionally become 
a reality, that a country as a whole might be ready to make 
temporary sacrifices of some good things, in order to help 
other countries, provided the sacrifices were not too great. 
But, as long as separate national communities exist, it would 
be idle to expect one community to accept voluntarily a 
permanent or considerable sacrifice of its interests for the sake 
of other communities. What we can expect, and to some 
extent get, is the acceptance by a community of certain general 
rules limiting the methods which it could legitimately adopt 
in the pursuit of its own interests. It should be possible for a 
strong public opinion to be developed to the effect that it was 
absolutely wrong to start an unprovoked war whatever advan­
tages might be gained by it, that disputes wherever possible 
should be submitted to arbitration, that treaties should be 
ke1Jt, and the like. It might be argued that it would, in the 
long run, be to the interest of the community itself to observe 
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these rules. But it is very doubtful if it could be shown that 
this would invariably be so. In any case, there might be occa­
sions when the immediate gains from breaking the rules were 
so obvious and the future advantages of keeping them so 
vague and remote that it would be impossible to rely on a 
calculation of hypothetical interests to secure that the rules 
were kept. It would at least need to be reinforced by some 
sort of conviction that keeping the rules was good and right 
in itself. 

It would seem desirable at this stage of the argument to 
consider somewhat more in detail what we mean by the 
' interests' of a state or community. What do we include under 
the term, and how does this bear on the relations between 
states? Without attempting an exhaustive enumeration, we 
should probably recognise two or three things which seem to 
stand out most obviously, as being commonly indicated by 
the term and as being proper aims for the statesmen, who 
represent the community, to pursue. They are not entirely 
disconnected, for they act and react on each other. But they 
are distinguishable, and in some circumstances they can 
appear as rival claimants. 

(I) The most obvious ' interest' is the material welfare, the 
standard of living, of the members of the community. This is 
very widely accepted as one of the most important aims of a 
state's policy, and the success of that policy is often judged by 
the degree to which the standard of living of the particular 
state in question rises above that of other states. Of course, 
this depends on many other factors, the possession of natural 
resources, for instance. But states differ widely in the use 
they make of such resources as they have got: we may even 
find states, such as Denmark, with little or nothing in the way 
of natural resources attaining a standard of living considerably 
higher than that of most other countries. Again, it depends 
not only on the collective decisions of the state, acting through 
its recognised government, but also on the actions of its indi­
vidual members of every kind. But, once more, the policy of 
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the state can make an enormous difference in encouraging or 
frustrating this, in knowing when to act and when to refrain 
from action, in co-operating with and guiding the actions of 
individuals into the most useful channels. But all this is in 
the main a matter of internal policy, and we want to consider 
here the ways in which the actions of the state in pursuing 
the welfare of its members may impinge upon the material 
interests of other states. 

It is sometimes said that we are all members of one world, 
mutually dependent on one another, and that it is not really 
possible for one country to benefit itself by impoverishing 
another or for one country to become richer without benefiting 
the rest. There is, no doubt, an element of truth in this: one 
country may benefit from the enrichment of another and may 
suffer from the other's impoverishment. But as a universal 
rule it is clearly untenable. For its logical conclusion would 
be that no one can ever be better off than anyone else. Yet 
obviously some countries, just like some individuals, are better 
off than others, that is to say have a greater proportionate 
share of the total wealth produced. And there could be no 
warrant for supposing that the actions of the states themselves 
could not make any difference in this respect. At any rate it 
would take a lot to convince them that it was not worth trying. 

The most obvious and direct way, more popular in earlier 
ages than the present, is by war. In the last fifty years we have 
become familiar with the argument that war cannot possibly 
pay. And, whatever we may think of the argument in its 
original form, it is obvious nowadays with the latest develop­
ments of weapons of destruction that an all-out war between 
great Powers would be destructive of material prosperity for 
all alike. On the other hand, a quick and easy war by a great 
Power against a small one, unequipped with nuclear weapons, 
might in certain circumstances be very profitable. It might, 
for instance, secure for the great Power control over some 
scarce and valuable raw material, at its own price and on 
its own terms. Short of this, there are various ways in 
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which one country might try to profit at the expense of 
another, by the imposition of tariffs, by bargaining over the 
prices of certain products, by the increase or reduction or 
abolition of profit from foreign investments, and by various 
other means. It must be recognised that very often when a 
country tries to do this it injures itself as much as or more 
than its intended victim. But there is no necessity about this, 
and when it does happen it is often because other motives 
have come in besides the pursuit of material welfare. 

(2) Another 'interest' which it is generally recognised that 
statesmen would properly pursue on behalf of their countries 
is independence, the freedom from control or domination by 
other countries. It is the assumption at the back of a good 
deal of our thinking that the natural and proper order of 
things is the existence of a number of independent sovereign 
states, and that it is wrong for states to attempt to encroach 
on each other's independence. It might be quite possible to 
recognise that, in practice, few if any states can be completely 
independent and at the same time to maintain that complete 
independence represents the ideal and that the nearer we can 
get to it the better. That is, in fact, the kind of assumption 
on which statesmen usually work. It is, for instance, what, in 
the main, is in their minds when they talk of national safety 
or security, meaning by that the need for a state to be in a 
position, through the strength of its own armed forces or by 
other means, that would secure that no other state should be 
able to establish control over it by force. 

The relation of this demand for independence to the demand 
for n:aterial welfare is complicated. Sometimes when a com­
mumty demands independence from the domination of 
another Power, it claims that it is being exploited to its own 
disadvantage by the dominating Power and that it needs inde­
pendence in order to pursue its own material welfare. But it 
cannot ?e doubted that, in some circumstances, it may be 
econonncally worse off by becoming independent. The situa­
tion is complicated when the threat to independence comes, 
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or is thought to come, from economic relations, when, for 
instance, one country becomes dependent upon another for 
essential goods or services. It is this supposed danger which 
has led so many countries to try to become as self-sufficient 
as possible and to produce everything for themselves. In 
theory, no doubt, it would be a considerable step towards the 
ideal of complete independence if every country could be 
completely isolated economically and take nothing from any 
other country. But, even if it were possible, it is certain that 
most countries would be a great deal poorer. Up to a point 
they might accept a certain amount of that as the price at 
greater independence, and various slogans have been coined 
to express such an attitude, like List's 'Defence is better than 
opulence'. 

(3) This leads on to the third 'interest' which we need 
consider here, namely power, which means, in the main, mili­
tary power, or, more widely, the ability and resources to wage 
a war successfully against other countries. This is obviously 
closely connected with the last, as one of the chief reasons why 
power is desired is as a guarantee of independence and 
security. But it is very easy to go beyond that, so that power 
becomes something desired for its own sake, not only the 
potentiality of power but the actual exercise of it by way of 
domination over other countries and peoples. We all know 
how the love of power and domination can develop in indivi­
duals, and, broadly speaking, an individual, when he begins 
to think in terms of his country and its interests, is likely to 
want for his country the same kind of thing as he wants for 
himself. People can often get a vicarious satisfaction of their 
own desires by transmuting them into similar desires for their 
country or other groups to which they belong. It is not so 
long ago that this was regarded as a perfectly normal ambition 
for any country that was in a position to pursue it. But 
nowadays it is less respectable, and even countries which still 
in fact entertain it hesitate to express it openly. It may still 
survive in literary form: 
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Wider still and wider may thy bounds be set. 
God who made tlzee mighty mahe tlzee mightier yet. 

But even here it seems rather out of date. None the less, there 
is no guarantee that under favourable conditions it might not 
revive. The impulse to dominate is undoubtedly an clement 
in human nature, and may be the real driving force behind 
actions taken ostensibly for some other purpose, such as 
national security, or the pursuit of wealth, or c\·cn the propa­
gation of some doctrine believed to be true. 

It would be possible to think of other kinds of interest that 
might be pursued. There is, for instance, the desire for 
prestige or admiration, which is not necessarily the same as the 
desire for power. But these are the ones that most obviously 
affect the relations between states. It is time now to con­
sider a further complication. We have been talking hitherto 
in terms of states, and the further complication arises when 
we begin to talk about 'nations', 'nationality', and 'national­
ism'. What ideas do these words indicate ? 

The popular use of these terms is very far from being con­
sistent or logical, though in practice this does not cause as 
much confusion as might be expected. Grammatically 
'nation' ought to be used for a concrete group of people, and 
'nationality' for the characteristic they have in common. 
Sometimes that seems to fit in with ordinary usage. Thus, 
' nation' is very often used as the equivalent of 'state'. \Ve 
speak, for instance, of an association of sovereign states as the 
United Nations. Similarly we speak of' international relations' 
meaning by that the relations between states, and of the 
'national debt' meaning the debt owed by the state. In that 
sense, we use 'nationality' to indicate the legal status of a 
member of a state, as when we speak of a naturalised foreigner 
acquiring British nationality. In other connections, however, 
we use 'national' and' nationality' to indicate something differ­
ent from membership of a state. We speak of national move­
ments within a state, which assert the claims of nationality 
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against the claims of the state. In that sense, we have come to 
use 'nationality' as indicating both the concrete group and 
the common characteristic of the members, doubtless because 
the word ' nation ' has become too closely connected with the 
state. Thus we speak of the old Austro-Hungarian state as 
containing several different 'nationalities', not several dif­
ferent ' nations '. And the Irish proclaimed that they were 'a 
nation once again ' when they became a separate state, having 
previously, presumably, been a 'nationality'. This seems to 
suggest that ' nationality' in the concrete sense indicates a 
group of people who aspire to become a sepaoote state of their 
own. When they have achieved that they become a' nation',. 
and before they achieve it they are part of a state which is not 
a nation. 

This rough preliminary definition needs certain qualifica­
tion. The desire to form one state might arise from other 
motives than from a sense of nationality. It is quite con­
ceivable, for instance, that two or more groups might decide 
to coalesce into a single state for the sake of self-defence 
against a powerful neighbour, or for the sake of the economic 
advantages that it might bring. They would not, in that case, 
form a single nationality, though they might grow into one 
eventually. Something of that kind seems to have happened 
in the case of Switzerland. Swiss nationality is really a 
development of the nineteenth century. Before that there was 
an alliance of several independent states, often hostile to each 
other, and divided by language and religion and differences 
of social structure, but held together by ties of common 
interests. Yet by now few countries have a stronger sense of 
nationality than Switzerland. 

The feeling for a nationality is clearly a particular case of 
the group-loyalty about which something has already been 
said in the discussion of political parties, and it expresses 
itself in the same way as the other forms of this. But the 
special question here is what the group is. What do the indi­
vidual members have in common which makes them say that 
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they are of the same nationality and distinguishes them from 
other nationalities? The essential clement, and the one that 
is practically of most importance, is the desire to form one 
state, but, as we have just seen, that by itself is not enough. It 
must be the desire to form one state, as it were, for its own 
sake and not for any extrinsic advantages that it might bring. 
If we attempt to analyse this further, we shall find that we can 
only take refuge in vague terms, because the facts themselves 
are not susceptible of precise formulation. 'Ve can say that 
the people who form one nationality feel that they are the same 
sort of people, .. that they have something in common with 
each other and different from others in their ways of thinking 
and looking at things, in their habits of behaviour and the 
like, to an extent that makes them think or feel that they will 
be happier and more comfortable working with each other in 
a single political unit than they would be if divided or united 
with people whom they feel to be different from themselves. 
Nationality, in fact, is something subjective existing in people's 
minds, and we cannot, in general, say much more than that 
people are of one nationality when they believe themselves to 
be so. 

That is not to say that there are not more objective factors 
which are of great influence in forming that state of mind. But 
we cannot pick out any one of them as being sufficient or even 
essential for producing it. The simplest and most obvious case 
is where people who feel themselves of one nationality have 
been for a considerable time united in one state, as France or 
England: it might be debatable how far we ought to speak, 
without qualification, of Great Britain in this connection. In 
such cases, they will have acquired a long-standing habit of 
living and working together as a single political unit, they will 
have developed common institutions and ways of doing 
things, they will have common memories, history, and tradi­
tions. This applies also to nationalities which have once 
constituted separate states of their own and are striving to 
recover this status again. Polish nationalism during the period 
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of partition undoubtedly rested very largely on the memory of 
the former kingdom of Poland, and Czech nationalism to some 
extent on that of the kingdom of Bohemia. On the whole, it 
seems to be rare for a body of people to develop a sense of 
nationality unless they have at some time been under one 
government or formed a political unit. There are, however, 
exceptions to this. Italy had not been under one government 
since the time of the Ostrogoths, but Italian nationalism in 
the nineteenth century was a strong emotional force, though 
there seems to be some doubt whether it was felt with equal 
intensity in all sections of the population. 

In this latter case, the possession of a common language no 
doubt played a part along with other influences, and language 
is an important factor in national feeling. It is not an essential 
factor, as the examples of Switzerland and, with some quali­
fications, of Belgium show. Nor does it by itself produce a 
tendency towards national unity: otherwise Britain and the 
United States would still be conjoined, instead of becoming, 
in the well-known epigram, 'two nations divided by a com­
mon language'. But obviously it strengthens the sense of 
unity, if other influences favour it. Polish nationality, again, 
depended to a considerable degree on a common language : 
Germany, before 1914, attempted, without success, to force 
the German language on her Polish population, and we used to 
hear stories of Polish school children being whipped for say­
ing their prayers in Polish. In other countries national move­
ments have included an attempt to revive or impose a national 
language in order to secure unity and to emphasise the dif­
ference from other nationalities. 

There are many other influences which may work in the 
same direction. There is geographical unity in the sense of 
residence within well-defined natural boundaries. Religion 
may sometimes strengthen the sense of nationality, as in the 
case of the Catholic Poles between Protestant Prussia and 
Orthodox Russia. In other circumstances it may cut across 
national divisions, and may even become a rival, though 
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generally an unsuccessful one, for the loyalty of the people 
concerned. It is, perhaps, hardly necessary at this time o~ day 
to discuss the idea, once popular, that differences of nat10na· 
lity have a racial basis. It is now generally recognised that 
differences of race, whatever meaning we may attach to that 
somewhat elusive concept, arc not in the least co-terminous 
with differences of nationality, and may have little or nothing 
to do with them. In any case, to enumerate all the possible 
influences which might contribute to the formation of a dis­
tinct nationality would involve a lengthy historical examina­
tion of a large number of particular cases, which would need 
a volume to itself. Here we must be content to accept national 
feelings and national aspirations as given facts, which have to 
be taken into account in any estimation of political possibilities. 

One preliminary qualification would seem to be in place 
here. The kind of differences which distinguish one nationa­
lity from another and the consciousness of and feelings for 
them are clearly things which admit of differences of degree. 
In different degrees they can be present, not only in particu­
lar nations but in different parts of the same nation. The 
differences which distinguish, say, America from France are 
of the same kind, though much greater in degree, as the dif­
ferences between the inhabitants of Brittany and Provence or 
N~w England and the Deep South. The consciousness of 
this may, though it does not necessarily do so, lead to a 
d~mand for some degree of local autonomy combined with a 
Wish to remain part of the larger unit for more general pur­
poses. This kind of nationalism within a nationalism expresses 
I~self very naturally in the establishment of a federal organisa­
tiOn o~ th~ state. This may work satisfactorily, and, when it 
doe~, It ~Ill certainly not diminish the strength of national 
feeling vzs-a-vis other nations or states . 
. Leavi~g aside this particular complication, we have to con­

sider bnefly the main effects of national feeling as a political 
force. We may begin here with an obvious distinction. On 
the one hand, we have the established nations, which have 
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been political units, under one government or ruler, for a 
long period, going back, in some cases, to a time before 
people had begun to think in terms of nationality. On the 
other, we have the 'nationalities', the people who aspire to 
become a single political unit but have not yet achieved their 
aim. The former case has already been discussed. It is the 
latter which provided the really explosive element in Europe 
from the time of Napoleon up to the First \V'orld \V'ar. It 
was hoped then that the problems it raised could be solved 
by the principle of self-determination, that is by inviting the 
people concerned to decide for themselves which nationality 
they felt themselves to belong to, and consequently which 
state they wished to join. The complications that arose in 
the practical application of this from the mixture of popula­
tions and from rival national claims can be studied in the his­
tories of the Treaty of Versailles and the political develop­
ments that followed from it. But, in spite of all the difficulties, 
the principle itself was logical and reasonable. More recently 
similar problems have arisen from the nationalist movements 
in Asia and Africa. 

If we consider nationalism or national feeling as a political 
and social phenomenon, there are two or three things that 
cannot fail to strike us. Nationalism is often put forward as a 
great moral principle, but it seems, on balance, to be unfavour­
able to the observance of other moral principles. The cause 
of nationality, like all causes, is a stimulus to courage and self­
sacrifice, which we should normally regard as good things. 
But there are other things which are generally considered good, 
and whole-hearted devotion to a cause may often demand that 
these should be ignored, or regarded as evils to be combated, 
if they hinder the pursuit of the cause. Thus, truth and fair­
ness are generally regarded as good. But nationalist move­
ments do not pay much respect to them, and they have on 
occasions been openly denounced as treachery when they were 
inconvenient to the nationalist cause. Again, friendliness and 
good will between men are commonly regarded as desirable. 
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But the ardent nationalist regards such feelings towards those 
whom he looks on as enemies as wholly undesirable, and he 
may on occasions stage acts of violence with the deliberate 
intention of producing or intensifying hatred. 

One noticeable feature of nationalist sentiment is the extent 
to which it induces in those who feel it an attitude of in­
tolerance towards similar feelings when directed against them­
selves. A century ago the Hungarian nationalists, under the 
leadership of Kossuth, included as an essential part of their 
claims the right of the Magyars to domination over the Slavs 
and Roumanians within the borders of the kingdom of Hun­
gary, and they denied to these peoples any of the rights that 
they claimed for themselves. The Poles after .1919 repressed 
with considerable severity any nationalist movements among 
the Ruthenians and Ukrainians. The Irish refuse to recognise 
the right of Northern Ireland to vote itself out of the Irish 
Republic. Mr De Valera is reported as saying in that connec­
tion, 'self-determination only applies to nationalities'. He 
did not explain what practical criterion of nationality there 
can be except self-determination. It is easy to see what is 
meant by saying that people belong to a particular nationality 
because they think they do, but hard to understand how it can 
be maintained that they belong because someone else thinks 
they ought to. Yet such a view seems not uncommon among 
arden~ nationalists. During the negotiations that led to the 
~ersall.les Treaty, an English journalist reported a conversa­
tiOn With a Polish propagandist. The Pole urged the claims 
of Poland to the Masurian districts in the south of East 
Prussia. But when the Englishman suggested a plebiscite, he 
was told that that must at all costs be avoided. For though 
these people were undoubtedly Polish they might not be as 
fully conscious of the fact as they ought to be, and needed a 
penod of Polish rule to make them realise where they really 
belonged. 

Another doubt that suggests itself is about the kind of 
policy that nationalist feelings will tend to produce after their 
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primary aim of political independence has been attained. 
\Vhat other good things might be expected to follow from 
the attainment of this aim? To the whole-hearted nationalist 
such questions might seem largely irrelevant, as national 
independence is to be regarded as good in itself, whatever the 
results. Consider, for instance, the question of material wel­
fare. Of course, any state must have some care for that. But 
it is one of the things that nationalist movements seem most 
ready to sacrifice, if necessary. No doubt, for purposes of 
propaganda they may hold out hopes of a great increase of 
prosperity to their adherents. But it would be difficult to 
find many cases where this has in fact resulted. More often 
than not the success of nationalist movements has resulted in 
a worsening of the economic situation. Again, the demand for 
national liberty is not necessarily favourable to other kinds of 
liberty. It used sometimes to be thought that there was some 
special connection between nationalism and democracy. But 
the facts seem to suggest that, while they may sometimes be 
conjoined, there is no necessary connection between them. 
German nationalism, for instance, has generally been authori­
tarian rather than democratic, and when the Saarlanders 
voted to rejoin Germany in 1935 they were deliberately put­
ting themselves under dictatorial rule in obedience to their 
national feelings. 

There seem to be two main sorts of aim which national 
feeling would tend to pursue, once the main object of separa­
tion and independence had been attained. On the one hand, 
an obvious expression of national feeling would be the pursuit 
of power and domination, about which something has already 
been said. On the other, as a supplement or alternative to 
this, there is the idea of developing a national character and a 
national culture which would mark off the particular nation 
from other nations. Max Weber, the German sociologist, 
said in his Inaugural Lecture in 1895. 'What we have to 
bequeath to our descendants is not peace and human happi­
ness, but the eternal struggle to preserve and build up our 
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national character.' 1 But it is far from clear what this involves. 
Obviously, our way of looking at things, our attitudes, our 
approach to problems, all our activities in fact, will inevitably 
be influenced by our national environment. It hardly needs 
an' eternal struggle' to secure that. But something more than 
that seems to be demanded here, something which seems to 
take the form of a conscious effort on the part of a nation to be 
different just for the sake of being different. This may easily 
develop into a kind of spiritual isolationism or even xeno­
phobia, and it is doubtful whether much of any value has ever 
emerged from such an attitude. The advocates of cultural 
nationalism sometimes talk as if the only alternative was a 
dead level of uniformity everywhere. But this is a fallacy. 
There are always great possibilities of variety between indivi­
duals or between smaller groups, and, on the whole, a strong 
national feeling is likely to be unfavourable to such variety 
within its own borders. 

However, when all is said and done, national feeling is a 
very strong force, and there is always a prima facie case 
against attempting to hold down a strong force. In particu­
lar, when it is a case of people choosing under what govern­
~ent they want to be and to which group they want to belong, 
It would seem that it is always, in itself, desirable that they 
should have a free choice. Self-determination, whatever 
practical difficulties may arise in its application, is in itself a 
sound principle and ideal to aim at. That is not to say that it 
is an absolutely sacrosanct and inviolable principle that must 
never be infringed whatever the circumstances. But a very 
~eavy burden of proof rests on anyone who would infringe it 
m any particular case. 

_A special difficulty arises when there is no very deep or 
:Widespread national feeling, but a small group of enthusiasts 
lS trymg to arouse it. They may sometimes claim that they 
are the true nation and that their claims should be met . . , 
Irrespective of the wishes of the mass of the people concerned. 

1 M. Weber, Gesammelte politische Sclzriften, p. 20. 
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Sometimes, even, they may hold, as did the notorious Mace­
danian terrorists, that they are justified in using violence to 
enforce national feelings and national claims on an indifferent 
or hostile population. But there are many stages short of 
that. In general, the attempt to create a feeling of nationality 
where it does not exist to any great extent before can be justi­
fied only on the view that such a thing is good in itself irres­
pective of other results it may produce. Certainly, tried by 
any extrinsic standard of values, material welfare, human 
happiness, moral improvement, cultural achievement, it could 
hardly be approved. But in such matters we may often find 
ourselves faced by an almost religious faith which is beyond 
the reach of argument. 

Are there any prospects that national feeling and national 
divisions might diminish or be replaced by something else in 
the foreseeable future? Here we can only indicate possibili­
ties, and the chance of their realisation is a matter of pure 
conjecture. It has often been pointed out that nationalism, as 
we know it, is a comparatively recent growth, and some have 
even gone as far as to say that the very idea of nationality is a 
product of the nineteenth century. This, however, would be 
an exaggeration. From the earliest ages mankind has been 
divided into different groups, whose members developed a 
common consciousness of themselves as different kinds of 
people from the others. But these differences, except in a 
few cases, were not regarded as politically relevant. It would 
not have occurred to most people that they could override 
loyalty to one's king or lord, or to the Church, or even at 
some periods to one's order or social class. Earlier still other 
loyalties came in. It is interesting to speculate what would 
have been the result if the principle of nationality and self­
determination had been generally accepted at some earlier 
period. There would, for instance, have been no Roman 
Empire, no common Western civilisation, and, in all proba­
bility, no Christianity as we know it. Whether that would 



250 POLITICAL THEORY 

have been an advantage or not each man must judge for 
himself. 

In any case, what all this suggests is that it is natural and 
probably inevitable that some sense of nationality should 
exist, but not inevitable that it should occupy the overriding 
place that it does at the present time. Yet it has become 
deeply ingrained in our habits of thought, and, when a 
nationality has existed for some time as a distinct state, it has 
become ingrained in habits of political action, in government, 
law, and institutions. It would obviously need some very 
powerful counter-influence if it was to be overridden or rele­
gated to a subordinate place. 

The general notion of Internationalism, in spite of occa­
sional and momentary outbursts of enthusiasm, has little 
emotional appeal. We can say that we are all parts of one 
world, but we do not really feel it, in the sense in which we can 
feel that we are parts of a national or other group. A well­
known writer once said that we have got to learn to expand 
our feelings of national patriotism into a world patriotism. 
But the two would not be the same sort of thing. The group­
loyalty, of which patriotism is a special case, depends upon 
consciousness of the group as distinct from other groups. If 
that were overcome it would mean, not the development of 
another group-feeling, but rather the development of a feel­
ing for all the individuals that constitute humanity, and a 
sense that they are all equally important just as human beings. 
Many of us are capable of feeling a certain degree of that: if 
we saw an injured man by the roadside a feeling of common 
humanity might lead us to go to his help without asking of 
what country or creed he was. But for most of us the possible 
occasions for the exercise of such feelings are rare. And, in 
any case, to forget altogether the separate groups to which 
one belongs and to think only of human beings is possible 
only for very exceptional characters. Most of us, if we could 
get rid of all feeling for the groups to which we belonged, 
would probably end by thinking only of ourselves. 
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There are influences which may transcend national boun­
daries, such as religion. But here the fact that there are many 
different religions makes it a dividing as much as a uniting 
force. It is true that the division between religions often cuts 
across the division between nations. But, even when it does, 
religion has not in practice shown itself a very effective force 
in reducing tension between nations. There have been times, 
indeed, in which religion has been brought into the service of 
national or political ends. Three or four centuries ago there 
were periods in which it seemed that Catholicism was be­
coming an instrument for the furtherance of the ambitions of 
the Spanish monarchy, just as nowadays the quasi-religion 
of international Communism has become an instrument of 
the national aims of Russia. 

Another thing which can transcend national divisions is the 
pursuit of knowledge and learning, though in some branches 
this, too, can be distorted to serve nationalist aims. We all 
know, for instance, how history can be re-written for that 
purpose. It is much harder to do that in the case of the 
natural sciences, though there have been occasional attempts 
at it even there. Still, taking it by and large, the pursuit of 
knowledge does represent the recognition of certain values to 
which national differences are irrelevant. Unfortunately its 
influence does not penetrate very deeply in any country. 

Perhaps more could be hoped for from the realisation that, 
in some circumstances, national self-interest itself might 
demand some sacrifice of national separateness. Certainly, 
nothing does more to bring nations into closer unity than the 
fear of a common danger from a potential enemy. But if this 
succeeded in overcoming certain national divisions it would 
only be to intensify others. Perhaps we might try to persuade 
people that the whole world would be better off if we all co­
operated together to raise living standards, and that this would 
involve some degree of international control and direction 
and sacrifice of national independence. But, as has already 
been suggested, though this might be true on the average in 
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the long run, there would be every reason to believe that for 
some time to come it would demand a considerable sacrifice 
of the standards of the more fortunate nations. And, from 
all the indications that we have, that is a sacrifice that few, if 
any, nations would willingly make. Some people have 
thought that the most we could hope for \Yuuld be the gradual 
growth of a number of different international organisations to 
carry out particular services where the need for them was 
most obvious: the original pattern of such things was set by 
the International Postal Union, and others have developed 
since. These might as they increased develop more and more 
the habit of international co-operation, until it gradually be­
came part of our established ways of thinking. But all this is 
a matter of speculation about the future. In the meantime 
those who arc interested in transcending national differences 
will press their governments to make the greatest use that 
they can of the existing organs of international co-operation, 
such as the United Nations Organisation and its subsidiary 
bodies. It is, perhaps, as well that the start of the United 
Nations was not attended with the same exaggerated hopes as 
were entertained for the old League of Nations. 



Chapter XV 

CONCLUSION-POLITICS, ECONOMICS, 

AND ETHICS 

T HERE can be, properly speaking, no conclusion to a book 
on Political Theory. There is an indefinite number of 

particular political questions that can arise, and many of them 
have their theoretical side. There is, therefore, no end to the 
possible additions that could be made to a treatise such as 
this. All that can be done here is to clear up one or two loose 
ends that seem to have been left untied. One of them, that 
may well occur to possible critics, is the position of economic 
considerations in relation to the matters previously discussed. 
It is often asserted, though perhaps less stridently than it was 
twenty years or so ago, that Economics provides the real key 
to the understanding of all public affairs, that economic 
motives are the primary or fundamental moving forces, that 
the economic structure of society is the determining factor in 
political, or indeed most other activities, and more to the like 
effect. So, though economic considerations have been men­
tioned from time to time in the preceding pages, some people 
will certainly feel that not nearly enough attention has been 
paid to them. • 

Now, it is obviously true that questions which, on any 
definition of the term, would be called economic occupy a 
large part of the attention of statesmen and governments. 
That has always been so, and is not a special discovery of the 
present age. But it does not follow that they necessarily raise 
questions of political theory. The same would be true of ques­
tions about the organisation of defence and the armed forces. 
We may ask what sort of wars we are likely to be engaged in, 
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and what sort of army would be most suited for that purpose. 
Or we may ask more detailed questions, such as whether 
battleships are obsolete, or which pattern of rifle is the most 
efficient. There are many other similar questions on which 
the government would have to come to a decision. But no one 
would suggest that any general political theory was directly 
involved in these decisions, whichever way they went. A 
great many economic questions seem to be essentially in the 
same position, questions, for instance, about the raising of the 
bank rate or the imposition of exchange controls. These are 
strictly technical questions and the specialists in the subject 
can tell us what results, given certain conditions, are likely to 
follow a particular course of action. Indirectly, any of these 
questions may get mixed up with questions of general politi­
cal principle. But strictly the political theorist has no more 
obligation to deal with the technical knowledge of the econo­
mist than with that of the military expert. No doubt, it will 
be an advantage to him to know something about either of 
these specialisms. But that would be rather in the nature of 
what journalists call 1 background information', and its chief 
value would be as a help to knowing when the specialist is 
speaking with authority and when he is not. 

But 1 economic considerations ' means something wider 
than the special studies of professional economists, and there 
is room for a brief examination of some of the things that the 
phrase may suggest. What, for instance, could be meant by 
saying that the 1 economic .motive' is the primary motive in 
human activity? Probably, to the ordinary man the first 
thing that the phrase 1 economic motive ' would suggest would 
be the desire to get money. But it is a commonplace that the 
desire for money is not a simple motive in itself, except in 
certain abnormal states of mind, but is the result of other 
desires for the variety of things that money can bring. These 
include not only the things that we can purchase directly 
with money, but the incidental results that in some conditions 
the possession of money can produce, such as power, prestige, 
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the outward signs of success and the like. For the moment we 
can leave these out of consideration, merely asking in passing 
whether the desire for prestige, even when it leads to the 
pursuit of money, would naturally be described as an eco­
nomic motive. But even when it is a matter of the things we 
definitely pay for there are difficulties in defining with any 
precision the denotation of the term. 

Thus, we should normally think, in the first place, of the 
concrete material objects that we can see and touch. The 
desire to possess and to use or enjoy these things is probably 
the first form of the economic motive that would occur to us. 
But even among these things we shall find different kinds 
which are desired for different reasons. The most obvious 
and elementary kind is that of the objects that are needed to 
satisfy our basic physical needs, food, drink, clothing, shelter, 
and the like. These are the things that are needed to keep us 
alive and in reasonable health and strength. The desire for 
such things might properly be described as basic or funda­
mental, in that normally they are the necessary pre-condition 
for the satisfaction of any other desires. As a rule people think 
about keeping alive before anything else. But when these 
basic needs are satisfied, other desires, independent of them, 
come into play. In fact at a comparatively low level of satis­
faction of their physical needs people begin to want other 
things as well: the Roman mob demanded their games as well 
as their bread. But these other things may appeal to quite 
different elements in human nature. A man may want to buy 
pictures because he enjoys looking at beautiful objects. If he 
tries to make enough money to do this, is his motive economic 
or aesthetic ? 

The point can be made even more strongly if we consider 
not only the tangible goods but also the various kinds of ser­
vices for which we pay. These have to be included in the 
scope of economics just as much as the material goods. Some 
of them, indeed, are closely connected with the production 
and distribution of these goods. But others are not. People 
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may, for instance, feel the need of the services of ministers of 
religion, and may be ready to pay for them. There may also 
be a good deal of organisation involved in meeting people's 
religious needs. In fact, from the point of view of the econo­
mist, it may look very like any other business concern which 
exists to supply some need of the public, and the same prob­
lems of efficiency of organisation, of the amount of the 
national wealth to be devoted to the purpose, and the like, 
may arise here as well as anywhere else. \V e do not, in fact, 
naturally speak of the need for religious services as an ceo­
nomic need or motive, nor do we speak of the organisation of 
the church as part of the economic machine. But there really 
seems no logical reason why we should not. 

The fact is that the phrase 'economic motive' does not 
stand for any clear and distinct idea at all, and it is not com­
monly used by economists, who, from the nature of their 
profession, have to think clearly about their subject. As the 
instances given above suggest, it is hard to draw any line 
between the economic motive and other possible kinds of 
motive. In the end we seem reduced to saying that the eco­
nomic motive is the desire to get what we want. And as we 
all naturally desire to get what we \vant or what we desire, 
statements about the importance of the economic motive 
become empty tautologies. Thus, when a modern writer 
describes the chief characteristic of the post-Reformation 
world as the fact that 'the pursuit of wealth for its own sake 
became the chief motive of human activity', 1 it seems diffi­
cult to attach much more meaning to that than that the desire 
to get what we want or to satisfy our needs is the chief motive 
of all human activity. And we may well ask when it was any­
thing else. Of course, ideas of what con.stitutes wealth may 
change, and people may want some thmgs more in some 
periods or some societies, and others in others. But that is 
another matter. 

There is, however, one possible distinction which may be 
1 H. J. Laski, The Rise of European Liberalism, p. 20. 
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suggested here. The language that has been used hitherto 
rather suggests that the desire for wealth is to be understood 
primarily as the desire of each individual to secure what he 
wants for himself. But in fact a great many people are not all 
the time thinking of themselves alone, but have others for 
whose welfare they are concerned. Thus, parents may sacri­
fice themselves in the hope that their children may be better 
off. Such conduct is generally respected and we should not 
naturally say that the parents were actuated by an economic 
motive, but rather by a moral motive. The same would apply, 
perhaps more strongly, if the interests of a wider group than 
the family were concerned. Perhaps, then, the only way in 
which we could attach some precision to these terms would 
be by saying that an individual is actuated by economic 
motives when he is thinking of his own wants without regard 
to anyone else and by moral motives when he is thinking of 
other people's wants without regard to his own. 'Vhen he is 
concerned to satisfy the wants of a number of people who 
incidentally include himself he is actuated by a mixture of 
both kinds of motive. And that is, in fact, the situation of 
most people who are concerned with public or political 
affairs. 

There is another view which deserves more serious atten­
tion. This is the theory, put forward in an extreme form by 
Marx and his followers and in various modified forms by 
other writers, that the economic structure of society is the 
basic factor that determines the form of the political struc­
ture, and, indeed, of most other activities, such as religion, 
art, or morality, as well. 'Economic structure' is usually 
taken to mean the way in which the production and distribu­
tion of material goods is organised. This, in turn, is largely 
determined by the technical processes of production which are 
available at any particular time. 

The advocates of this view have not, as a rule, much to say 
about motives. Human behaviour is treated as, in the main, 
determined by institutions and the structure of society. This 
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avoids some of the possibilities of confusion noticed in the 
preceding paragraphs. On the other hand, it will ~eem to 
many people to be one of the weaknesses of the Marx1st case, 
as usually presented, that it pays such slight and superficial 
attention to psychological analysis. This sometimes seems to 
be claimed as a virtue, and it is argued that the so-called 
'objective' factors arc of more importance than what is going 
on in individual human minds. But, in fact, institutions and 
the like arc just as much psychological facts as arc impulses and 
desires. They arc really, if fully analysed, just sets of acquired 
habits, and habits have no existence outside human beings. 
Further, habits have to be formed, and, even when they are 
formed, they can be altered or broken. The mere fact of the 
habit cannot in itself be an explanation of why it is formed, 
~nd why it is kept or modified or abandoned altogether. Even 
lf we looked for the cause of this in strictly 'objective' fac­
tors, such as occurrences in physical nature, they could still 
~ro?~ce these effects only by working on and in the minds of 
mdtvidual human beings. And if that side of the process is 
n~glected we can get only a very one-sided and inadequate 
picture of the whole. 

~fhis is not, however, the main point, and, quite apart from 
thts, we have to recognise the basis of truth that there is in 
the theory. The political structure of a society, by which we 
mean, in general terms, the machinery by which decisions are 
reac_hed that are accepted as binding on the whole society, is 
obviously the result of many influences. Among these the 
economic structure, that is, as defined above, the machinery 
by which the material goods required for the satisfaction of 
man'~ needs are produced and distributed, is likely to play a 
very Important part. It is not the on]y possible influence. In 
some countries at some periods, for instance, it seems pretty 
clear that the military structure, the organisation needed for 
defence or conquest, has been a decisive factor in determining 
the form of the political structure, and in many other cases it 
has played some part. But probably in most cases it would be 
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subordinate to the economic factor. There are other influences, 
also, which may play a part. 

What this means is that if we are examining historically the· 
development of the political structure of any particular state, 
it is always worth while looking for features of the economic 
situation which may have influenced the development. But 
it does not mean that we can lay down beforehand any abso­
lute rule that this must have been the sole, or even the main 
factor in every particular case. We can, perhaps, say that it 
is a kind of limiting factor. That is to say, for any political 
system to function at all it must not be incompatible with the 
economic system functioning; people must be provided with 
the necessities of life if government is to go on. But there are 
wide possibilities of variation within these bounds, and we 
cannot say except by trial and experiment how wide those 
limits are. Further, the 'economic structure' of any society 
is not something fixed and unalterable, nor is it something 
which we simply have to accept as a given fact. Except in 
entirely custom-ridden societies, it is something which is fluid 
and changeable into a protean variety of forms. And this change 
and variety itself needs an explanation which cannot always 
be found in the nature of the economic structure itself. The 
political structure may and often does influence the develop­
ment of the economic system, and we cannot set any a priori 
limits to the extent to which it can do that. The only neces­
sary condition, as we have seen, is that the economic machine 
must keep moving, in other words that the work of produc­
tion and distribution of material necessities must go on. But 
to argue from that, as Marxist writers seem to do, that those 
chiefly responsible for the decisions of the state must neces­
sarily aim at maintaining and protecting the existing economic 
system, just as it is, is a complete tZon sequitur. It is true that 
there are always strong influences at work favouring the main­
tenance of any existing system, economic or otherwise. Those 
who benefit most from it will, on the whole, tend to support 
it, though there are many striking exceptions to such a rule. 
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But not the least of the influences in that direction is the 
natural conservatism of mankind, based on the fact that we 
are by nature habit-forming animals. That is, in part, the 
reason why the 'revolutionary situation' which Marxism 
postulated as an inevitable development is in fact a rare and 
exceptional phenomenon which arises only in very special 
circumstances. 

The further Marxist deductions are equally lacking in 
cogency. They seem to consist in taking certain influences or 
tendencies which are observable at certain times and showing 
what would happen if they were developed to their logical 
extremes and no counter-influences arose to check or modify 
them. Thus it is true that those who control private industry 
will exercise influence on the public policy of a country, though 
it is, incidentally, no longer true that those who control are 
necessarily those who own. If all industry were private, if 
there were no nationalised industries and services and no 
co-operative societies, if there were no trade unions and no 
Civil Service, this influence might become predominant. As 
it is, it is only one among many influences, and the extent of 
it varies enormously from country to country and from time 
to time. 

It is the same with the alleged inevitability of an ever­
intensifying class struggle. The prophecy that the division 
into two classes will become harder and sharper and that the 
differences in wealth and status will continually increase has 
been falsified by events. But that is not to say that there is 
no truth in the idea of a class struggle. The fundamental fact 
is that, as long as the supply of good things in the world is 
limited, there will always be the possibility of a conflict over 
the division of the wealth available at any one time. There 
is, also, the possibility that any particular group may com­
bine to advance its interests against those of some other group: 
in doing that it will doubtless develop some degree of group 
loyalty, a sentiment that does not always tend to make the 
members of the group more clear-sighted in seeing where their 
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individual interests really lie. In all the circumstances in 
which modern industry grew up it was natural that many of 
those concerned should be most conscious of the conflict be­
tween the employer and the 'vage-earner. But that is not the 
only possible form of conflict. When people are thinking of 
increasing their share of the available wealth the conflict can 
just as well be horizontal as vertical, between different indus­
tries as much as bet,veen different ranks in the same industry. 
Something of the kind may, indeed, be happening at the 
present time, even though old loyalties may obscure it from 
the eyes of those most concerned. Conflicts between the agri­
cultural interest and the manufacturing interest have long 
been familiar in many countries. But when we really come 
down to it, so far as it is merely a question of the division of 
existing wealth, everyone's interests are opposed to those of 
everyone else. 

One element in the original lVIarxist doctrine would be of 
great importance for political theory, if there were any reason 
to suppose it true. That is the theory of the eventual disap­
pearance of the state. The argument here really boils down 
to this: the fact that the state must keep the economic 
machine going somehow is interpreted as meaning that it 
must preserve 'the existing system of productive relation­
ships' exactly as it is. That means, in turn, that it must neces­
sarily do everything to maintain the unfettered control of 
capitalist employers over the conduct of industry. As the only 
threat to that comes from the discontent of the dispossessed 
masses, these have to be kept down, and this work of repres­
sion is the main, if not the sole, function of the state. When 
the social revolution has swept away capitalist domination 
and thereby removed the causes of discontent the state is left 
with no work to do and will gradually 'wither away'. It is 
doubtful whether this view needs to be taken very seriously 
nowadays. It has in effect been abandoned even by the 
Marxists themselves, though they still seem to pay lip-s_ervice 
to it as a kind of millennia! aspiration. Every step m the 
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argument is, to put it mildly, highly debatable, and certainly 
does not follow logically from the preceding one. As for the 
final conclusion, it is difficult to attach any precise meaning 
to it. The state cannot be defined by mentioning one possible 
function that it may perform under certain conditions. The 
state is simply the territorial community organised, in one way 
or another, so that decisions may be reached which will be 
valid for the whole community. And it is hard to see in 
what conceivable circumstances it would be unnecessary or 
impossible for a territorial community to arrive at any 
decisions of general application. 

It need hardly be said that the above does not pretend to be 
anything in the nature of an adequate treatment of Marxism. 
For that would necessitate a close examination of a large field 
of political and social phenomena in the present and the past, 
in order to see how far the Marxist analysis does or does not 
apply. There is no dearth of literature at the present time 
which attempts that. My intention here is simply to indicate 
briefly why more attention has not been paid in this book to 
economic factors. These factors, of course, have an important 
influence on political decisions, and some of the ways in 
which this influence may work have been indicated from time 
to time in the preceding pages. But they are never the sole 
influences and there is no reason to give them a general 
priority. There are no necessary laws by which political 
phenomena can be deduced from economic phenomena, and 
political theory is an independent study, so far as any study 
concerned with human life can be independent from the rest. 

Though it is not essential to the argument it seems desirable 
to reassert here the conviction that any satisfying explanation 
of political or social occurrences must be given in psychologi­
cal terms, or, to put it in more popular language, in terms of 
what is going on in the minds of individual human beings. 
That does not mean, as it is sometimes taken to mean, that 
by examining individuals in the clinic or the laboratory we 
can reach general conclusions about the ways in which their 
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minds work and then apply these, without more ado, to 
explain the political or social behaviour of large groups of 
people. Such an examination might give us valuable hints or 
suggestions, but it will not take us very far until it is combined 
with the scrutiny of the actual public behaviour of masses of 
people in a society. This is an essential part of the material 
from which any conclusions could be drawn, and without an 
extensive knowledge of it clinical examination of individuals 
would be just as likely to mislead as to help in the explanation 
of political behaviour. 

For an explanation, as thus envisaged, it would be neces­
sary to attempt to analyse the main needs or 'drives', which 
appear, in varying degrees, to be innate in all or most human 
beings. It would also be necessary to get some idea of the 
way in which habits are formed, and, when formed, are trans­
mitted from one person or one generation to another. We 
should also have to consider the kinds of motive which might 
lead to habits being challenged or broken. Other factors, 
too, such as the effect of physical conditions, would have to 
be taken into account. When we had distinguished and set 
out these possible motives and influences we might be able to 
give an account of particular political or social developments 
in terms of them. And that is the nearest thing to an explana­
tion that we could hope to get. 

Even so, such explanations would, in general, prove to be 
possible only ex post facto. When something had happened, 
and to some degree while it was happening, we could make it 
intelligible by setting out the different influences of this kind 
which had worked or were working to produce that result. 
But we could never expect to arrive at necessary laws which 
would enable us to prophesy beforehand with scientific cer­
tainty what is going to happen. And that is not merely due 
to the de facto limitations in our knowledge of the numerous 
and complicated factors involved, but depends on the very 
nature of the phenomena with which we are dealing. Speak­
ing in very general terms, scientific forecasts are reliable 
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because, or in so far as, the factors involved arc measurable 
and calculable. Astronomers can foretell eclipses because the 
position, direction, and velocity of movement of the bodies 
concerned are known and can be measured, so that it can be 
calculated accurately when they will reach the relative posi­
tions that will produce an eclipse. But political and social 
movements or developments arc not like that. Of course, the 
variety and complications of the factors involved arc so great 
that it is physically impossible for human beings to know them 
all. But the difficulty goes further than that. For the factors 
involved are not, except perhaps in a very limited degree in 
a few cases, measurable at all, and, what is of greater impor­
tance, the different factors are not commensurable with one 
another. Thus, suppose that in a particular group or society 
there is a widespread emotional excitement which would, by 
itself, lead people to act against some deep-rooted and long­
established habits and customs. ·which influence will prove 
the stronger? There is no conceivable standard of measure­
ment by which we could compare the relative strengths of the 
emotion and of the force of habit. If we said that one was 
stronger than the other, that could not mean anything except 
that the one did in the event prevail over the other. In other 
words, the measurement of the strength of the different forces 
tending to produce a certain result can take place, so far as 
it can take place at all, only after the result has already 
occurred. It can provide no basis for anything like a scientific 
law. 

We do, of course, make forecasts, and they sometimes turn 
out right, particularly the short-range ones. But when they 
are successful, it is because they are based on a careful em­
pirical study of the circumstances of the particular case, not 
because they are deductions from a more general law. By 
an analysis on the lines suggested above, it might be possible 
to get a general idea of the main influences that will in all 
probability be at work in determining the actions of human 
beings. But the only general assertion that we can make about 
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these influences is that they can vary in strength relatively to 
each other, and which is likely to prove the stronger in any 
particular case can be decided only by an examination of the 
particular circumstances, and even that gives us nothing 
approaching certainty. The chief way in which this general 
analysis may affect our attempts at forecasting is negatively 
as a warning. It tells us the main factors that we have to take 
into account, and it warns us that if we make a forecast or 
propose a policy which ignores some of these factors alto­
gether it is e).:tremely likely to turn out wrong. And that is a 
valuable service. , 

There is one other factor which is quite incalculable. That 
is the effect that our consciousness of these various influences 
will have on the way in which they work in us. In so far as 
we become aware of the motives and tendencies working in 
us their influence on our behaviour will be modified, to a 
greater or lesser degree: it will rarely be removed altogether, 
but it will rarely remain just the same. If we realise that our 
objection to some suggestion arises entirely from a dislike 
of changing certain habits that we have formed, our opposi­
tion is likely to be weakened to some degree. If we realise 
the tendency to suggestibility in human beings, it may dawn 
in us that we have accepted certain views simply because they 
have been put to us loudly and confidently, and we are then 
likely to become a little more critical of them. We cannot, of 
course, get rid of our natural tendencies, and only a rare 
ascetic would wish to do so. But the more we become con­
scious of them, the more likely we are to find ourselves con­
sidering them in relation to each other as part of a whole life, 
and judging and evaluating them as such. That is a part of 
the beginnings of the development of a moral consciousness. 

But, it hardly needs saying, the individual is not left to do 
this all by himself. To a large extent it is done for him by 
the society or societies to which he belongs. He finds him­
self in a society which has already developed an accepted 
code of conduct, which includes some kind of evaluation of 
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these natural tendencies. Thus, in some societies the natural 
tendency to self-assertion and self-glorification is discouraged, 
whereas in some it is given full play. In some the man who 
easily loses his temper is frowned upon whereas in others he 
seems to be taken for granted. In all, or nearly all, societies 
there is some kind of accepted regulation and direction of the 
working of the sexual impulses, though the form this takes 
will differ widely. And there are more specific approvals and 
disapprovals of particular kinds of action. In general, the 
individual begins by taking over these attitudes or points of 
view from the society in which he finds himself. 

This is the truth in the well-worn saying that morality is a 
social product. But though true, this statement is much less 
significant than has sometimes been supposed. For one thing, 
there is no sharp antithesis between a social and an individual 
product. Society is not an external force standing over against 
the individuals in it. It is made up of individuals, and there 
are no 'social products' which are not the work of individuals. 
Further, the statement that morality is a social product comes 
very near to being a tautology. Morality is mainly, if not 
entirely, concerned with the relations between individuals and 
their behaviour towards each other. And they cannot behave 
in any way towards each other unless they are living together 
in some form of society. It is equally obvious that each indi­
vidual's behaviour towards others will be greatly influenced, 
if not determined, by their behaviour towards him. If they 
are to continue to live together, and still more if they are to 
co-operate for any purpose, there must be some kind of 
mutual adjustment between them, which involves some degree, 
however slight, of recognition of each other's rights or claims. 
Thus,. the very fact of living in a society involves some kind of 
morahty, that is to say the development of some system of 
behaviour capable of overruling the individual's immediate 
personal desires and passions. And the accepted code or 
standards of conduct in any society represent the rules or 
precepts or general indications of the conduct supposed to be 
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most conducive to the development of satisfactory relations 
within the society. 

A great deal of unnecessary trouble has been made over the 
fact that these accepted moral standards differ so widely from 
one society to another. The extent of these differences has 
often been greatly exaggerated, but no one could deny that 
they exist. But these different moral standards have at least 
this in common that they are all moral standards, that is to 
say, that they are regarded as having an authority superior to 
that of one's personal tastes and desires, that they demand 
some degree of consideration for others besides oneself, and 
that they are regarded as valid for others besides oneself. 
However, even if they allow so much, there are those who 
would say that the actual content of any moral code is entirely 
the product of the particular society in which it is developed. 
There can be no real right or wrong about it, and, though we 
can judge of an individual how far he lives up to the moral 
code of his own society, we can have no standard by which we 
can judge that the moral code of one society is better or worse 
than that of another. The difficulty is, as the ancient Greek 
thinkers saw, that once this point of view is accepted there 
seems no reason why an individual should observe the moral 
code of his own society if he can get any advantage for him­
self by breaking it. 

Of course, these difficulties arise only when we have be­
come fully aware of the nature of moral codes and their dif­
ferences from one another. We then begin to criticise and ask 
questions about them. We may then find ourselves criticising 
the particular code of our own society, not with a view to 
undermining its authority but with a view to making it better. 
In fact, that sort of process is going on all the time to some 
degree, and the accepted moral standards of particular com­
munities are constantly changing in one respect or another: 
things that once seemed tolerable or even praiseworthy come 
to be regarded as intolerable, and vice versa. The possi­
bility of this seems sufficient proof that we do, in fact, assume 
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that there are real standards of good and bad or right and 
wrong over and above the standards of any particular society 
at any particular time. Whether we have any right to assume 
this is another matter. It is the task of the moral philosopher 
to deal with such a question, and to consider whether an.y 
answer to it is necessary and, if it is, what sort of answer ts 
possible. We can at least say that the mere fact that people 
can differ in their moral judgements is no proof at all that 
there is no real right or wrong about them. If it were, a great 
many other kinds of judgement would have to be dismissed 
as well. 'With regard to the special case of the differences be­
tween the standards of different communities, we can, if we 
like, regard these as representing various attempts to establish 
principles of behaviour which will produce the most satisfac­
tory relations between individuals and the most satisfactory 
pattern of life for them all. Even if-or perhaps all the more 
if-we believe that there is a real standard of satisfactoriness 
here, which we have to discover and cannot make up just as 
we like, we should find nothing surprising in the fact that 
some communities had made a much better shot at it than 
?thers. But, as already suggested, the existence of these vary­
mg codes or standards shows a general recognition, however 
obscured by other influences that some sort of standard of 
morality is necessary. For that reason they all deserve some 
degree ?f r.e~pect. That is why there is always a good case 
for the l~dtvtdual's conforming to the code of his particular 
commumty, unless he is quite clear after careful thought that 
he ought to depart from it. What a Catholic writer said about 
the special case of conscientious objection to military service 
can be applied more generally, 'If you are in any doubt give 
your country the benefit of the doubt'. 

For the rest, each individual, once he becomes conscious 
of .the problem, has to make up his own mind whether he is 
gomg to proceed on the assumption that there is a real right 
and wrong or better and worse in these matters. l-Ie might, for 
instance, ask himself whether he really believes that the Ger-



CONCLUSION-POLITICS, ECONOMICS, ETHICS 269 
man Nazis' approval of the persecution and massacre of Jews 
as compared with our disapproval of it is merely a difference 
of personal taste or local fashion. 1\tlost of those who have not 
given too much thought to the matter would probably have 
little doubt of the answer. In any case we have to adopt one 
point of view or the other as a working assumption. 

We may note, in passing, that this does not mean that we 
can take one whole system of moral beliefs and say that that 
is right and all the rest are wrong. All systems are open to 
improvement to an indefinite extent, and some will fall short 
of the ideal in some directions, others in others. 'Ve can also 
make allowance for differences in the conditions of different 
communities, and recognise that some kinds of behaviour may 
quite reasonably be valued more highly or condemned more 
strongly in some conditions than in others. We may also 
come to realise that some points included in the conventional 
code of conduct are really morally indifferent. But, when all 
allowance is made for this, there will always come some point 
at which we have to make the decision in our own mind that 
some thing really is better or worse than another. 

What, then, is the conclusion from all this about the appli­
cation of moral considerations to politics? It has already 
been argued that, just because it is concerned with decisions 
which apply to a whole community of people, politics is 
inescapably subject, in the last resort, to moral considerations. 
But there are great possibilities of confusion in the applica­
tion of this. Some political differences of opinion clearly rest 
solely on differences about the facts in the case. And there 
is no moral obligation to arrive at one conclusion about the 
facts rather than another, though there is a moral obligation 
to consider them as fairly and thoroughly as we can. A dis­
tinction is often made in this connection between ends and 
means, and it is said that our ends are a matter of moral deci­
sion but that the choice of means to them is simply a matter 
of practical expediency. In certain connections and within 
certain limits this may work satisfactorily, but if pressed too 
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far it breaks down. For if we take any partlCU ar . · hat 
we regard as good we shall often find that the actwns t 

seem likely to attai~ it will often have other results or accon1 -

paniments as well which we should regard as evil. And we 
cannot leave those out of account in deciding whether we 
should take the action or not. Of course, there is such a thing 
as. a choice of evils, and we may be justified in doing some­
~ht~g which, taken by itself, would be regarded as undesirable, 
If It were the only means of avoiding a much greater evil. 
What does not seem justifiable is to take some particular end 
or state of thin b d d d h b · . d gs to e pro uce , an to say t at, ecause tt 
IS goodl • therefore any action that will lead to it is right, 
regar ess of a h 
go with it. ny ot er results or accompaniments that might 

We can often fi. d 
cates of n some degree of this attitude in the advo-

great causes B ' ' . h' relatively . · Y cause m t 1s connection I mean a 
brought a~pecl~c and definable state of things which can be 
a definite spout, 1f not at one particular moment, at least within 

h ace of tim And . b w en it is ado e. 1t ecomes a cause, in this sense, 
particular a f pted as the one overriding end by which all 
of thing hac 10f8 are to be judged. One instance of this kind 
national in l 8 a ready been mentioned, namely the cause of 
which I , ~ cpcndcncc from foreign rule. But there are others 

l,tvc appealed to different people at different times as 
l'lldB aiJHolutcly good in thcm~c\ves which )ustified any means. 

We can think of cau~cs such as the extirpation of heresy_ and 

I he eHlahliHhment of the true religion, the setting _of1~he n~ht-. tion of the cap1ta 1st sys em 
f11l kmg on the throne, the Llcstruc b anarchism the . . r or even y , 
and 1ts replacement by Soc1a 15m d many other move-

. . f h f women, an f h wmnmg o t c suffrage or The pursuit o sue 
f . portance. h lf mcnts o greater or lesser 1m h ccasion for muc se -

caus_cs or crusades has often_ been t u~ ~ has also been at times 
~acnfice, devotion and her01sm- B f 1 lete abandon-
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. ' . d 0 t 1e comp 
t 1c occasion of great suffenng an d I f tone some-

. · t f ·1 · tandar s. n ac n 1 c 11 0 ot 1cr moral rcstrmnts or 5 f b comin 
t iincs feels inclined to assert that the surest way o e g 
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thoroughly cruel, violent, untruthful, and unscrupulous is 
through unselfish devotion to a great cause. 1 

There is, of course, much more to be said on all this, and 
there are doubtless occasions on which we could do with much 
more of the crusading spirit. But it has to be asserted that if 
these other things, truthfulness, humanity and the like, are of 
value in themselves, we can never be justified in treating them 
as entirely of no account in the attainment of some particular 
end. And yet, on the other hand, few would deny that the 
duty, for instance, of truthfulness was not so absolute that 
there might not be occasions on which it was justifiable to tell 
a lie. 'What seems to be needed is a kind of scheme or point 
of view which will recognise, on the one hand, that some 
actions at least have a moral quality of their own and cannot 
be judged entirely by their relation to an end or result beyond 
themselves. And, on the other, it must recognise that no 
action can ever be judged entirely in isolation apart from its 
accompaniments or results or relations to anything outside 
itself. 

Perhaps we could get something of the kind by developing 
the Greek notion of the 'good life' as the ultimate criterion 
of political, or, indeed, any other action. That would mean 
that the one thing good in itself was the attainment of certain 
states or attitudes of mind on the part of individuals, particu­
larly in their relations to each other, and the possibility of 
expressing these states of mind in their actions. The passing 
of particular measures or the setting up of particular institu­
tions would be considered as means to this, possibly impor­
tant or even essential means, but of no value in themselves. 
But to a large extent the sharp 'distinction between ends and 
means would, from this point of view, cease to apply. At 
any rate, the 'end', as so conceived, is not a particular state 
of things to be realised once and for all at a definite period but 

1 I have developed this more at length in a lecture on Principles and Ideau 
in Politics published in the latest volume of the Hobhouse Lectures. A few 
passages from this lecture have been incorporated in this chapter. 



272 POLITICAL THEORY 

something which is being realised, to a greater or lesser 
degree, all the time. Particular. actions may be themselves 
expressions of these states of nund, and so far they can be 
considered as parts of the end, not merely as means to it. 
That does not mean that such actions arc necessarily right, 
but it does mean that they have some value as part of a 
wider good. But as they arc only parts they may, in particu­
lar circumstances, have to be given up in order to secure some 
other part. But there is always a real sacrifice of good in 
doing that. It is not merely a question c: adjusting means, in 
themselves indifferent, to an end which gives them all the 
value they have. 

There is a further consequence of this which is Worth 
noting. If we think of an end as something attainable at a 
particular period, the actions taken to bring it about have n 
present value, but are judged purely by their relation to futu.r 0 

results. But if we think of it as somcthi~g continually attain~ 
able the future has no special prerogative over the present 
or the remote future over t~c ncar _future. \Ve_ cannot: 
therefore, say that a present evil or sacnfice of good Is alwa . · 

·1 . . d d I ) 5 and necessan y JUstifiable if it pro uccs goo resu ts at sorn 
future period, though no doubt it may be, if the one clear}~ 
outweighs the ?th~r in quantity and durati~n. It is a. dange~ 
for some Utopian Idealists that they fix their eyes so Intent} • 
on a possible future that they tend to ignore the present as 0~ no account at all. 

It woul_d be t~e subject of a further treatise to attempt t 
wo~k out m detail a positive con ten~ for the ~dea of the 'g00~ 
life . We should probably feel inclined to disclaim the cap 
city for doing what the Greek thinkers attempted to do, th a­
is to say drawing up a systematic and comprehensive sketc~ 
of the 1deal. We might as was suggested earlier, prefer t 

h. f ' 0 
approac It rom the other end. Th~t is to say we should 
start from the consideration of particular political institu_ 
tions, mea.sures, or proposals, and examine them from the 
point of VIew of the kinds of effect they might have on the 
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minds and characters of the individual citizens. Then we 
could ask ourselves whether we thought of that effect as 
desirable or not, and so our picture of the good life would 
gradually develop as we went along. Something of that kind 
has been attempted in the preceding pages, but, of course, 
the main task remains to be done. 

It does, however, seem that one element in the 'good life' 
emerges as implied in the very conception of it. That is the 
attitude of mutual consideration and recognition of the needs 
and claims of other people besides ourselves. In Kant's 
famous phrase, every human being is to be thought of as an 
end and never merely as a means. Attempts have been made 
to depreciate the value of this principle on the ground that we 
cannot deduce from it any specific instructions as to how we 
are to act in particular cases. But such criticism really misses 
the point. The principle should be taken as the inculcation 
of a certain attitude from which we should approach the con­
sideration of particular problems. As such, if it does not 
provide ready-made answers, it certainly makes a great dif­
ference to the answers that we discover for ourselves. Most 
of us, if we examine our consciences, would probably recog­
nise occasions on which we had thought of other human 
beings merely as means to our own satisfaction. And it would 
certainly make a great difference to our behaviour if we 
consistently adopted Kant's maxim, even if it did not tell us 
exactly what we ought to do in every case. And if we look, 
not at particular actions but at more general institutions, it 
would seem very difficult to reconcile some of them, such as 
slavery, with this maxim. 

This, then, must suffice as an indication of what can be 
meant by speaking of the moral basis of politics. But that is 
not to say that morality and politics are identical. A good deal 
of what we include in the 'good life' is not a matter of public 
or collective decision at all and there is plenty of room for 
differences of opinion as to the extent of this. From the other 
side a great many political decisions are not directly con-
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cerned with moral issues. But there is always the possibility 
that they may, even at a long remove, have some effect one 
way or the other on the attainment of the 'good life'. The 
working politician cannot be expected to be thinking about 
that all the time. For the most part he takes for granted the 
current ideas of his community about the moral limits within 
which he works. But these ideas are always liable to change 
and modification. And among the possible influences making 
for such development are the discussions that are going on all 
the time on political problems. 



Appendi."': 

DEMOCRACY, ANCIENT AND MODERN 

rReprinted from the Cambn.dge Journal for November 1949] 

I N the discussions that have been going on in recent years 
about the proper meaning of the term' democracy', appeal 

has been made from time to time to the use of the correspond­
ing term in ancient Greece. It seems, indeed, only reasonable 
that the Greeks, as the original inventors of the word, should 
be consulted about the proper use of it. On the other hand, 
there is no reason why we should always use a term taken 
from the Greek in its precise original sense. In general, how­
·ever, it seems desirable on all grounds that there should be 
continuity, if not uniformity, in the use of the term, and that 
sudden reversals of its meaning should be avoided as far as 
possible. 

It does not, of course, admit of doubt that the word 
• democracy' comes into the English language from the Greek 
authors. We find it first in the si."'{teenth century when know­
ledge of these authors and of the facts of Greek history was 
growing. The first recorded use of it, in Elyot's Tlze Governour, 
refers to it as the constitution in force among the Athenians, 
and the picture that the word conveyed to the English reader 
would, broadly speaking, be determined by what he knew of 
Greek writers and Greek history. In an age of monarchies 
and aristocratically ordered societies it was not usually 
regarded as a very desirable form of government. Indeed, it 
had little application to most societies of the time, except a 
few of the smaller Swiss cantons, and the word itself in the 
early stages seems to be of rare occurrence and mainly of 
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historical reference. In the seventeenth century when demo­
cratic ideas began to develop in this country, the word, too, 
seemed to become more familiar and to be regarded as applic­
able to existing conditions. Thus Baxter describes the 
speakers in the Puritan army as calling 'sometimes for 
church-democracy and sometimes for state-democracy'. The 
reference to' church-democracy' is of special interest, because 
the congregational government of a church was something 
much more like the government of a Greek city by the popular 
assembly than anything that was practically possible in a 
seventeenth-century state. This illustrates, incidentally, how 
much the whole democratic idea in this country has been 
influenced in its development by the religious interest and the 
application to church government. At any rate, from this 
period onwards the development of the use of the term has 
been continuous up to the present time. And if we think it 
desirable to preserve this continuity, there seems a certain 
interest in recalling the original Greek usage for purpose of 
comparison with the present day. This is all the more neces­
sary because of recent years there have been some highly 
debatable statements made about the meaning of democracy 
in ancient Greece, from which some very misleading inferences. 
have been drawn about its contemporary application. 

Let us consider first the view that the Greek use of demo­
cracy has no application to present circumstances, because to­
the Greek it implied slavery and was, indeed, based on that. 
and was therefore entirely unlike anything to which the term 
would be applied now. Thus, Professor E. H. Carr in the 
Cust Lecture, delivered in 1945, said, 'Not much will be 
gained by carrying back the inquiry to the ancient world 
where the term was first invented: for the Greek democracies. 
were openly based on the rule of a privileged class and would 
hardly qualify under any modern definition of the term. 
Western or Russian.' There was an amusing illustration, at 
about the same time, of the way in which this idea has filtered 
down to a more popular level. A Conservative statesman had 
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referred, in a speech, to ancient Greek democracy as the 
inspiration of modern democratic movements. This was 
quoted by a well-known left-wing columnist, who then pointed 
out that ancient Greek democracy was based on slavery and 
drew the conclusion, half-humorously no doubt, that the 
Tories must be wanting to reintroduce slavery. 

This is a fallacy which has often been refuted and as often 
reappears. It is, of course, true that most Greek city-states, 
whatever their form of government, were economically 
dependent on slave labour, in the sense that, things being as 
they were, there would not have been enough man-power to 
carry on the essential work of production without the slaves. 
That, however, is not what is meant here. 'Vhat is implied in 
remarks such as those quoted is that Greek democracy, in 
particular, was only possible because the citizens had slaves 
to do the work of production for them, thus leaving them free 
to attend to politics. And this is entirely untrue. In general, 
in democracies such as Athens, the majority of the citizens 
worked with their hands and a great many of them did not 
own slaves at all. Nor, with one or two exceptions, which 
do not affect the general picture, was there, in democratic 
cities, any special kind of work reserved either for slaves or 
for free men. Slaves could be found in the skilled profes­
sions, and citizens among the unskilled manual labourers. 
But all citizens in a democracy whatever their wealth, profes­
sion, or social position, had exactly the same political rights 
and privileges. 

That is, perhaps, sufficient answer to this particular objec­
tion. But it is worth while spending a few moments in trying 
to see why a Greek would not have admitted that the existence 
of slavery was relevant to the question at issue between 
democracy and other forms of government. This question 
concerned the organization and government of a particular 
society, the 7ToAtS' or city. Now, we assume that the politi­
cal society must normally include all those living in the same 
territory. But that was not at all the view held in Greece or 
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-the ancient world in general. To the~ m:mbership _of the 
.citizen body was a matter of being born mto It, or o_cc~siOnally 
being admitted by a special act of tho~e a~ready m 1t. T~e 
fact of living, voluntarily or involuntar!ly, m the same tern­
tory was quite irrelevant. The questwn, therefore, of the 
proper government of a particular society was quite distinct 
-from the question of its relations to those outside it. We 
:might recognise the same thing, if 'those outside it' meant 
those living in a different territory. We might quite naturally 
:speak of a particular state as being itself democratically 
governed even though it exercised despotic rule over terri­
-tories outside. In some periods in the history of the Swiss 
·Confederation, for instance, some of the smaller cantons could 
hardly be called anything but democracies, yet that did not 
prevent them from taking their share in the rule of conquered 
territories, whose inhabitants had no political rights at all. 

We should perhaps find it easier to put ourselves at the 
·Greek point of view if we thought in terms, not of a territorial 
·~tate, but of one of the smaller societies within it, a club, for 
mstance, or a university. The question of the best form of 
·government for such a society might raise very real issues, and 
we could perfectly reasonably advocate one form of govern­
~en~ as being more democratic than another. But the dis­
tmct~on between the two would not be made any the less real 
and tmportant by the fact that, under either form of govern­
~ent, the society had employees, porters and chanvomen for 
mstance, who Were not members of it and had no share in its 
governmen~. All this should make it clear that the existence 
.of slavery ~n ancient Greece, important though it is for our 
general estimate of its civilisation, does not destroy the rele­
vance of Greek democratic ideas and experience to our own 
time. 

This being understood, what did democracy, as a form of 
government, mean to a Greek? There is really no doubt about 
that at all; and, if it were not for the confusion that has been 
~ntroduced into the matter by contemporary controversies, it 
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would hardly be worth while setting down the familiar facts 
once more. In the first place, the ordinary Greek normally 
thought and spoke of democracy as one of the three main 
forms of government which he recognized, the other two 
being monarchy and oligarchy or aristocracy. This was the 
normally accepted classification. Some serious thinkers criti­
cised it as inadequate and tried to introduce various subdivi­
sions or intermediate forms. But none of these suggestions 
became generally accepted, nor were they consistent among 
themselves. Plato, for instance, gives two quite different 
alternative classifications in the Republic and the Politicus 
respectively. In the latter he retains the threefold classifica­
tion, but sub-divides each into a better or worse form, 
according to the degree to which they respect the law and act 
according to established rules. But, we may note, the law­
abiding and the lawless democracy are both called democra­
cies. Aristotle puts forward various suggestions, not always 
perfectly consistent with each other. But in one passage, to 
which we shall have to return later, he suggests the use of the 
term 'democracy' for what he regards as a perverted form of 
government in which the poor rule the state in their own 
exclusive interest. Polybius, on the other hand, who favours 
a classification rather like that in the Politicus, wants to keep 
the term 'democracy' for the good form of popular govern­
ment and coins the word 'ochlocracy', government by the 
mob, for the perversion. 

But for the ordinary Greek, throughout the whole period, 
the simple threefold division, monarchy, toligarchy, demo­
cracy sufficed. We find it taken for granted by Herodotus in 
his fictitious story of the debate between the Persian leaders 
after the downfall of the pseudo-Smerdis. And three hun­
dred years later Polybius, in the passage just quoted, speaks 
of it as the ordinarily accepted classification, though he him­
self is not satisfied with it. All this shows how misleading it is 
to generalise about the meaning of the term to 'the Greeks ' 
from the discussions of one or two thinkers. Mr Harold 
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Nicolson, for instance, in an essay in the Spectator a few years 
ago, 1 made the startling statement that 'to them [i.e. the 
Greeks] ... it [democracy] was a term of abuse'. This is a 
generalisation from Aristotle which, as applied to 'the 
Greeks', is extremely wide of the mark. To the Greeks as a 
whole, democracy, like Socialism or Conservatism nowadays, 
was a term of abuse for those who disapproved of it, and a 
term of praise for the very large number who believed in it. 

Apart from approval or disapproval, what the term 'demo­
cracy' would have conveyed to the ordinary Greek is quite 
clear. It would have conveyed to him, in the first place, a 
state in which supreme control was exercised by a general 
assembly of all the citizens. The general assembly, by the 
way, was not peculiar to the democracies but was found, in 
one form or another, in many non-democratic states, though 
in these its authority and function tended to be limited. What 
was peculiar to democracy was that the assembly was open to 
every citizen without distinction of wealth or birth or profes­
sion, and one man's vote counted just the same as another's. 

~e.condly, every citizen had an equal right to express an 
opm10n or to make a proposal. Freedom of speech was 
generally regarded as one of the fundamental features of 
democracy. It was so regarded, for instance, by Plato, who 
thought that it was carried to lengths which were altogether 
unwholesome. It is true that, according to !socrates, an un­
popular speaker in moments of excitement sometimes ran a 
cenain risk of being shouted down. But that was certainly 
not the usual thing. We have accounts of several occasions 
when .decisions of importance were being discussed in the 
Atheman Assembly, and there is invariably reference to 
speeches on different sides. In fact one can say broadly that 
the .Athenian democracy can very rarely, if ever, have taken 
an. Import~nt decision without hearing arguments from all 
pomts of VIew. 

In view of that, I find it very difficult to understand a state-
1 Spectator, 31 August 1945, reprinted in Comments, 1944-8. 
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ment by Lord Lindsay in an article in the ll1anclzester Guardian 
of 26 April 1946. He there says, 'Neither of the two parties 
which strove for power in Greek states had the smallest inten­
tion of tolerating the other. A recognised opposition was 
foreign to Greek democracy.' It is quite true, of course, that 
a Greek democracy would not have tolerated an attempt to 
overthrow the democratic constitution by force. In the less 
well-established democracies such attempts were all too fre­
quent, and revolution and civil war were endemic in many 
Greek states. That was not so everywhere, however, and in 
any case is hardly in question here. Even the well-established 
democracies would probably not have tolerated a proposal to 
abolish democracy by legal procedure, though they seem to 
have been tolerant of a good deal of criticism of it in writing. 
There is, for instance, no hint that Plato ever got into trouble 
for writing the Republic. "Within the limits of the democratic 
constitution, however, there was complete freedom of opposi­
tion and criticism on any particular question. It is true that, 
in a sense, there was no 'recognised Opposition'. But then 
there was no recognised Government, either. There was, 
however, often an observable tendency for those of like 
opinions to develop habits of working together politically, 
and modern historians often speak, without serious inaccuracy, 
of different parties in Athens. These were sometimes based on 
economic divisions, and Aristotle gives a list of the recognised 
leaders of the upper classes and the common people, respec­
tively, over a considerable period of history. And in the age 
of Demosthenes there was clearly a relatively permanent divi­
sion between the pro-Macedonian and the anti-Macedonian 
parties. We must, however, beware of thinking of these as in 
any sense permanent organisations, with a body of officials, 
like the parties we know. They were more akin to the rudi­
mentary parties of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

The third mark of democracy for the ordinary Greek would 
have been that all public offices were open equally to every 
citizen, irrespective of wealth, who was not disqualified by 
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criminal conduct. This was made not merely a legal right 
but a practical possibility by other measures which were in 
fact characteristic of all democracies, whether or no we include 
them in the definition. In the first place, the offices were paid 
so that no one could be debarred by poverty from filling them. 
And secondly the great majority of offices, which in general 
took the form of boards or committees rather than of single 
posts, were filled by lot. This seems to us a curious method, 
but they dealt largely with routine m.attcrs, and the idea seems 
to have been that each board should represent, as it were, a 
fair sample of the whole citizen body. There were limitations 
on the possibility of being selected more than once, so that 
office must have come in turn to almost every citizen. There 
were, however, certain exceptions, for a few of the more im­
portant and responsible officers were elected by the whole 
body of citizens. And here the limitations on re-election did 
not necessarily apply, and there were well-known cases of the 
same man being elected to the same office year after year. 

Even the most important officers, however, were not sup­
pos~d to have any special responsibility for the framing of 
pohcy. That was a matter for the whole assembly, and in 
theozy every citizen had an equal right to contribute to it. In 
practlce, the chief influence was exercised by the leading 
orators, :Who might or might not themselves hold office at 
any part1cular time. Even in the carrying out of the policy 
t?e tendency of democracies was, on the whole, with occa­
stOnal exceptions from time to time, to restrict the discretion 
of ~he officials and scrutinise their conduct very jealously. 
Thl.s was made easier by the rule, almost universal in the 
anclent World in all kinds of government, that appointment to 
~ny office Was made annually. And in Athens, and probably 
10 other democracies, there was a public examination at the 
end of the year of office of the conduct of every official. 

In comparing ancient democracies with modern forms of 
government, it is of interest to remind ourselves what the 
responsibilities and activities were with which the popular 
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organs of government most concerned themselves. Nowadays 
we should naturally think, before anything else, of legislation 
as being the primary function of the sovereign body. But, in 
fact, in Greek states legislation was not, as it is with us, a 
regular and continuous activity. The laws were regarded 
much more as a permanent framework, not to be lightly 
altered or added to. When genuine legislation did take place, 
it generally went through a complir.ated procedure which, 
while reserving the final decision to the popular assembly, 
entrusted the greater part of the work to a committee or some­
times to a single legislator. On the other hand, the Assembly 
was continually passing decrees dealing with particular cases. 
In extreme cases the line between a law and a decree might 
seem rather thin, but in general the distinction is clear, and 
more than one writer picks out the tendency to act by decrees 
instead of by fixed laws as a sign of degeneration in a demo­
cracy. But on the whole the Assembly seems to have been 
much more occupied with what we should think of as strictly 
executive discussions. The debates about which we have the 
fullest accounts are generally those on foreign relations, the 
making of treaties or alliances, and the declaration of war. 
And during a state of war, which for most Greek cities means 
for the greater part of their history, the Assembly would con­
tinually be taking decisions about the conduct of the war, the 
expeditions to be sent out, and the operations to be undertaken. 

But besides all this there is an important function which, to 
our way of thinking, would be the most inappropriate for a 
popular body, and that is the judicial function. Yet it was 
characteristic of Greek democracies that the administrations 
of justice should more and more come to be considered an 
essential prerogative of the sovereign people. Some cases 
might actually be tried before the whole Assembly. More 
often, however, they came before a number of large popular 
juries of several hundred members each, empanelled by lot. 
It is clear that each of these was regarded as, in a sense, a 
microcosm of the whole people, and the whole lot together as 
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the people acting in their judicial capacity. It must be remem­
bered that these were completely lay bodies, and there were 
no professional lawyers and no profession~} judges to guide 
them. Plato is perhaps the only Greek wnter to have deve­
loped the modern conception of the judge as a skilled profes­
sional with specialised knowledge of the law. 1 

For the purposes of comparison with modern times, it is 
of particular interest to consider the kinds of argument which 
were used for or against a democracy in Greece. Of the latter 
we can find systematic statements in Plato and in the late fifth­
century pamphlet, commonly known as the Old Oligarch, 
which is preserved among the works of Xenophon. The 
arguments are largely directed against the special feature of 
ancient democracy, namely government by a mass meeting, 
with its emotional instability, its susceptibility to tricks of 
oratory, its lack of continuity of policy and its weakening of 
the sense of responsibility of the individual citizen. But there 
is a more fundamental criticism by Plato, who held that 
government was a most difficult and important function, 
which demanded a high degree of specialised ability and train­
ing, and should therefore be entrusted to the select few who 
possessed the special qualities necessary for it and could 
devote their whole time and their whole interest to it. 

We have no such systematic statement of the case for 
democracy. But from remarks in the historians and other 
writers. we can gather something of the sort of arguments 
that mxght be put forward. The earliest extant statement of 
the case that we have is to be found in the imaginary debate 
described by Herodotus in the passage already referred to. 
The emphasis here is laid on the security that democracy 
gives against the insolence of office, and oppression and mis­
government by those in authority. We also have an incidental 
remark by Herodotus himself about the greatly increased 
energy, enterprise, and self-confidence that the people of 
Athens showed once they had become free to govern them-

1 Politicus, 305 b, c. 
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selves. In a debate at Syracuse, recorded or invented by 
Thucydides, the democratic spokesman claims superiority for 
democracy because, in the first place, it includes all the citizens, 
not merely a section. And he argues, further, that the judge­
ments of a democracy are more likely to be sound just because 
they represent the collective wisdom of all the citizens to 
which everyone can contribute something. Aristotle also men­
tions this argument and admits that there is something in it. 
Plato, of course, would not have admitted its validity. But 
even he, in the second-best constitution described in the Laws, 
allows a certain element of democracy, his main reason being 
that the people will give much more willing obedience to the 
decisions of the government if they are given some share in it. 

There are thus various practical advantages claimed for 
democracy. But the fundamental demand comes from the 
feeling that the city exists for the sake of all its citizens and 
that they therefore all have a claim to a share in the good things 
that it can give them. Participation in the work of government 
is one of these good thir.g3. It brings certain specific material 
advantages and prevents certain evils. But behind all this is 
the idea, which is hinted at in the famous Funeral Speech of 
Pericles, and emerges more or less clearly from the discussion 
in Aristotle, that a share in public life and activity is itself a 
good thing, part of the 'good life' for every man. A man is a 
better man for taking some part in government, and to make 
the citizens better men is the true aim of any measure and any 
institution. This was doubtless an ideal which was realized 
in practice very imperfectly or not at all. But as an ideal it is 
still capable of making its appeal. 

In the light of all this, what bearing has the Greek use of 
the term on modern controversies about the meaning of 
democracy? What, for instance, would a Greek say about the 
rival claimants to the title among the states of the present 
day ? Let us consider first the Parliamentary democracies of 
Western Europe. I think there can be little doubt that if an 
ordinary Greek, particularly a convinced democrat, were con-
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fronted with these states his first reaction would be to deny 
them the title of democracies at all. That would not be in 
the least for the sort of reason that would be given by the 
partisans of the so-called 'Eastern democracies' for a similar 
denial. It would be simply and solely because the ordinary 
citizens were not taking a continuous and active part in the 
work of government. To call a state a democracy in which the 
supreme power was in the hands of a small body, elected every 
five years or so, and in which laws could be passed, judicial 
decisions made, executive actions taken and even war or peace 
declared without the people being directly consulted at all, 
would seem to our Greek at first sight the wildest of para­
doxes. His first inclination would probably be to deny that 
democracy was to be found in the modern world at all. 

On second thoughts, however, particularly if he was 
acquainted with the more serious Greek writers, he might 
begin to modify his opinion. He would recognise that democ­
racy, as he knew it, was not possible at all in a state above a 
ce~ain size. And from that he might go on to ask himself 
whtch of the forms of government that were possible in a large 
co~ntry state inclined more in the direction of democracy and 
whtch less. He would be encouraged in this by remembering 
that, even in Greece thinkers in the fourth century and later 
~vere beginning to fe~l that the popular classification of states 
mto democracies and the rest was inadequate. Not only did 
they try to introduce various intermediate grades, but they 
also came to emphasise more and more the possibility of mix­
tures of these pure forms of government. At times, in fact, 
~hey ap~roached the idea of democracy, not so much as a class 
mto whtch any given state must either go completely or not 
go at all, but rather as an element or ingredient which could 
be fo~n~ in a greater or lesser degree in a wide variety of 
constttutxons. 

Looked at from that point of view, our Greek would prob­
ably concede that in a modern Parliamentary government 
there was an element, possibly greater than he realised at 
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first, of democracy as he understood it, and that among modern 
constitutions there was no other direction in which he could 
look for it. The fact that at some point vital decisions were 
taken and, as a consequence, other decisions influenced, by 
the whole body of citizens, that everyone, rich or poor, had a 
vote and with trifling exceptions everyone's vote counted the 
same, that our leaders and ministers and members of Parlia­
ment could be turned out of office by a popular vote whenever 
an election came, that there were no legal restrictions on the 
right of any man to hold office or to sit in Parliament if elected 
thereto, that the practical obstacles were largely removed by 
measures such as payment of members, and above all that 
there was a great amount of freedom of discussion and criticism 
and expression of opinion-all these things would seem to 
him undeniable marks of democracy as far as they went, and 
he would regard them as going some way towards producing 
the results that the Greek democrat looked to democracy to 
produce. He would certainly not think that they went as far 
as he would like. He might suggest, for instance, that more 
countries should follow the example of Switzerland and intro­
duce the Referendum and Initiative. He would look askance 
at our independent judiciary and our professional Civil Ser­
vice, and would view with considerable suspicion our organised 
political parties. But, with all qualifications, he would prob­
ably admit a recognisable kinship between the democratic 
idea in his time and ours, and might agree that, on the whole, 
the best of us had advanced as far along the road to democracy 
as our unfortunate preference for large states made possible. 

We may next ask what our Greek would say about the Soviet 
Union and the other countries whose forms of government 
approximate to that. There can really be no reasonable doubt 
about this. The governments of Eastern Europe possess none 
of the features, as set out above, which the Greek would 
regard as characteristic of democracy, and no Greek would 
have dreamed of applying the title to them. Indeed, he would 
find from his own experience a category into which they would 
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readily fit. For Greek history provides many instances of 
what we should call 'left-wing dictatorships', from Pisistratus 
to Nabis. Indeed, this was one of the commonest ways in 
which the Greek 'tyrannies' or dictatorships arose, and some 
of them no doubt did for a time at any rate, improve the 
position of the poorer ~lasses. But the Greeks never fell into 
the confusion between government in the interests of the 
people and government by the people, and, as far as we know, 
they never even thought of applying the term 'democracy' to 
these popular dictatorships. They invariably spoke of them 
as what, by the Greek definition, they were, namely' tyrannies'. 

All this is really quite obvious. But an unfortunate con­
fusion has been introduced by some recent writers, on the 
strength of some statements by Aristotle. Thus Professor 
Carr, in the lecture previously quoted, says, ' Aristotle defines 
democracy as "the Government where the supreme power in 
the polity is vested in those who possess no considerable 
property, i.e. the poor" and goes on to inquire if it is unjust 
if "the poor, being in a ~ajority, distribute among themselves 
the property of the rich, .... All this stands quite as close to 
the Russian as to the Western view of democracy.' And 
Mr Har~ld Nicolson, referring to the same passage in Aris­
totle, wntes, ' If we use the word " Democracy" in its strictly 
~stotelian sense as government by the proletariate in the 
mterests of the proletariate to the exclusion of all other in­
tere~ts, then it applies more correctly to the Eastern or 
undtluted system of democracy than to the Western or diluted 
system'· Remarks such as these reveal such a serious mis­
understanding that it seems desirable to give in conclusion 
a brief consideration to the significance of' what Aristotl; 
actually does say. 

It is quite true that, in one or two passages, Aristotle speaks 
of democrac~ as the perverted form of constitution in which 
the p~or, b:mg a majority, have the power and exercise it 
exclu~lv~ly m their own interests. But, even taking this 
descnpt10n at its face value, it obviously refers to something 
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entirely different from the Soviet or East European type of 
government. In the first place, in the sort of democracy of 
which Aristotle is speaking the poor majority really did rule, 
through the general Assembly with all its apparatus of public 
discussion and free voting. In a state such as Russia, on the 
other hand, whether or no we concede its claim to be ruled 
in the interests of the poor majority, no one could possibly 
contend that it was actually ruled by the poor majority. None 
of the procedure which any Greek, Aristotle included, would 
have regarded as an essential feature of democracy is present. 

Secondly, the whole basis of the Eastern European govern­
ments is the claim that they are establishing a new order of 
society, in which the old distinction between rich and poor 
will cease to have any meaning. In particular, they are abolish­
ing private ownership of the means of production and distri­
bution, and establishing a state-controlled economy. There is 
no trace of any such programme among even the most 
extreme Greek democracies. In general, they took for granted 
private ownership of land and of such elementary forms of 
capital as there were, and did not prevent the owners from 
using these to enrich themselves. In the more extreme cases, 
they might from time to time attempt a forcible correction of 
disparities of wealth by measures such as the redistribution of 
land, among other private owners, and the cancellation of 
debts. But this could only be an occasional measure. For the 
rest, the tendency was to regard the rich as convenient sources 
from which money could be extracted for the benefit of the 
poor majority, by paying them for public services, relieving 
distress, subsidising food supplies and the like. In fact, it was 
a crude and clumsy form of the modern idea of the 'welfare­
state', which is characteristic of most of the 'Vestern democra­
cies, and which the so-called 'Eastern democracies' despise. 

This tendency was undoubtedly present to some extent in 
all Greek democracies but it was not that which made them 
democracies. It varied greatly in degree. In Athens, for in­
stance, at many periods, the rich, though always subjected to 
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heavy burdens, accepted them, at least as long as the~ were 
imposed by due process of la~v _and not by. sp~s~od1c and 
arbitrary confiscation and spohatwn, and as mdtvtduals took 
their full share in the democratic activities of the state, in 
which they often enjoyed considerable prestige and influence. 
Yet no one would ever have thought of Athens as anything 
but a democracy. In fact, she was generally regarded as the 
very pattern and type of all democracies. 

Finally, it is necessary to insist that this selection of one or 
two passages gives an entirely one-sided and misleading pic­
ture of Aristotle's own contribution to the subject. The 
Politics, as is now generally recognised, is a patchwork com­
pilation from different periods of Aristotle's activity as a 
teacher, and, as such, it is not always consistent with itself. 
There are these passages in which he suggests confining the 
term 'democracy' to the extreme and perverted form in which 
the poor majority rule exclusively in their own interests, and 
-a point on which he lays greater stress-carry out this policy 
in an arbitrary manner in particular cases, at the whim of a 
momentary majority, instead of by regular legal procedure. 
But these passages are very few. Much more often, he takes 
the general definition of democracy as consisting in the grant 
of political rights simply on the ground of free citizenship, 
with no special privileges for wealth. Within this general 
definition, he commonly recognises a number of different 
forms of democracy, some better and some worse, to all of 
which the term can properly be applied. 

Consider this passage, for instance. In the city of Mantinea 
there appears to have been some kind of system of indirect 
election to office, about the details of which we know very 
little, but which certainly removed it some way from the 
extreme, or even the average, Greek democracy. Yet this is 
what Aristotle says of it. ' In some democracies, although they 
do not all share in the appointment of offices, except through 
representatives elected in turn out of the whole people, as at 
Mantinea, yet, if they have the power of deliberating, the 
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many are contented. Even this form of government may be 
called democracy.' A number of other passages could be 
quoted to show that Aristotle habitually used the word 
' democracy ' in a much wider sense than the earlier quotations 
would suggest, and, we may add, in a sense much more con­
sonant with its use in all other Greek writers and in ordinary 
speech and thought. But perhaps it will suffice to conclude 
with one more quotation from the Politics. 'Democracy and 
demos in their truest form are based upon the recognised 
principle of democratic justice, that all should count equally; 
for equality implies that the poor should have no more share 
in the government than the rich, but that all should rule 
equally according to their numbers. And in this way men 
think that they will secure equality and freedom in their 
state.' 1 

The conclusion of all this is obvious. The governments of 
Eastern Europe have no point of contact whatever with demo­
cracy as understood by the Greeks. A Greek, particularly if 
he were a critic of democracy, would only wonder why on 
earth they should want to saddle themselves with the name. 
The Parliamentary governments of Western Europe are cer­
tainly very unlike the Greek democracies, and a Greek 
democrat would hardly concede them the right to the name 
without very considerable qualifications. But he would be 
able to recognise certain elements which were common to 
both and to detect certain of the Greek democratic ideas 
working in these countries at the present time. This is not, 
perhaps, a very novel or exciting conclusion. But it is some­
times worth while spending a little time and trouble to dis­
cover that what we had always thought to be the case really 
was so, after all. 

1 Politics, 1318 a. The previous passage is in 1318 b. I have used the 
translation in the Oxford Aristotle. 
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