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Routledge Revivals 

An Introduction to 
Political Philosophy 

First published in 1953, this seminal introduction to political philosophy is intended for 
both the student of political theory and for the general reader. After an introduction which 
explains the nature and purpose of philosophy, Dr Murray provides a critical examination 
of the principle theories advanced by political philosophers from Plato to Marx, paying 
special attention to contemporary issues. 

The book also makes an attempt to define the essential issues of philosophical significance 
in contemporary politics, with special reference to the conflict between political authority 
and individual rights, and to show how the different moral assumptions underlying authori
tarian and democratic systems of government are ultimately based upon different theories 
of logic. 



PREFACE 

There are, no doubt, a variety of ways in which political philosophy can be introduced to 
those who are assumed to have made no study of philosophy at all, and there may well be 
differences of opinion as to which of these methods is the best In the present volume I 
have attempted to define what seem to me the fundamental issues of the subject by giving 
some account of the historical theories which discuss them, but the list of those selected 
is far from exhaustive, and other authors might well have made a different selection. It 
is, of course, impossible to embody a comprehensive survey of the history of political 
thought in a book of modest compass, and there are already larger works, such as Professor 
G.H.Sabine's History of Political Theory, which have already done this with conspicuous 
success. 

Moreover, the present volume is intended to be, not primarily a history of political 
thought, but a critical examination of it with a view to defining the basic assumptions which 
have been made by the great political thinkers of the past, and the fundamental issues about 
which controversy still continues. My selection of the theories for discussion has therefore 
been determined by the conclusions which I have reached about the nature of those issues 
and the theories which define them most effectively. 

The first chapter, in which I attempt to define the nature and scope of philosophy gen
erally, and its application in the field of politics, is inevitably somewhat abstract, and any 
reader who finds it difficult should omit it on a first reading, and proceed straight to Chap
ter II, where some of the main issues of moral and political philosophy are defined in the 
simple terms employed by the early thinkers of Ancient Greece. But the study of the first 
chapter is essential at some stage if the logical foundations of political philosophy are to 
be appreciated, and only so can political philosophy in the proper sense be understood. 
For unless an examination of these logical foundations is undertaken, political philosophy 
reduces, in effect, to political science, and never raises the essentially philosophical ques
tion of the extent to which the moral assumptions made by political theories can be ratio
nally justified. The final chapter on The Justification of Government' attempts to define the 
basic issues which have emerged in the historical chapters, and to relate them to the logical 
alternatives set forth in Chapter I. 

As the book is based on the lectures which I have been delivering during the past seven 
years to London University Extension Classes in Social Philosophy, it will, I hope, prove 
of special assistance to future classes in this subject But I hope that it will also be of value 
to University students elsewhere, and that it may help to enlighten the general reader who 
wishes to acquire some knowledge of what philosophy has to say about the main issues of 
contemporary politics. 

I wish to take this opportunity of acknowledging the great help which I have received 
in the preparation of the book from my friends. Professor H.B.Acton, D.Phil., of the Chair 
of Philosophy in Bedford College, London, and Mr. E.W.Jones, M.A., Barrister-at-Law 
and one of my colleagues on the Panel of Extension Lecturers in Social Philosophy. Both 
were good enough to read the entire typescript and to make many valuable suggestions. 
While they must not, of course, be held in any way responsible for what I have written. 



Preface vii 

I am deeply conscious of the way in which their criticisms have helped me to work out 
my own position. I must also acknowledge the debt which I owe to the excellent classes 
which I have had the good fortune to teach, for the searching questions which I have been 
asked during the discussion hour which follows every lecture have helped me, in no small 
measure, to develop and clarify my views. Finally, I must thank the Clarendon Press for 
kindly allowing me to quote a number of passages from the late Professor F.MCornford's 
translation of Plato's Republic. 

A.R.M.M. 
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CHAPTER I 
The Nature and Scope of Political Philosophy 

Until the beginning of the present century philosophy was generally regarded as a source 
of knowledge which transcended, both in scope and certainty, the discoveries of natural 
science. Science, it was agreed, marked an advance on the uncritical and often unrelated 
beliefs of ordinary life, yet it was itself based on the observations of the senses and con
sisted of the uncertain generalizations based upon them; whereas philosophy was assumed 
to answer questions about such subjects as the existence of God, the nature of knowledge, 
and the authority of the moral law upon which sense-experience, from its very nature, could 
throw no light. On such subjects, it was believed, reason was alone competent to pronounce 
and, when it did so, its conclusions were characterized by a logical and universal certainty 
which the generalizations of natural science could never claim. 

That philosophical knowledge is certain and indubitable is a claim which, in a broad 
sense, all philosophers have made, or at least implied; and if a short and simple definition 
of philosophy were sought the title of the late Professor Dewey ̂  GirTord Lectures—The 
Quest for Certainty'—might serve as a starting point at least For all philosophers have 
claimed, or at least implied, that philosophical knowledge not only is, but must be, true. 
But this general agreement has not prevented fundamental differences of opinion regarding 
the nature and scope of such knowledge; and since these differences are reflected in the 
application of philosophy to the problems of political theory it is important to be aware, 
however generally, of their nature. 

The different conceptions of philosophy ultimately depend upon different conceptions 
of the nature of indubitable knowledge. The propositions of mathematics are usually cited 
as typical illustrations of such knowledge. For example, the proposition "Two plus two 
equals four1 is said to be necessarily and universally true on the ground that, once we have 
grasped its meaning, we recognize that it must be necessarily and universally true, and 
because further instances of its truth do not increase our certainty that it must always be 
true. Its falsity, in other words, is inconceivable. On the other hand, there are numerous 
propositions of which the falsity is perfectly conceivable. It may be true that The cat is 
black* or that "Poliomyelitis is caused by a vims', but these propositions are not necessarily 
true. On the contrary, their falsity is perfectly conceivable, even if observation appears to 
confirm their truth. 

Analytic and Synthetic Propositions 

The distinction just illustrated is variously referred to as the distinction between rational 
and empirical knowledge, or between a priori and a posteriori knowledge, or between 
truths of reason and truths of fact And it is generally true to say that all philosophers have 
claimed, or at least implied, that their theories are rational and a priori. Where they have 
differed is in their view of the scope of such knowledge. And the main difference has been 
that some have held that rational knowledge is always analytic, while others have held that 
it is sometimes synthetic. 
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The difference between analytic and synthetic propositions was defined by the German 
philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) as follows: Analytic propositions, he said, 'add 
nothing through the predicate to the concept of the subject, but merely break it up into those 
constituent concepts that have all along been thought in it, although confusedly', while syn
thetic judgments 'add to the concept of the subject a predicate which has not been in any 
wise thought in it, and which no analysis could possibly extract from it'.1 The difference is, 
in short, that the predicate in an analytic proposition is contained within the meaning of the 
subject, while in a synthetic proposition the predicate is not contained within the meaning 
of the subject but adds something related to it. Kant illustrated the difference by the two 
propositions 'All bodies are extended' and 'All bodies are heavy'. The former, he thought, 
is analytic, because the concept of 'extension' is part of the meaning of 'body', while the 
latter is synthetic because the concept of 'heaviness' is not part of the meaning of 'body', 
but only a quality which it acquires when it is placed in a gravitational field. 

Kant's definition drew attention to an important difference between analytic and syn
thetic propositions, although not all analytic propositions naturally fall into the simple sub
ject-predicate form which his examples illustrate. The essential characteristic of an analytic 
proposition is that it defines the meaning, or part of the meaning, of its subject and does 
not describe unessential features which may, or may not, belong to it A cube of iron has a 
certain weight at sea level, a smaller weight at the top of a high mountain, and no weight at 
all at a certain point between the earth and the moon; but these differences are not essential 
elements in the meaning of the description 'cube of iron'. It is clear, on the other hand, 
that if the cube of iron had no extension it would not be a cube of iron, since extension is 
an essential part of the meaning of the phrase 'cube of iron'. In other words, to deny an 
analytic proposition is self-contradictory since that is simultaneously asserting and deny
ing the same thing. It is, to borrow Bertrand Russell's example, like saying 'A bald man is 
not bald'.1 

Modern philosophers have devoted much attention to the study of analytic propositions, 
and many would agree with Professor Ayer that 'a proposition is analytic when its validity 
depends solely on the definitions of the symbols it contains',2 and that this is so because 
analytic propositions 'do not make any assertion about the empirical world They simply 
record our determination to use words in a certain fashion.'3 They are, in other words, tau
tologies; and the reason why we think it worth while to assert them and sometimes, as in 
mathematics, to draw elaborate deductions from them, is that our reason is too limited to 
recognize their full significance without going through these complex verbal processes. 

These considerations may appear to be extremely abstract and their connection with 
what is commonly understood as 'political philosophy' far from obvious; but in fact this 
connection is both simple and fundamental. For philosophy is the 'quest for certainty', and 
if certainty is a characteristic of propositions, then an inquiry into the nature and scope of 

1 Critique of Pure Reason, Second Edition, Introduction. 
1 The Problems of Philosophy, p. 129. 
2 Language, Truth, and Logic, Second Edition, p. 78. 
J op. cit, p. 84. 
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certain, i.e. a priori, propositions must be the essential task of all philosophy. If, in other 
words, the general object of philosophy is to discover the nature and implications of ratio-
nal thinking, then an enquiry into the nature of the propositions by which rational thinking 
is expressed is necessarily one of the most important tasks of philosophy so understood 

All philosophers who have recognized the distinction between analytic and synthetic 
propositions have agreed that analytic propositions are necessary and a priori. Controversy 
has centred on the question whether synthetic propositions may also sometimes be a priori. 
And the different answers given to this question have determined very different concep
tions of the scope and purpose of philosophy. For if the propositions of philosophy must 
always be a priori, and a priori propositions must always be analytic, it follows that the 
propositions of philosophy must always be analytic. 

Now one important class of proposition which is never analytic is the class of existential 
propositions, i.e. propositions asserting something of the real world. While it is necessar
ily true that 2 plus 2 equals 4, it is not necessarily true that there are four distinguishable 
objects in the real world. For example, if I have £2 in one pocket and £2 in another, it neces
sarily follows that I have £4. in both pockets, but it is for empirical observation to ascertain 
whether in fact I have £2 in one pocket and £2 in another pocket This simple example illus
trates the important principle that analytic propositions apply only in a hypothetical sense 
to the real world. No analytic proposition of the form *A is B* can be asserted categorically 
of the real world. It can only be asserted in the hypothetical form 'If X (some existing 
thing) is A then it must be B.' But the proposition asserting that X is in fact A is synthetic 
and cannot be necessarily true unless synthetic propositions can be a priori 

Thus if a priori propositions are always analytic, philosophy will be unable to demon
strate the truth of any proposition about the existing world except in so far as it is logically 
implied by an existential proposition whose truth has been established (if it can be estab
lished) by empirical observation. The function of philosophy, in other words, will be to 
examine the implications of propositions and not to demonstrate their truth. 

As already mentioned, however, it was widely believed until some fifty years ago that 
philosophy could establish facts about the existing world quite independently of experi
ence. Philosophy was, indeed, often looked to for a rational justification of beliefs, such 
as religious or moral beliefs, already held on non-rational grounds, and it was assumed 
that this justification could be given independently of experience. But during the present 
century there has been a strong reaction from these methods and a growing acceptance of 
the alternative view that the function of philosophy is to clarify rather than to extend the 
content of human knowledge. 

The theory that a priori thinking can never by itself establish a truth about the exist
ing world is known as Empiricism, since it always asserts that such propositions can be 
established only by empirical observation. The alternative theory that a priori thinking can 
by itself establish truths about the existing world is known as Rationalism. And it is clear 
from the preceding discussion that Rationalism can be defended only if synthetic a priori 
propositions are possible. For if such propositions are not possible no proposition about the 
existing world can be established a priori, and some form of Empiricism must therefore 
be accepted 
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Hume's Empiricism 

Before the present century, when the doctrine has received wide support, the most cel
ebrated exponent of Empiricism was the Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-1776), 
now generally recognized to have been one of the greatest philosophers of all time. Hume 
held that the only propositions which are certainly true are those which describe * rela
tions of ideas', by which he meant analytic relationships in the sense defined above. Those 
which describe "matters of fact*, i.e. synthetic propositions, cannot be rationally justified, 
although they can be accepted as true in so far as they are justified by direct observa
tion. But of course the great majority of synthetic propositions—in particular, the socalled 
'laws' of science—go far beyond this and make assertions which cannot be justified by 
experience. 

Thus Hume argued that the belief in the universal truth of scientific laws follows 
repeated observations of the sequences which they describe; but he denied that there is any 
necessity in these sequences, or even in the occurrence of the belief that they are universal 
and necessary. If I infer that, because all observed samples of arsenic have proved to be 
poisonous, therefore all samples whatsoever are poisonous, no logical justification of this 
inference can, according to Hume, be given. It is just a fact that, following on the obser
vation of numerous samples of arsenic which prove to be poisonous, everybody believes 
that all samples whatsoever will prove to be poisonous. But there is, according to Hume, 
no rational justification for this belief; it just happens to occur following on experience of 
the effects of arsenic in a limited number of instances, and just happens to have proved a 
reliable guide in practice. There is no guarantee that it will prove to be true of all instances 
whatsoever. Thus there is nothing * reasonable' in the belief in the a priori sense. 

Hume reached the same sceptical conclusions about the general propositions of moral
ity. He thought it obvious that these propositions are synthetic, and argued that they can
not therefore be a priori Such propositions as * Jealousy is evil* or * Lying is wrong* are, 
he thought, obviously synthetic in that their predicates are not part of the meaning of the 
subjects. And such propositions cannot be a priori, for no necessary connection can, in his 
view, be discerned between the subject and the predicate. Hence the basis for these moral 
generalizations must be the same as the basis for the generalizations of natural science— 
the observation of a limited number of instances. And this is not a rational ground for 
asserting them. 

Having denied that moral generalizations have any logical necessity, Hume set himself 
to analyse the empirical evidence on which they are based. He reached the conclusion that 
the basis of such generalizations is a peculiar type of sentiment or feeling. When I say 
"Honesty is good* I am, according to Hume, saying, in a rather specific sense of the word 
'like*, i Like honesty*. I am, in fact, describing not an inherent quality of honesty but a feel
ing excited in me by the contemplation of honesty. This feeling Hume called the 'pleasing 
sentiment of approbation*. He thought that moral disapproval in the same way expresses a 
sentiment of disapprobation. Thus Hume concluded that there is nothing "rational* or "logi
cal* in morality and that it is impossible to show, on a priori grounds, that moral propo
sitions are true or false. Their truth or falsity depends on the purely empirical question 
whether they are or are not accurate descriptions of the feelings to which they relate. 

utsa | rka ; ;23kD6+5LVp03HLC5via= | 1283980562 
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Hume's scepticism is therefore of a revolutionary character, for it implies that neither 
the principles of natural science nor the laws of morality have any universal necessity, and 
that practical thinking is of an essentially irrational character. Our belief in such generaliza
tions as * Arsenic is poisonous' or "Lying is wrong* is not, according to Hume, arrived at by 
any logical argument, but is simply a natural belief which occurs in certain situations, and 
whose occurrence cannot be explained on a priori grounds. All attempts to show that such 
beliefs are necessarily true must, in his view, completely fail. 

The consequences of Hume Is scepticism are most striking in the sphere of morality., for 
they imply that there cannot be what Kant was later to call a "categorical imperative*. This 
is the principle of unconditional obligation to do what is right All historical codes embody 
this principle, for they are composed of * laws' of the type set forth in the Decalogue, which 
imply an unconditional obligation to do or to refrain from doing certain acts. But on Hume's 
theory a moral judgment is the assertion that something excites a certain feeling, and there 
is no reason why this feeling should be universally experienced, nor any sense in saying 
that it ought to be universally experienced, for the word "ought* is, on Hume's theory, itself 
an expression of a feeling. 

Hume carried his attack on conventional assumptions about morality even further, for he 
argued that, even if moral judgments of some form are made, there is no rational relation
ship between such a judgment and the act to which it relates. The cause of an act is always a 
"passion* or desire, and reason has the subordinate function of specifying the probable con
ditions or consequences of attaining the object of the desire which causes the act Reason, 
he said, is "the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any other office than to serve 
and obey them'.1 There is, he therefore holds, no justification for the distinction commonly 
drawn between acting "from reason* and acting "from emotion'; all action is, in the end, 
caused by emotion, and reason, from its very nature, can affect action only by exhibiting 
its probable conditions and consequences. Once this has been done, it is a purely empirical 
question whether the anticipated end, with all its conditions and consequences, will or will 
not be desired, and will, or will not, be desired with sufficient intensity to result in action. 

Thus if Hume's analysis is right the assumptions made in ordinary moral thinking are 
vitiated by two fundamental errors. In the first place, moral judgments are not assertions 
that certain acts or ends possess certain qualities; they are assertions that some person or 
group of persons experiences a certain kind of feeling when contemplating these acts or 
ends. And, secondly, there cannot be any reason why one does, or why one ought to, act 
in a certain way. The causes of action are desires or "passions' and reason can affect acts 
only by showing what the probable conditions or consequences of specified acts are likely 
to be, and thus changing the nature of the anticipated results of acts. Thus, according to 
Hume, moral approval and condemnation are expressions of feelings—perhaps feelings of 
a peculiar and specific kind—which may well influence the conduct of those to whom such 
approval or condemnation is addressed, but which do so in a purely casual manner. They 
cannot, from their very nature, ever constitute a reason why certain acts ought or ought not 
to be done. 

1 Treatise of Human Nature, II, Hi, 3. 
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The subordinate function which Hume attributed to reason may be briefly described as 
that of applying scientific generalizations. Of course these generalizations are. not * rational' 
in the a priori sense for they are synthetic propositions, and only analytic propositions are, 
in Hume's view, a priori. But on the assumption—which experience seems to justify1— 
that both physical and mental events occur in accordance with certain general laws, it is 
rational to look for these laws and to apply them with a view to predicting the future course 
of events. The process is rational in the strict sense in so far as it consists in drawing the 
logical implications of a hypothesis. If all arsenic is poisonous, it follows a priori that this 
piece of arsenic is poisonous, but neither the proposition that all arsenic is poisonous nor 
the proposition that this is a piece of arsenic is a priori Both of these propositions are 
empirical and cannot be rationally justified. 

The Rationalism of Kant and Hegel 

Hume's revolutionary account of the function of reason naturally evoked a reaction, and 
the philosophies of the great German thinkers Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) were attempts to restore to reason the positive func
tions which Hume had denied to it. Kant and Hegel sought to do this by stressing the 
active function of the mind in knowledge and, in particular, by arguing that, while synthetic 
propositions may by themselves be devoid of logical necessity, they are characterized by 
another kind of necessity (which Kant called 'transcendental necessity*) derived from the 
mind in which they originate. They are necessary, not in the logical sense that their falsity 
is inconceivable, but in the transcendental sense that experience could not take the form 
which it does take unless they were assumed to be universally true. Such, in brief, is Kant's 
theory of the nature of causal and moral laws. He admits that they are synthetic but claims 
that they are none the less a priori in the transcendental sense. His theory is idealist' in the 
sense that he holds the stuff of experience to be not independent objects but our ideas of ox 
judgments about objects. And while he believes that there are independent objects—which 
he calls 'things-in-themselves'—he holds that these are necessarily unknowable except in 
the form of appearances conditioned by the way in which the mind, in view of its structure, 
is bound to apprehend them. 

Many philosophers would question whether a theory of this sort constitutes any real 
answer to Hume's empiricism. They would question whether * transcendental' necessity is 
more than the empirical regularity admitted by Hume—whether, for example, the fact that 
we always interpret our experience in terms of causal regularities justifies the conclusion 
that we necessarily interpret it in this way. It must at least be admitted that Hume and 
other philosophers who think like him have not interpreted their experience in this way. 
And it is difficult to see why the almost universal belief in causal determination cannot be 
adequately described, as Hume described it, in terms of habit 

1 This does not, of course, mean that experience can in practice ever provide a logically valid proof 
of the 'uniformity of Nature*, but only that experience never reveals anything which is inconsis
tent with the assumption of that principle. 

utsa|rka^231B6-»-5LVp03HLC5wQ==| 128 39 805 77 
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Apart from this general objection to Kant's theory, Hegel thought that it was vitiated by 
the fundamental contradiction of asserting, on the one hand, that all knowing takes the form 
of judging, and yet claiming that experience cannot be explained except on the assumption 
that there are things-in-themselves. As Hegel was quick to observe, these propositions are 
essentially contradictory; if it is impossible for us to have cognitive experience which does 
not take the form of judging it is impossible for us to know or conceive of or make any 
consistent assertion about things-in-themselves, for in so doing we are interpreting them 
in accordance with the way in which our minds are bound to think. Things-in-themselves 
which are thought about and talked about cannot be things-in-themselves; they must be 
things as they appear to the thinker. 

Hegel therefore arrived at the conclusion that Kant did not carry his argument far 
enough, and that its logical implication is that cognitive experience consists exclusively 
of judgments.1 We cannot, Hegel thought, get 'behind'judgments to * things', for a 4thing' 
can be apprehended only through a judgment which asserts something about it. In the same 
way, there is no justification for supposing that we are aware of Tacts' of which the truth 
cannot be questioned. "Facts' are what people believe to be facts, and are thus judgments 
just as much as any other part of experience. They are, in practice, those judgments which, 
at a given time, are consistent with all other judgments; but this does not imply that they 
will not at a later date be questioned and rejected as false. For long it was accepted as a fact 
that the earth was flat, but this assumption was later found to be inconsistent with other 
judgments which appeared to be more generally consistent with experience as a whole, and 
it was therefore rejected as false. Thus, according to Hegel, the truth of a judgment does 
not consist, as is commonly supposed, in its correspondence to a Tact' but in its coherence 
with other judgments; and it is thus liable to be rejected as false in the light of further expe
rience. It follows that truth is not an absolute but a relative conception, since a judgment 
which is true in relation to the other judgments of one person's experience may be false 
in relation to the other judgments of another person's experience. In ancient times it was 
perfectly consistent with everybody's experience to believe that the earth was flat; but it 
would no longer be consistent to believe this in view of the judgments generally accepted 
as evidence that the earth is a spheroid 

Philosophers differ widely regarding the importance and validity of Hegel's philosophy. 
By some it is regarded as the final consummation of human thought, which both solves and 
explains the difficulties which are inherent in other systems. To others it appears to deny 
the validity of thought altogether in its rejection of the concept of absolute truth at the finite 
level. But the majority of philosophers would probably agree that it is worthy of serious 
consideration. For, even if the doctrine of the Absolute Idea1 cannot be defended, Hegel 
may have been justified in denying the existence of undubitable Tacts', and in arguing that 
the most Tactual-looking' assertions involve a subjective element of interpretation, so that 
their truth or falsity can be described only in the light of their coherence with other syn
thetic judgments which are similarly open to question. On the other hand, even if Hegel's 

By a 'judgment' is here meant the 'assertion of a proposition'. The word thus serves to emphasize 
the active function of the mind upon which Kant and Hegel laid so much stress. 



8 An Introduction to Political Philosophy 

Coherence Theory of Truth is accepted, it does not follow that all possible judgments con
stitute a logically related system of which the necessity could be apprehended by anyone 
with a sufficiently comprehensive experience. The only logical relationship which appears 
to relate many judgments is that of consistency, and if that is so it cannot be inferred that 
experience necessarily takes the form which it does take, or that the experience of differ
ent individuals must ultimately be harmonized in the Absolute. For other judgments might 
have been equally consistent with the rest of experience. It is only if the universe is first 
defined as that which has certain specified characteristics that it follows a priori that it 
must have these characteristics and could not conceivably have other characteristics. But 
this definition is an analytic proposition and does not imply that the universe must have the 
characteristics which it actually does have. 

For the above reasons it is very doubtful whether either Kant or Hegel was successful 
in refuting the essential principles of Hume's Empiricism; and many modern philosophers 
would agree with Hume that reason has only a hypothetical application to the real world. 
On this view it can never establish the truth of a belief, but can only demonstrate its logical 
implications; while in the sphere of conduct it can never justify the ends of action but can 
only devise the most effective means for attaining the ends determined by the irrational 
* passions1. 

The Implications of Empiricism 

If the foregoing conception of the nature and scope of reason is accepted, it follows that 
philosophy has a more limited scope than has been widely assumed in the past. Its function 
will be to discover the logical implications of beliefs, not to provide a rational justifica
tion of their truth. Their truth, whether defined in terms of coherence or correspondence, 
will never be rationally justified, and their logical implications will have neither more nor 
less truth than the beliefs themselves. Philosophy, in other words, will be concerned with 
meaning and not with truth. Truth will be the objective of science, and will be reached by 
generalization from experience, i.e. by discovering the general laws describing regularities 
of coexistence and sequence. Science will differ fundamentally from philosophy in that 
the formulation of these generalizations is not a rational process, and their application to 
experience has only a hypothetical validity. There is, for example, no rational justification 
for inferring that, because all examined samples of arsenic have proved to be poisonous, 
therefore all samples whatsoever must be poisonous; but if it is assumed that all samples 
whatsoever are poisonous, then it follows, as a logical implication, that any given sample 
must be poisonous. 

In short, if the Empiricist Theory is accepted, reason will apply only hypothetically to 
experience, and it will be impossible to provide a categorical demonstration of the truth 
of any proposition about what exists or what occurs. It will only be possible for reason to 
show what are the logical implications of such a proposition, i.e. to show what must exist 
or must occur on the assumption that X exists or occurs. But this latter assumption cannot 

The doctrine that only the whole truth about everything is completely coherent, and therefore 
absolutely true. See Chapter XI below. 
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itself be rationally justified—except, of course, in the hypothetical sense that it may, in turn, 
be logically implied by yet another proposition assumed to be true. In short, every synthetic 
proposition either is, or is based upon, an assumption which cannot be rationally justified. 

Before the present century, most philosophers believed that at least some synthetic prop
ositions could be rationally justified, and that some empirical propositions could therefore 
be established by philosophy. Hegel sought to remove the doubts which gradually assailed 
this position by arguing that, although the rationality of synthetic propositions may not be 
evident at the level of finite experience, it would be obvious at the level of an infinite experi
ence. In one form or another the rationalist theory is still accepted by many philosophers, 
but during the past fifty years it has been widely questioned, and many philosophers have 
felt bound to accept the basic principles of Hume's Empiricism. 

There are, therefore, two different and incompatible conceptions of the nature and scope 
of philosophy between which a choice has to be made. They derive from different concep
tions of the nature and function of human reason. And it is clear that, if the Empiricist 
Theory is accepted, the function of philosophy will be radically different from that com
monly assigned to it in the past For its function will be not to discover truth but to elucidate 
meaning. In its application to reality it will have to start from beliefs which cannot be veri
fied and from ideals which cannot be justified. And these limitations to the power of reason 
are inevitable unless some way can be found of justifying the Kantian thesis that "synthetic 
a priori judgments are possible*. 

The significance of Empiricism may be otherwise expressed by saying that it implies 
that the only possible application of reason to the real world is in science, and that this 
application takes a hypothetical form. All attempts to estabUsh truths about the real world 
by a priori reasoning alone are bound to fail, since they necessarily involve at least one 
proposition asserting that something exists or occurs, and such a proposition is necessarily 
synthetic, and therefore not a priori. The logical implications of such a synthetic proposi
tion can, of course, be deduced a priori; but these logical deductions do not, in the strict 
sense, establish new facts of existence but only reveal the fuller meaning of that which has 
been assumed, without rational justification, to exist. 

The most important type of deduction from synthetic existential propositions is found in 
applied science, where the logical implications of the special kind of synthetic propositions 
known as * scientific laws* are deduced These propositions have no a priori foundation, 
nor, as Hume showed, are they logically implied by the synthetic propositions known as 
"observed facts*. They simply provide what frequently proves to be useful practical guid
ance in anticipating events, and they are said to be 'justified* in so far as they do this. In 
other words, they are hypotheses which have logical implications and which are justified 
in so far as these implications are consistent with observation. But such justification will 
necessarily fall short of logical certainty unless all the infinite possible implications of the 
hypothesis are verified by observation; and such comprehensive verification is certain to 
be impracticable. 

The Empiricist Theory of Morality 

Similarly, the Empiricist Theory implies that moral reasoning is truly rational only in so far 
as it takes a scientific form. There is no a priori way of establishing that X is good or bad, or 

utsa|rka^231B6-»-5LVp03HLC5wQ==| 128 39 80619 
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right or wrong. For moral propositions are synthetic propositions, and are therefore without 
a priori certainty. All that can be asserted with a priori certainty is that //'X is good* is 
true, then the propositions which are logically implied by 'X is good' are also true. If, for 
example, it is true that 'All pleasures are good*, then it follows logically that a pleasure is 
good whatever its source and nature. And if this implication is held to be false, then the 
general principle by which it is implied must be rejected, just as the Law of Gravity would 
have to be rejected if some material bodies were found not to obey it Thus the Empiricist 
Theory implies that there can be no ultimate demonstration of the truth or falsity of a moral 
proposition; all that reason can show is whether it is consistent with other moral proposi
tions, and what its logical implications are. 

The other logical possibility open to the empiricist is the view that moral propositions 
are analytic, and therefore a priori certain. But this would imply that moral characteristics 
must be part of the meaning of that to which they are attributed, and this does not seem to be 
the case. For it does not appear to be self-contradictory to deny a proposition which asserts 
that X is good or bad or right or wrong, as it would be if such a proposition were analytic. 
On the contrary, there is widespread disagreement about such propositions, most obviously 
if we compare the moral beliefs which prevail in different communities, or in the same 
community at different epochs of its history, but also to some extent within the same com
munity at a given time. For example, there are in Britain today sharp differences of opinion 
about the morality of gambling, divorce, and blood sports. Some people believe that these 
things area within limits, blameless, while others hold that they are unconditionally wrong; 
but, while both opinions cannot be true, it does not seem that either is self-contradictory. 
It would, of course, be self-contradictory to say that gambling is legitimate if evil were an 
inherent part of the meaning of gambling, but the argument that evil is an inherent part of 
the meaning of gambling would usually be rejected as 'begging the question* on the ground 
that the question whether gambling is good or bad is a question of substance and not of 
definition. Of course there is no logical way of refuting anyone who obstinately maintains 
that the moral propositions which he asserts are analytic, and that anyone who denies these 
propositions is talking nonsense, any more than there is any logical way of refuting the 
person who asserts that 2 plus 2 equals 5; but this point of view can only be justified by 
disregarding the beliefs which are inconsistent with it instead of accounting for them. 

The general assumptions made about the nature and scope of a priori knowledge have 
therefore important implications for the analysis of moral experience, since it is only on the 
assumptions of Rationalism that it is possible to avoid the conclusion that moral proposi
tions are empirical descriptions, whether or not these descriptions can be reduced without 
remainder to non-moral propositions.1 And both of these alternatives represent a radical 
departure from the assumptions commonly made about the nature of moral experience. 
For the first alternative implies that moral propositions are purely empirical descriptions 
devoid of any rational necessity; while the second implies that moral propositions can be 
expressed without loss of meaning as non-moral propositions, and that it is therefore mis
leading to speak of them as 'moral* propositions and thus imply that they describe a special 
and distinctive type of experience. 

1 The second alternative has been called the 'Naturalistic' Theory of Morality by Professor 
G.E.Moore. See his Principia Ethica, Chapter II: 
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Some modern philosophers have raised the further question whether sentences which 
appear to express moral propositions are not, in part, expressions of a non-cognitive type of 
experience. They contend that a moral sentence is only in part the expression of a proposition, 
and is in part the direct expression of a feeling or a volition. This analysis has sometimes 
been described in picturesque terms as the 'Boo-Hurrah* Theory of Morality—meaning 
that moral sentences are, in part at least, not expressions of propositions at all but of feel
ings, just as booing and cheering are admitted to be expressions of feelings. Again, it may 
be argued that sentences in which the word 'ought* appears are, in part at least, the direct 
expression of conative attitudes or commands. Whether or not these suggestions are justi
fied, it is important to remember that the philosopher is not directly concerned with feelings 
or conations but only with propositions about feelings or conations—such as the proposi
tion asserting that moral sentences are in part a direct expression of feelings or conations, 
and only partly an expression of propositions about such feelings and conations. And it is 
not clear that the theories just referred to are doing more than drawing attention to the fact 
that the subject of a proposition is one thing and the proposition another, and forgetting that 
it is with propositions alone that the philosopher is directly concerned. 

If—as language certainly suggests—moral experience is a specific and distinctive kind 
of experience, the Naturalistic Theory of Morality must be rejected; and if the Rationalist 
Theory of synthetic a priori propositions is also rejected, it will be necessary to accept the 
Empiricist Theory of Morality. According to this theory moral propositions will be without 
any rational necessity, and rational arguments based upon them will therefore be of a hypo
thetical character. Given that 'A is good* it will be possible to deduce by a strictly rational 
process that 4B is good" and that *C is good" if these propositions are logically implied by 
*A is good';1 but the original premise *A is good" will be a belief or assumption without 
rational necessity. In other words, it may be possible to show that B and C must be good if 
A is good; but it will not be possible to show that A must be good—except, of course, in a 
hypothetical sense if the proposition 'A is good' is in turn implied by yet another proposi
tion whose truth is assumed. 

In general, the major implication of Empiricism is that rational argument about the real 
world necessarily takes a hypothetical form. This is a direct consequence of the denial 
that synthetic propositions can be a priori, for all assertions of existence are synthetic, 
and therefore without a priori necessity. Moral arguments must, for the same reason, be 
hypothetical in character and thus incapable of justifying the ultimate premises upon which 
they are based. 

Political Philosophy 

These conclusions have important consequences for political philosophy, for the latter has 
usually taken the form of an attempt to justify certain assumptions about the methods 
and aims of government In most political philosophies this justification has been a moral 
justification, and has taken the form of an argument that certain forms of government, e.g. 

As will be the case if, for example, B and C arc members of the more general Class A, or universal 
conditions of A. 
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a democratic constitution, and they alone, are morally justifiable. This type of political 
philosophy is therefore essentially an application of moral philosophy to the political field. 
And it is in this sense that the phrase 'political philosophy* appears to be generally under
stood; for when it is said, as it is often said in political journalism, that certain differences 
of policy can be traced, in the end, to different "political philosophies*, it is obvious that 
by different political philosophies is meant different assumptions about what it is right or 
wrong to do in politics. 

On the other hand, in the case of a few political philosophies—most notably those of 
Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Bentham—a naturalistic conception of morality has been held, 
and no attempt has therefore been made to justify government on moral grounds. The 
justification offered has been conditional on the truth of an empirical assumption about 
the object of government, which has usually been identified with the desire of the majority 
of people. Thus Machiavelli believed that everyone desires strong and efficient govern
ment; Hobbes believed that everyone desires peace and security; and Bentham believed 
that everyone desires happiness. None of these philosophers held that there is any objective 
sense in which people ought to desire these ends; it is, they held, simply a fact that the large 
majority of people or all people do desire them, and it is the function of the political phi
losopher to ascertain what type of political organization is most likely to achieve them. In 
doing so he is, of course, acting as a political scientist rather than as a political philosopher, 
for he is simply attempting to define the sort of political principles which must be observed 
in order to achieve the end which most people are believed to desire, without pronouncing 
in any way upon the moral worth of this end His function is therefore strictly analogous to 
that of a medical officer of health applying scientific knowledge to promote the health of 
those whom he serves. The strictly philosophical task of such a political philosopher ends 
with his a priori demonstration that there is no moral reason why one end should be chosen 
rather than another, and that the function of the politician is to devise the most effective 
means for attaining the end which is generally desired. 

It is, however, unusual for political philosophers to avoid making some assumption of 
a moral character. For without such an assumption it is difficult to define the end of gov
ernment in a sense that is not wholly arbitrary. If there is no reason why one end should 
be chosen rather than another there is no reason why the desire of the majority should be 
preferred to the desire of the minority or to the politician's own personal ambitions. Even 
if Hobbes is justified in his assumption that everyone desires peace and personal security 
above all things, there is no reason why a statesman should seek to realize these ends rather 
than, for example, his own personal ambitions unless the former is morally better than the 
latter. It is, indeed, possible to define the ends of government without moral assumptions 
and in a way that is not wholly arbitrary if, and only if, everyone—both rulers and ruled— 
desire the same ends. For in that case there can be no dispute about what ends are desired 
And this does, indeed, seem to be an implicit assumption of the theories of Machiavelli and 
Hobbes and Bentham. According to these theories the politician's only problem is to devise 
the most effective means to the ends which everyone is assumed to desire. 
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Classification of Political Theories 

Political philosophies may, therefore, be provisionally divided into Moral and Naturalis
tic Theories of the State. Moral Theories are those which claim to justify government on 
moral grounds, while Naturalistic Theories are those which claim to justify it on scientific 
grounds. The justification provided by Moral Theories claims to be categorical and uncon
ditional, whereas that provided by Naturalistic Theories is necessarily hypothetical, since 
it is necessarily conditional upon the desire for a certain end. In Moral Theories the ends 
of government are defined as the ends which ought to be pursued. In Naturalistic Theories 
these ends are defined as the ends which are desired Moral Theories tell us what we ought 
to do, while Naturalistic Theories tell us what we must do if we wish to achieve certain 
ends. But if different people desire different ends there is no way by which a Naturalistic 
Theory can determine which end ought to be preferred, since such discrimination would 
involve a moral judgment 

Moral Theories have fallen under two main heads according as the good of the state or 
the good of the individual has been regarded as primary. On the one hand it has been held 
that the good of the state defines the standard to which the individual ought to conform, and, 
on the other hand, it has been held that the good of the individual defines the purpose which 
the state ought to serve. The first type of theory has been variously known as the Organic 
or Collectivist Theory and the second as the Machine or Individualist Theory, and the divi
sion corresponds roughly to the popular distinction between 'totalitarian' and 'democratic' 
theories of government. When the Individualist Theory defines the moral ideal as pleasure 
it is commonly known as Utilitarianism, since the methods and aims of government are 
then judged to be good in so far as they are useful in promoting people's pleasure, or, as it 
is often said, 'the greatest happiness of the greatest number*. 

But although political theories can be readily divided into Moral and Naturalistic Theo
ries, there is another, and equally fundamental, division. Whether or not moral concepts 
are, as the Moral Theory asserts, specific and indefinable in terms of non-moral concepts, 
there remains the question whether the propositions in which these terms appear are a 
priori or empirical.1 If, for the reasons set forth above,2 it is agreed that moral propositions 
are in any case synthetic, it will follow that they must be empirical unless, as Rationalism 
asserts, synthetic propositions can be a priori. Thus, whether or not moral terms can be 
defined in naturalistic terms, moral propositions must be empirical unless the fundamental 
premise of Rationalism is true. 

The historical examples of the Moral Theory have in nearly every case been based on 
the premises of Rationalism, for almost all have assumed that the propositions of morality 
are a priori and possess a categorical necessity. Hume's moral theory is a notable exception 
to this generalization, for he maintained both that moral experience is a specific and irre
ducible type of experience and that moral propositions are none the less wholly empirical. 
But most historical examples of Empiricist Theories have also been Naturalistic Theories, 
like the theories of Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Bentham. 

1 For example, whether or not 'the good' can be defined as 'the desired*, it is quite a distinct ques
tion whether a proposition such as 'Benevolence is good' is a priori or empirical. 

2 p. 14. 
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On the other hand, so long as the issue between Rationalism and Empiricism is left open, 
there is no reason why Rationalism should not be combined with a Naturalistic Theory of 
Morality. For then, even if moral conceptions can be defined in terms of non-moral concep
tions, they may be necessarily related to the subject of the propositions in which they occur 
if it is possible for a proposition to be at once synthetic and a priori It is, indeed, quite 
consistent to combine either a Moral or a Naturalistic Theory of Morality with either a 
Rationalist or Empiricist Theory since the latter represent the alternative views which may 
be held about the logical status of moral propositions, while the former represent alterna
tive views which may be held about the meaning of moral concepts. On the other hand, 
if Empiricists are right in holding that the basic premise of Rationalism—that synthetic 
propositions may be a priori—is self-contradictory., the rationalist form of both Moral and 
Naturalistic Theories is automatically ruled out, and the issue narrowed to a choice between 
the empiricist forms of the Moral and Naturalistic Theories. 

Political theories may therefore be broadly classified as follows: 

Rationalist Empiricist 

Moral Naturalistic Moral Naturalistic 

While the historical examples of the Moral Theory have in nearly all cases assumed a 
rationalist form, the validity of this type of theory is, as already explained, conditional on 
the possibility of synthetic a priori propositions. If the possibility of such propositions is 
denied, then the validity of the rationalist form of Moral Theory must also be denied, and 
one or other form of the Empiricist Theory must be accepted. And in that case politics must 
be a science—either a moral or a natural science, but in either case a science—in which the 
only rational activity will be the verification and application of scientific generalizations. 
For even if these generalizations be of a moral character, they will lack a priori necessity, 
and the process of discovering them will be a purely empirical enquiry directed to the dis
covery of the moral beliefs which are actually held about the rights and duties of states and 
citizens. Such an enquiry cannot, on the assumptions of the Empiricist Theory, lead to the 
discovery of a priori moral propositions expressed in categorical imperatives. 

It is, therefore, only on the assumptions of Rationalism that there can, strictly speaking, 
be political philosophy* in the usual sense. For by a 'political philosophy Ms usually meant 
a fundamental moral proposition or propositions providing a categorical justification for 
certain political ideals; and it is only on the assumptions of Rationalism that such proposi
tions are possible. On the assumptions of Empiricism, which imply that moral proposi
tions are synthetic and empirical, political philosophy begins and ends with the a priori 
proposition that politics is a science, and that science alone can offer the politician rational 
guidance in his activities. 

Thanks to the work of Hume's modern successors, the Logical Positivists, it can, I think, 
be fairly said that there is only one important alternative to thoroughgoing Empiricism, 
namely the special type of Rationalism known as Hegelian Idealism. The dogmatic claims 
of Plato and other pre-Hegelian Rationalists to have discovered moral principles of a priori 
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certainty cannot withstand scrutiny, but the Hegelian theory that certainty can be attained 
at the level of infinite mind is less easy to refute. Indeed, Hegel's theory is plausible just 
because, although it does not offer finite man the complete certainty of absolute truth, it 
does claim to show the way by which absolute truth may be progressively approached, and 
synthetic propositions thus placed in an order of logical priority. To the empiricist, on the 
other hand, a synthetic proposition is justified not by logic but by 'observation'—although 
in the case of the large majority of these propositions the justification is not conclusive. 

The merits of Hegel's theory will be examined in a later chapter. It is sufficient for the 
present to note how the contrast between Rationalism and Empiricism is reflected in both 
moral and political philosophy. Indeed, as already observed, the very possibility of moral 
and political philosophy as commonly understood depends upon the possibility of proposi-
lions that are at onoe synthetic and a priori. If, as the empiricist contends, such propositions 
are not possible, the application of reason in both morals and politics must necessarily 
assume a scientific form, and cannot hope to find a directive for action which is more than 
hypothetical. If, on the other hand, the rationalist is right in holding that moral propositions 
can be at once synthetic and necessary, the basis for a categorical justification of political 
ideals exists. In short, the nature of the justification which can be given for political ideals 
depends, in the end, on the nature of a priori propositions. And if these propositions can
not be synthetic it follows that the assumptions commonly made about the nature of that 
justification must be rejected. 

The naive conception of a political philosophy as a set of dogmatic axioms defining the 
rights and duties of the state and the individual conceals the basic purpose of philosophy. 
For philosophy consists essentially in directing the process of thinking upon itself with a 
view to ascertaining what thought consists in, and what it can establish. To lay down moral 
dogmas about the rights and duties of governments and citizens without first considering 
how far this is a rational process is the very antithesis of philosophy properly conceived. 

Definition of Philosophy 

In the light of the foregoing considerations, philosophy may be briefly defined as the study 
of the nature and implications of rational thought. From this general study conclusions 
may be drawn about the implications of rational thought in specific fields, such as the moral 
and political, and these implications constitute moral and political philosophy. And if, as 
the empiricist believes, philosophy leads to the conclusion that the rational part of experi
ence is much smaller than is commonly supposed, this is itself a rational proposition of the 
first importance. 

The purpose of the present chapter has been to indicate, in the most general and sum
mary fashion, the logical and metaphysical background of political philosophy. Large 
issues have been touched on which could not be adequately discussed in less than a volume 
devoted to their special consideration. But enough will have been said for the purpose of 
the present book if it has been made clear that political philosophy is not an independent 
subject but is intimately bound up with the great issues of logic and metaphysics. In the 
following chapters an attempt will be made to show more precisely what form this connec
tion takes. It will be argued that the broad division in political philosophy is between the 
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Rationalist and Empiricist Theories, and that this division reflects, and depends upon, the 
division between rationalist and empiricist theories of logic and knowledge. If this is so, 
no final answer can be given to the questions of political philosophy without a decision on 
these broader issues, but a necessary and important task will have been accomplished if the 
problems of political philosophy are reduced to their ultimate and logical form. 



CHAPTER II 
The Political Theories of the Sophists 

Philosophy in Ancient Greece 

If philosophy is understood in the sense defined in the previous chapter, the first philo
sophical thinking of any consequence took place in Ancient Greece in the sixth century 
B.C. There had, it is true, been considerable speculation before this time about many of the 
questions with which philosophy is concerned, but the basis of belief was generally found 
in religion or mythology or tradition, and little or no attempt was made to subject this 
basis to rational scrutiny. It was the Greeks of the sixth century B.C. who first sought, in a 
determined and systematic fashion, to arrive at a conception of reality based on genuinely 
rational foundations. 

During the sixth century B.C. these early philosophers generally concentrated their 
efforts on reaching some simple and comprehensive conception of reality as a whole and 
took little interest in the problems of political philosophy. But it is necessary to under
stand the nature of their achievement in this broader field if the origin and purpose of their 
political theories are to be properly appreciated. It may be said that, in general, their early 
enquiries were directed to answering the question "What is reality?M The first philosophers 
were impressed, above all, by the apparent complexity and irrationality of the universe, and 
they sought to find behind this appearance some relatively simple reality which would be 
intelligible and orderly to the human mind. One of the earliest of these theories was that of 
Thales, who lived from about 600-550 B.C., and about whose views we learn in the writ
ings of Herodotus, Aristotle, and others. Thales put forward the theory that the underlying 
reality is water, and that the various solid, liquid, and gaseous substances which are expe
rienced are different forms which this reality may take. The theory appears to have been 
based on the consideration that water can assume either a solid form (as ice) or a gaseous 
form (as steam), from which it was deduced that all material substances whatsoever are 
different forms of water. With the advance of scientific knowledge the inadequacy of this 
theory became apparent, but it is an early illustration of an ideal which has influenced 
both scientific and philosophical theory ever since—the ideal of explaining the variety 
and complexity of the apparent world as the appearance of some relatively simple and 
homogeneous reality. Thus the atomic theory of matter is a modern example of the sort of 
explanation which Thales was trying to work out, and many philosophical theories have 
sought to reduce the apparent variety of the physical world to the appearances or effects of 
some simple reality such as matter or mind 

However inadequate the theories of Thales and some of his successors may appear in 
the light of modern knowledge, they were sufficiently plausible to convince the early phi
losophers that the physical world was not a formless complex of chance happenings, but 
was subject to laws which methodical investigation could reveal. Until about 500 B.C. this 

Cf. Burnet Is Greek Philosophy, Part I. 
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also seemed to be true of the smaller universe of the state, except that there was no need to 
look for the laws, since they wre expressed by the unchanging customs and conventions 
which were handed down from generation to generation and never questioned But in the 
fifth century B.C. this unquestioning acceptance of tradition began to crumble because in 
that century the Greeks began to travel and establish colonies, and these adventures brought 
them into contact with communities who observed customs and laws very different from 
their own. For the first time they had to recognize that their own customs and laws were not 
universal and to consider whether there was any reason for believing them to be better than 
others. And their first reaction was to conclude that one set of laws was as good as another 
for the purpose of the community which accepted them. Hence they drew a distinction 
between the unchanging rules of physical Nature and the variable forms of manmade Law. 
The former they regarded as essentially objective, and the latter as essentially subjective. 

The Sophists 

These early social philosophers are commonly known as the * Sophists* or "wise men*. 
* Wise man* was the original meaning of the word 'sophist*, although it now usually indi
cates someone who is clever and plausible rather than wise and honest. Indeed, the modern 
meaning of the word is substantially the meaning which the Sophists, by their practices, 
gave to it. For many of them concentrated on the teaching of rhetoric, and by this was meant 
the art of arguing persuasively irrespective of the real merits of the case. The importance of 
this art arose from the fact that during the greater part of the fifth century B.C. Athens had a 
democratic constitution, and it was important for those who administered policy to be able 
to justify their actions before the popular assembly. 

The Sophists were the first professional teachers of Ancient Greece. In most cases they 
either demanded, or received, fees for teaching, and their pupils were generally those who 
hoped to succeed in public life. But they did not belong to any central establishment, and 
they did not share any common outlook which automatically made them members of a 
"school*. Many were engaged in the day-to-day business of teaching, but a few tried to 
work out a consistent social philosophy, and a short account of the principal doctrines 
which they advocated will now be given. 

Protagoras 

Protagoras of Abdera (500-430 B.C.), whose doctrines are described in Plato's dialogue 
Protagoras, put forward an interesting theory which attempted to combine recognition of 
the essential subjectivity of moral laws with a practical method of achieving that accep
tance of a common code of law and convention upon which the cohesion and survival of a 
society depend. His view of the subjectivity of law was expressed in the dictum that 'Man 
is the measure of all things, of things that are that they are, and of things that .are not that 
they are not.* Plato explains this doctrine as meaning that 'things are to me as they appear 
to me and to you as they appear to you*.1 Whether or not Protagoras believed this to be true 
of all judgments whatsoever, he undoubtedly believed it to be true of moral judgments in 

Theaetetus, 152 b. 
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the sense that the judgment 'X is right' is true to the person making it while the judgment 
*X is not right* may be equally true to another person. 

Protagoras recognized that general acceptance of this doctrine might have serious prac
tical consequences. If people became generally aware that one moral belief was as true 
as another they might well come to discard all moral beliefs whatsoever, and gratify their 
individual desires in complete disregard of their social duties. Protagoras therefore argued 
that, although all beliefs are equally true, some are better than others, namely the beliefs 
of the average and representative man, and that it is the function of the Sophist to persuade 
everyone to accept those * better' beliefs. The dififerent beliefs which are likely to be held by 
a minority of persons are, in Protagoras's view, just as true, but they are not so good in the 
sense that they differ from the beliefs held by the majority, and thus tend to cause dissen
sion and controversy. But if those who hold these unconventional beliefs can be persuaded 
to adopt the more usual beliefs of the majority, the cause of social cohesion and stability 
will be promoted. Thus while Protagoras believed that all moral beliefs are subjective, he 
was prepared to defend the traditional morality of a community on utilitarian grounds if 
that morality were generally accepted. For it was, he thought, useful in promoting the social 
cohesion and stability which everyone desired. If, on the other hand, conventional moral
ity were challenged or opposed by any appreciable section of the community, there was a 
serious danger that law and order might give way to anarchy. Thus Protagoras claimed that 
the Sophists performed a useful function in persuading people to accept the "better* moral 
beliefs, even if they were not in any objective sense 'truer' than other moral beliefs, for he 
thought that civilized society depended upon the general acceptance of such beliefs. With
out them, Protagoras thought, men would live in what Hobbes was later to call a 'state of 
nature', and their condition would then be no better than that of animals. 

Expressed in modern terms, the theory of Protagoras is that moral beliefs are purely 
subjective, but that they discharge a useful function in upholding the law and order which 
are the basis of a civilized society. These will be assured if a coherent set of beliefs is 
generally accepted throughout a given society, and if that acceptance is maintained and 
strengthened by effective 'propaganda'. There is., of course, no strictly moral reason why 
that acceptance 'ought' to be promoted, but there is a logical reason if (a) such acceptance 
of a coherent set of beliefs is a necessary condition of social stability, and (b) the members 
of the society in question desire social stability. 

Thus Protagoras accepted the general view of the Sophists that Law, in contrast to 
Nature, was subjective and man-made, but he claimed that it was justified—in a utilitar
ian sense—by the function which it performed in maintaining a condition which the great 
majority of men desired. 

Antiphon 

A more critical theory of Law was advanced by the Sophist Antiphon, who lived in the 
latter part of the fifth century B.C., and of whose writings an interesting fragment has 
survived1 Antiphon held that men are subject to Laws of Nature in the same sense as inani
mate objects. Just as all material bodies must conform to the law of gravity, so all human 
1 A translation of this fragment has been incorporated as an Appendix to Chapter III of Sir Ernest 

Barker's Greek Political Theory. 
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beings must feel and will and think in accordance with certain psychological laws. Of these 
psychological laws Antiphon thought that the most fundamental is the desire to live and be 
happy and to avoid death and unhappiness. But the laws of society often interfere with the 
operation of this Law of Nature since they restrain people from performing acts, e.g. steal-
ing, which might bring them happiness. Antiphon admitted that there is a sound reason for 
observing the laws of society if to break them would involve the shame of conviction and 
the pain of punishment, for these consequences are painful to the individual, and to court 
them is therefore to violate the fundamental Law of Nature. But whenever an individual can 
increase his happiness by breaking the Law of Society and avoiding detection and punish
ment, it is, Antiphon thought, in accordance with the Law of Nature for him to do so. 

The weakness of this theory is that it ignores the inevitable social relationships in which 
a man must live. The laws forbidding theft and murder may at times stand in the way of 
what a given individual would like to do; but they also prevent other people from doing to 
him what would undoubtedly be to his disadvantage. Indeed, the majority of civil laws are 
of potential advantage, as well as disadvantage, to an individual. As Hobbes subsequently 
recognized, a theory based upon the assumption that self-interest is the primary motive of 
human conduct is tenable only if it recognizes that self-interest may be quite different from 
the gratification of an immediate impulse, and that the achievement of personal happiness 
depends in no small measure upon controlling these immediate impulses and obeying civil 
laws made in the interest of all. Antiphon's principle might, indeed, have a useful applica
tion in a society ruled by a dictator ready to sacrifice his subjects* interests in pursuing his 
own, but apart from such circumstances the principle is fraught with grave dangers to the 
interests of both the individual and society. 

Callicles 

A theory which closely resembles that of Antiphon is attributed by Plato to Callicles in the 
dialogue Gorgias, According to Plato, Callicles held that Nature is governed by the law of 
force, while civil and moral laws are normally the result of contracts made by the weak 
to defraud the strong of what their strength would otherwise secure for them. In a state of 
nature the survival of the fit would be the effective rule of life, whereas the laws of society 
frequently reverse this principle and compel the strong to assist the weak. Callicles thought 
that his theory was supported by the considerations that in both the animal kingdom and 
the sphere of international relations,1 in neither of which there are restrictive laws, the rule 
of force is the operative principle. Hence, Callicles concludes, the rule of force is natural, 
and should not be opposed by the laws of society. 

It is not clear from what Plato tells us about Callicles* theory whether (to put the point 
in modern terms) he was defending a naturalistic theory of morality by defining 'right' in 
terms of 'might', or whether he was merely arguing that, as a matter of fact, it is morally 
desirable that the strong should get their way. The fact that he tried to deduce what ought to 
happen in human society from what does happen in the animal kingdom suggests that the 

In more recent times various attempts have, of course, been made to introduce the 'rule of law* 
into international relations. 
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second interpretation is probably correct, and that his theory is therefore not a naturalistic 
one; but in either case the inference from what does happen to what ought to happen is 
necessarily fallacious. 

Thmsymachus 

Whether or not Callicles* theory was naturalistic, there can be no doubt that the views 
attributed to Thrasymachus by Plato in the Republic are completely naturalistic. Thrasy-
machus was another Sophist of the late fifth century B.C., and he is introduced in Book I 
of the Republic as a supporter of the theory that "just or right means nothing but what is 
to the interest of the stronger party." The subsequent discussion makes it clear that by this 
he meant that whatever the strongest individual or group in a community does in pursuit 
of his or their interest defines what is meant by "right action*. There neither is nor can be 
any conflict between what the 'sovereign' power in a community does and what that com
munity recognizes to be right since the actions of the sovereign power, or the actions which 
it approves, are what is meant by right actions. Minority groups may, indeed, challenge this 
conception of right actions, but their alternative conception cannot be effective unless and 
until they can compel the majority to accept it 

Plato examines this theory in some detail in the Republic, and advances, through the 
mouth of Socrates, a number of arguments which he obviously regards as a conclusive 
refutation. Thus Socrates argues (a) that strong men are not in fact motivated simply by a 
desire to exploit their strength. By a form of argument which Plato frequently employed, 
Socrates contends that the strong man or ruler is a sort of craftsman, skilled in the art of 
government, and that this art, like the art of the physician or the ship's captain, must, to 
achieve its ends, care for the welfare of those who constitute its raw material. Just as the 
physician tries to treat his patients successfully and the ship's captain tries to sail his ship 
with skill, so, Socrates argues, the ruler inevitably cares for the good of his subjects and 
will not therefore be interested solely in dominating them. As Socrates puts it, (No form of 
skill or authority provides for its own benefit, it always studies and prescribes what is good 
for its subject—the interest of the weaker party.*2 

(b) Socrates also compares the art of governing to the tuning of a musical instrument, 
and argues that, just as the musician will fail to tune his instrument properly if he goes 
beyond a certain pitch, so the ruler can pass beyond the limit which will give him the maxi
mum power which he is capable of achieving.3 

(c) Finally, Socrates argues that everything has a proper and characteristic function, that 
function being the work 'for which that thing is the only instrument or the best*.1 Thus the 
function of a man's soul is not the uncontrolled gratification of desire, which is characteris
tic of the lower animals, but the exercise of those functions which man alone can perform, 
such as deliberating and subordinating his instinctive desires to rational principles of con
duct If a man does behave as if he were a mere physical force or an unreasoning animal 

1 Republic, 1,337 (translation by F.M.Comford). 
2 ibid., 1,346. 
1 A modern illustration of this principle is the fate of Hitler after his refusal to accept the settlement 

reached at the Munich Conference in October, 1938, and in ultimately losing all his power by 
placing no limit to his ambitions. 

1 Republic, I, 352. 
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he is not discharging his intended function and will miss that happiness and contentment 
which is the natural result of the performance of that function. 

The apparent object of these arguments is to show that power for its own sake is not, 
in practice, what strong men actually desire. It is argued that they desire to promote what 
they believe to be the good of those in their power and that they exercise their power in 
accordance with rational principles of conduct This may well be so, but the arguments 
seem to miss the real point of Thrasymachus's theory. The latter does not imply, as Socrates 
seems to think, that strong men are exclusively interested in exploiting and increasing their 
strength. What Thrasymachus said was that "right means nothing but what is to the inter
est of the stronger party*. The fact that Thrasymachus spoke of the interest of the stronger 
party shows that he recognized that the strong might desire other things than strength, for 
* interest* means "that which promotes the satisfaction of desire", and there is no reason why 
the desire of a strong man should necessarily be for more power. The point which Thrasy
machus was trying to make is that whatever the strong man desires he can—if his strength 
is sufficient—achieve; and if he happens to be the sovereign power of the state (and is 
therefore, by definition, inferior to no other power within the state) his conception of what 
is right or wrong will have to be accepted, in practice if not in theory, by his subjects. 

If the foregoing interpretation of Thrasmymachus's theory is correct he was not, as some 
of his interpreters have supposed, attempting to defend absolute dictatorship. He was sim
ply arguing that the moral code of a community is identical with the moral code of its domi
nant political force, whether that be a monarchy or an oligarchy or a majority of the whole 
people. He was saying in a slightly different way what Marx said many centuries later in 
his dictum that "the ruling ideas of each age have ever been the ideas of its ruling class*.1 

In short, he was subscribing to the Sophistic theory that Law (as distinct from Nature) is 
man-made, and adding that in practice it is made by the dominating power in a state. 

It is true that law, in the purely legalistic sense of statute law, is made by the sovereign 
power of the state. But the theory of Thrasymachus further implies that moral law—the law 
of justice and right—also has this origin. His theory also implies that all laws made by the 
soverign power of a state are made by that power for the furtherance of its own interests. 
Many philosophers would reject these implications and argue that a theory which reduces 
morality to law, and law to an expression of self-interest, is quite inadequate as an analysis 
of the relevant facts. They would argue that many laws2 are based not on the self-interest 
of the sovereign but on objective moral principles, and that these principles cannot be 
accounted for in terms of self-interest 

Subjective and Objective Theories of Morality 

In theory the distinction between interest and duty is of great importance, but in practice it 
is difficult to draw. For in practice it is difficult to say whether the sovereign power desires 
something because it is, say, pleasant or popular, or because it is good; what it desires 
determines what it is interested in obtaining and this in turn determines the laws which it 

1 Manifesto of the Communist Party, p. 150 (Allen and Unwin, 1948). 
2 E.g. laws forbidding cruelty to animals. 
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makes for the community. On the other hand, it is of great theoretical importance whether 
or not 'the good' is identified with 'the desired*, for if the two conceptions are synonymous 
"the good" must have a subjective and * man-made' origin—as Thrasymachus and the other 
Sophists believed. If, on the other hand, the two conceptions are not synonymous, the ques
tion whether, in a given instance, that which is desired is good is a question of significance 
and importance. 

Thus the Sophists drew attention to a question which has remained fundamental through
out the history of philosophy and still gives rise to much debate and controversy. It is the 
question whether moral laws are created by man or are, like the laws of the physical uni
verse, objective principles independent of man's feelings and desires. If they are objective 
principles they constitute a valid basis for inferring what, in a categorical sense, a man 
ought to do. If, on the other hand, moral laws are, as the Sophists believed, expressions of 
desire or interest, there can be no valid ground for inferring that they 'ought' to be obeyed 
except in the hypothetical sense that if certain consequences are desired these laws must be 
obeyed Thus if moral laws are objective there is a valid sense in which (assuming that theft 
is wrong) it can be said that I ought not to steal; but if these laws are subjective a statement 
of this sort must be interpreted as meaning that I must not steal if I wish to avoid the risk 
of punishment or the risk of endangering the structure of the society whose benefits I enjoy 
or some other consequence. 

Most of the Sophists accepted the subjective interpretation of morality, and the four 
theories which have been described above are representative examples of the way in which 
they defended this common principle. In each case the 'right' was regarded as synonymous 
with some other conception of an empirical character which could be observed and some
times measured in the situations in which it was found. Their theories differed only in the 
empirical conception with which the 'right' was identified. On the whole, the definitions 
suggested by Antiphon and Callicles appear inadequate to account for many of the moral 
judgments of actual experience, but the definitions proposed by Protagoras and Thrasyma
chus are sufficiently comprehensive to merit serious consideration as an analysis of moral 
judgments. 

As already observed, an important implication of the subjective theory is that all appar
ently categorical arguments about obligation are really hypothetical arguments about the 
necessary means to certain ends. The inference that something ought to be done becomes 
the inference that something must be done if a certain result is desired It was for this rea
son that Protagoras thought that the Sophists discharged a valuable function by influenc
ing people to accept the laws which promote and strengthen the Law and order which, he 
believed, the large majority of people desired. 

Both Socrates and Plato thought that this reduction of obligation to interest destroyed 
the essential foundation of morality and was fraught with the gravest dangers to personal 
and social life. They conceived one of their main tasks to be the demonstration of the 
objective nature of moral distinctions, and in the next chapter an attempt will be made to 
estimate the success or otherwise of their attempt. 



CHAPTER III 
Plato's Theory of the Ideal State 

Socrates and Plato 

It Is generally agreed that Plato (427-347 B.C.) was one of the greatest and most influential 
thinkers of antiquity. His thoughts have come down to us for the most part in a series of 
twenty-six dialogues, in the majority of which his teacher Socrates (469-399 B.C.) is the 
principal speaker. It is true that some scholars—notably the late Professors John Burnet 
and A.E.Taylor—held that the dialogues in which Socrates is the principal speaker are 
substantially accurate records of the theories and arguments of Socrates himself, and that 
only the last dialogues, such as the Statesman, Timams, and Laws, in which Socrates does 
not appear, describe the theories of Plato. On the whole, howeveiy this interpretation has 
not been generally accepted, and in this chapter the theories expounded by Socrates in 
the Republic will, in accordance with the usual practice, be referred to as Plato's theories. 
Even if some of these theories were originally advanced by Socrates, it seems reasonable 
to assume that Plato would not have expounded them in such detail unless he had accepted 
them as being, in the main, both true and important; and it is hardly likely that, when 
expounding these theories, Plato would not modify them in the light of his own critical 
reflections. 

Unlike Plato, Socrates left no writings of his own, but Plato's dialogues provide us with a 
vivid impression of his personality and outlook. There is no exact parallel in modern Umes 
to the position which he occupied in Athenian society. A man of similar interests and apti
tudes would today probably be a university teacher of philosophy, but when Socrates lived 
there was nothing corresponding to a university. Higher education, as we should call it, was 
carried on by the professional teachers known as the Sophists, who offered instruction to 
anyone who was willing to pay for it Socrates thought the receipt of such payment degrad
ing, but his method of teaching was in many ways similar to that of the Sophists, although 
the doctrines which he taught were different 

Socrates taught by the method of question and answer, which was known as * dialectic'. 
He was ruthless in exposing uncritical assumptions and pretentious dogmas of all sorts, 
and his criticism of the democratic constitution of Athens appears to have been the real 
reason for his trial and condemnation to death, although the alleged offence was that of not 
worshipping the recognized gods of the state and corrupting the young by teaching them 
to follow his example. Yet, combined with this tendency to question and challenge existing 
beliefs, he had a firm faith in certain fundamental principles—the immortality of the soul, 
the objectivity of moral standards, and the reality of an unchanging world behind the world 
of sense and time. Nor did he ever question the guidance he received from an inner * voice* 
which, he claimed, spoke to him from time to time, and which he regarded as a 'divine sign* 
that should always be respected. 

Plato was a pupil of Socrates and, apart from two short interludes when he participated 
in active politics, he devoted his life to the teaching of philosophy. His teaching was of 
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a more formal character than Socrates', and it was conducted in an institution called the 
Academy which Plato founded, probably about the year 387 B.C., when he was forty years 
of age. The Academy was set up by Plato primarily for the disinterested pursuit of knowl
edge and this distinguished it from other contemporary teaching institutions., which aimed 
at preparing their students for the practical business of life. The Academy was, in fact, one 
of the earliest universities in the modern sense of the word, and its activity continued with
out interruption for nearly a thousand years. 

The * Republic ' 

The theory which will be discussed in the present chapter is the Theory of the Ideal State 
expounded in Plato's dialogue the Republic. While, as in all the earlier dialogues, the expo
sition of the theory is made by Socrates, it will be referred to, for the reasons previously 
mentioned, as Plato's theory, although Socrates may well have inspired some of its basic 
ideas. The theory is presented as a constructive alternative to what Plato regarded as the 
false and dangerous teaching of the Sophists, and it is inspired throughout by acceptance of 
the Socratic axiom that Virtue is knowledge'. 

As already observed, Socrates lived from 469 to 399 B.C. and Plato from 427 to 347 B.C. 
A. E Taylor has shown that the available evidence indicates that the action of the Republic 
must be supposed to have taken place about the time of the Peace of Nicias in the spring 
of 421 B.C. This makes it probable that, in so far as the dialogue is historically accurate, it 
records what Socrates was saying about the age of forty-eight. 

It is difficult to place the Republic in any one category of philosophical discussion. It 
examines problems of ethics and political philosophy as well as those of logic, metaphysics 
and psychology. This is indeed one of the great merits of the work, for it draws attention to 
the important fact that the different branches of philosophy are intimately connected and 
that ethical and political doctrines cannot be finally assessed without consideration of their 
logical and metaphysical assumptions. 

The main object of the dialogue was to refute the Sophists' theory that moral principles 
have a subjective foundation and to show that they have, on the contrary, a rational and 
objective basis. Plato thinks that the essence of morality is justice, but it is important to rec
ognize that he is using the word in a much wider sense than would now be customary. The 
English word 'justice' is derived from the Latin word ius, which means 'what is enforced 
by human authority'. That is an essentially legal conception, but for Plato the word had a 
moral significance, and is probably best translated simply as 'goodness'. 

The object of the Republic is, then, to enquire into the nature of goodness and the way 
in which it may be known. As already observed, this enquiry is conducted through the 
medium of a dialogue. The speakers are: Socrates; Cephalus, a retired merchant living at 
the Piraeus; Polemarchus, Lysias, and Euthydemus—sons of Cephalus; Thrasymachus, the 
Sophist; and Plato's elder brothers, Glaucon and Adeimantus. 

Definition offustice 

The first object of the discussion is to arrive at a satisfactory definition of justice. Cephalus, 
who is a retired merchant with considerable means, suggests that justice consists in render
ing to God and man whatever is their due. Socrates has little difficulty in showing that this 
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definition is circular, since the definition of the word 'due' would raise the same problems 
as the definition of justice itself. Various other suggested definitions of justice are then 
examined, including that of Thrasymachus, the Sophist. Thrasymachus's theory that justice 
is simply 'whatever is to the interest of the stronger party5 was discussed in the preceding 
chapter, and Plato's reasons for rejecting this definition briefly examined. It was suggested 
that both Plato and other critics of Thrasymachus *s theory missed the essential point of his 
definition, which identifies justice not with mere strength but with whatever is sought by 
those who are strong. Understood in the latter sense, Thrasymachus *s definition is much 
more plausible, and by no means obviously inadequate. But Plato rejects it for the reasons 
noted in the preceding chapter, and goes on to examine what he regards as a much more 
plausible and dangerous theory. 

The Theory of Glaucon and Adeimantus 

The new theory is expounded by Glaucon and Adeimantus, although they make it clear 
that they do not accept it and are advancing it mainly in order to be satisfied by Socrates 
that it is false. It is the theory that virtue is based on expediency, that men are really self-
interested but that they appreciate that they will advance their interests more effectively by 
respecting moral principles than by ignoring them. On the other hand, the theory implies 
that if, in any circumstances, it is possible to ignore one of these principles with impunity 
and thereby advance one's interest, there is no wrong in doing so; and it is this implication 
which Glaucon and Adeimantus find so disturbing. 

The theory put forward by Glaucon and Adeimantus is the earliest expression of a doc
trine which has been defended by several political philosophers and which was, in par
ticular, the basis of Hobbes's theory of the state. It traces the origin of political morality 
to a contract made by a group of people with one another to obey certain rules which they 
believe will promote their several interests. Thus the theory attempts to explain political 
obligation, like moral obligation generally, wholly in terms of self-interest In so doing it 
explains morality away, perhaps less obviously than the theory of Thrasymachus, but not 
less completely. 

Plato s Theory of the Three Classes 

The theory described by Glaucon and Adeimantus provides the starting point for the devel
opment of Socrates' own positive views about the nature of justice. He sees no way of refut
ing the doctrine directly, but is confident that its inadequacy will become apparent when it 
is contrasted with the positive views which he is about to develop. This he does by trans
ferring the argument from the level of the individual to that of the community. He thinks 
that the nature of virtue will be more readily apparent if it is studied on a larger and more 
conspicuous scale than that of individual conduct So he proceeds to investigate the nature 
of virtue in the state. His argument starts with an historical account of the origin of social 
life. This arises, he thinks, because no individual is self-sufficient and every individual 
must therefore co-operate with those who can supply his needs in return for his contribut
ing to theirs. After the basic necessities have been supplied a demand arises for luxuries 
and amusements, and these generally require additional sources of supply abroad and thus 
create the need for a standing army to defend trade routes and communications. Finally, 



Plato's Theory of the Ideal State 27 

he thinks that it is obviously necessary to have a controlling body which determines the 
policy of the state and the proper relationship of its different classes. Thus the conclusion 
is reached that a civilized community requires three basic classes of citizens, namely (i) 
the producers, i.e. those (both employers and employed) engaged in providing the material 
needs and creating the material wealth of the community; (ii) the auxiliaries, i.e. the army 
and police, who maintain law and order and defend the state from enemies both within and 
without; and (iii) the guardians, i.e. those who are responsible for formulating and applying 
the policy of the state. 

They constitute what we should now simply call 'the government*. Socrates thinks that 
in an Ideal State these three classes are each distinguished by a dominant characteristic. 
The producers are characterized by temperance, by which he means readiness to recognize 
the authority of the guardians. The auxiliaries are characterized by courage, by which he 
means readiness to face danger and fight bravely in overcoming it And the guardians are 
characterized by wisdom, by which he means a capacity for true judgment, particularly 
about the moral value of things. Finally there is, in the Ideal State, a fourth element which 
pervades all classes and maintains them in their proper relationship to each other. This, 
Socrates suggests, is what is meant by justice, or the fundamental virtue of a good state. It 
maintains the natural harmony which ensures the proper functioning of all the parts. Just 
as the health of the physical body depends on a pervading harmony between its different 
organs, so the virtue of a state depends upon a harmony between its different parts. It is 
because Socrates regards the state as thus resembling a physical organism, and its parts as 
deriving their value from the function they perform in maintaining the well-being of the 
whole, that he is sometimes said to hold an Organic Theory of the State. 

Having reached this conclusion about the essential nature of justice in the state, Socrates 
applies it to the analysis of the individual personality. He does this by pointing out that the 
three fundamental classes in the state correspond exactly to the three primary motives of 
action in the individual, namely appetite, spirit, and reason. This threefold division corre
sponds in some respects to the distinction drawn by certain modern psychologists between 
willing, feeling, and thinking, although "spirit* is only one special type of feeling. Socrates 
calls the three basic motives respectively the appetitive, spirited, and rational elements in 
human nature, and suggests that the desire of the producers to create material wealth arises 
out of the basic physical desires of human nature; that the readiness of the auxiliaries to 
face and surmount danger is due to the emotions (particularly pride and courage) which 
dominate them; and that the wisdom of the guardians consists in the power of rational judg
ment Socrates then concludes that, just as justice in the state consists in the maintenance 
of the right relationship between the three classes, so virtue in the individual consists in 
the maintenance of the correct relationship between the acquisitive appetites, the military 
spirit, and the rational powers of human nature. To quote his own words: 

Justice is produced in the soul, like health in the body, by establishing the elements 
concerned in their natural relations of control and subordination, whereas injustice is 
like disease and means that this natural order is inverted.1 

This conception of virtue may seem strange, but, in its application to the community, it 
is characteristic of all Organic Theories of the State. According to such theories, morality 

1 Republic, IV, 444. 
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depends upon the relationship of the individual to the state, and is measured by the individ
ual's success in making his proper contribution to the needs of the community. Moreover, 
the Organic Theory implies that the whole is more important and more valuable than the 
part, and that the part derives its value and, to some extent, its character, from its embodi
ment in the whole. This is obviously true of a part of a living body, since this cannot sur
vive, as a living element, in separation from the body. Another important implication of 
an Organic Theory is that different parts have different degrees of importance. Just as the 
stomach is a more important part of the human body than the tonsils, so an Organic Theory 
discriminates between the different levels of importance of different classes or individuals 
in the community. In short, an Organic Theory asserts (a) that the state is an organism, and 
(b) that its citizens are good in so far as they discharge their proper function within it. 

Plato's Criticism of Democracy 

An important feature of the theory attributed to Socrates is the proposal that the control of 
policy should be placed wholly in the hands of the guardians. The justification for this pro
posal is given in Book V It is there argued that the guardians ought to have supreme power 
because reason is their dominating faculty and because they can therefore be relied on to 
distinguish truly between what is right and what is wrong. For the morality of the state's 
policy can be ensured only if its direction is placed in the hands of those whose actions are 
determined by reason. Hence the auxiliaries and producers, who are dominated by other 
characteristics, should not be allowed to share in the control of policy. In modern terms, 
the theory is that a minority of men are capable of sound judgment about what is right and 
what is wrong and should therefore be given complete control over policy. Plato is entirely 
opposed to the democratic principle that every citizen should be allowed to express his 
view, and exercise his influence, in determining policy, since he thinks it obvious that those 
primarily suited for the life of business or soldiering, or not otherwise trained for the func
tions of government, are not dominated by reason and cannot therefore be relied on to make 
the right decisions. He elaborates this point by referring to the Sophists who teach "nothing 
else than the opinions and beliefs of the public itself when it meets on any occasion'1 and 
call this wisdom. Of this practice he says: 

It is as if the keeper of some huge and powerful creature should make a study of its 
moods and desires, how it may best be approached and handled, when it is most savage 
or gentle and what makes it so, the meaning of its various cries and the tones of voice 
that will soothe or provoke its anger; and, having mastered all this by long familiarity, 
should call it wisdom, reduce it to a system, and set up a school. Not in the least know
ing which of these humours and desires is good or bad, right or wrong, he [the Sophist] 
will fit all these terms to the fancies of the great beast and call what it enjoys good and 
what vexes it bad He has no other account to give of their meaning; for him any action 
will be 'just' and 'right' that is done under necessity, since he is too blind to tell how 
great is the real difference between what must be and what ought to be.2 

Such is Plato's attitude to the 'will of the people' and the democratic theory that it should 
be carried out by the executive government To Plato such a system is one of pure force, in 

1 ibid., VI, 493. 
2 ibid., VI. 493. 
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which government is 'done under necessity', without any attempt to ascertain whether it is 
morally right to gratify the demands of the populace. 

Opinion and Knowledge about Goodness 

Plato thinks that if a system of government is to be moral it must be conducted in accor
dance with moral knowledge and not merely moral opinion. The average citizen may well 
hold the opinion that the objects of his desire are good but he cannot, Plato says, know 
whether or not they are really good unless he is aware of the distinction between the essence 
of goodness and its many apparent manifestations; for if he does not appreciate this distinc
tion he will not know whether a thing which appears to him to be good really is good. 

To explain the nature of this distinction Plato interrupts his discussion of political prob
lems and considers the nature of the distinction between opinion and knowledge in gen
eral terms. He explains this distinction in terms of another distinction—that between what 
he calls Forms and their particular manifestations. This is illustrated by the distinction 
between "beauty itself and the multiplicity of beautiful things- or, in general terms, between 
the 'real essence' and the 'many manifestations'.1 

The distinction closely resembles that drawn by modern philosophers between 'particu
lars* and 'universals*. Every individual orange, for example, is a distinct particular but is 
characterized by certain qualities of colour, taste, smell, etc., which can characterize any 
number of oranges. Such qualities are called universals because they appear to be present 
in an indefinite number of particular oranges, and it is because of this that we can say of 
each of these oranges that it is yellow or sweet, etc.2 In the same way, Plato is suggesting 
that, if a thing is beautiful, it is because it partakes of the Form of beauty. From this he con
cludes that, if we wish to know, and not merely believe, that a certain thing is beautiful, we 
must be acquainted with the Form of beauty, since all beautiful things are made beautiful 
by the presence of that Form. In modern terms knowledge—as distinct from mere belief or 
opinion—depends upon acquaintance with universals. 

Plato is, of course, particularly concerned to define the conditions under which knowl
edge of the Form of goodness can be attained, since * without having had a vision of this 
Form no one can act with wisdom, either in his own life or in matters of state'.3 In the light 
of his earlier discussion he might have been expected to maintain that knowledge of good
ness depends upon acquaintance with the Form of goodness. Sometimes he seems to imply 
a view of this sort, but elsewhere he makes it quite clear that he regards the Form of good
ness as much more than a simple universal. It is, he says, not only that which makes good 
things good but also that which enables us to apprehend their goodness. And he compares it 
to the sun which is responsible both 'for making our eyes see perfectly and making objects 
perfectly visible*.1 Thus Socrates is made to say: 

1 ibid., VI, 493^94. 
2 I ignore, as irrelevant to the purpose of this illustration, the fact that different oranges may be 

characterized by different shades of yellow or different degrees of sweetness. 
1 Republican, 517. 
1 ibid., VI, 507. 
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This, then, which gives to the objects of knowledge their truth and to him who knows 
them his power of knowing, is the Form or essential nature of Goodness. It is the cause 
of knowledge and truth; and so, while you may think of it as an object of knowledge, 
you will do well to regard it as something beyond truth and knowledge, and, precious 
as these both are, of still higher worth. And, just as in our analogy light and vision were 
to be thought of as like the Sun, but not identical with it, so here both knowledge and 
truth are to be regarded as like the Good, but to identify either with the Good is wrong. 
The Good must hold a yet higher place of honour.2 

The exact meaning of this passage is far from clear, but at least it implies that the Form 
of the Good is far more complex and fundamental than a simple universal like * beautiful' 
or 'blue'. If Socrates had said that goodness is the Form in which good things participate, 
just as beauty is the Form in which beautiful things participate, the theory would have 
been comparatively easy to understand, however inadequate it might have appeared. But 
Socrates says quite specifically that, while goodness may be thought of as an object of 
knowledge, it is really 'beyond truth and knowledge'. Thus he regards the Form of the 
Good as something very different from a universal characteristic. At this point, indeed, he 
seems to be anticipating the Hegelian theory of reality as a complex logical whole of which 
human experiences of all kinds are partial and imperfect manifestations. 

Whatever view is taken of Socrates' meaning at this obscure point in his argument,3 it is 
clear that he believes (a) that there is a real and objective distinction between good and bad 
acts or ends, and (b) that it is possible for at least some human beings to acquire the knowl
edge necessary to recognize this distinction. But he believes that very few are capable of 
doing so. The few who have this capacity are the philosophers. 

Socrates defines a philosopher as one 'whose passion it is to see the truth'.1 And by 
'seeing the truth* he means discerning 'the essence as well as the things that partake of its 
character, without ever confusing the one with the other'.2 And this, he thinks, justifies the 
paradoxical conclusion that philosophers should be kings: 

Unless either philosophers become kings in their countries or those who are now called 
kings and rulers come to be sufficiently inspired with a genuine desire for wisdom; 
unless, that is to say, political power and philosophy meet together...there can be no 
rest from troubles, my dear Glaucon, for states, nor yet, as I believe, for all mankind3 

Plato, in short, is advocating a form of government by experts. Democratic systems, in 
which the people themselves determine the general objectives of policy, he condemns 
because under them 'any action will be "just" or "right" that is done under necessity',4 i.e. 
2 ibid., VI, 508. 
3 At VI, 504, he speaks as though the Form of the Good were a simple universal, for he says that 

'the highest object of knowledge is the essential nature of the Good, from which everything that is 
good and right derives its value for us*. 

1 ibid., y 475. 
2 ibid., V, 476. 
1 ibid., V, 473. 
4 ibid., VI, 493. 
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the necessity of satisfying public demand; and it is inconceivable "that the multitude should 
ever believe in the existence of any real essence, as distinct from its many manifestations, 
or listen to anyone who asserts such a reality*.5 But while there is much force in this argu
ment if an objective distinction between right and wrong is accepted, it is by no means clear 
how the experts are to be selected in practice. 

Plato thinks that two important conditions must be observed in the selection and train
ing of these experts. In the first place, those who seem most likely to achieve knowledge of 
the Good must have their minds suitably trained for this purpose. And, secondly, they must 
live in such circumstances as will minimize all temptations to deviate from the path of duty 
which their philosophic insight reveals to them. 

Education of the Guardians 

Plato proposes that a provisional selection of guardians should be made at the age of twenty 
after completion of the normal course of education which they are to share with other citi
zens. This preliminary education covers (i) grammatic (i.e. reading and writing); (ii) music 
(i.e. learning and reciting poetry, lyre-playing and singing lyric poetry, and the rudiments 
of arithmetic and geometry); and (iii) gymnastic (i.e. gymnastic exercises and athletics). 
Education in these subjects is to be normally followed, at the age of eighteen, by two years* 
military training after which, for the majority of citizens, the process of education is com
plete. The provisional selection of guardians is made by a sort of trial by ordeal.1 They are 
to be subjected to 'ordeals of toil and pain*, and exposed successively to terrors and tempta
tions, and only those who pass through these ordeals without departing from the standards 
of conduct prescribed in their earlier education will be accepted as probationers for the 
office of guardian. In short, these tests are for the purpose of selecting those with the right 
sort of character for the responsibilities of guardianship. 

But it is also necessary to train the minds of prospective guardians so that they may 
recognize the nature of the Good, and act in accordance with it when governing the commu
nity. Socrates thinks that a prolonged course of study in mathematics and philosophy is the 
most effective sort of training for this purpose because it will 'draw the soul from the world 
of change to reality*.2 As he says of arithmetic, i t forces the mind to arrive at pure truth by 
the exercise of pure thought*.3 He therefore prescribes a course of study extending over ten 
years, and covering arithmetic, geometry, solid geometry, astronomy and harmonics (the 
mathematics of musical rhythms). The study of history, which in modern times has usually 
been regarded as of great importance for a statesman, Plato never mentions. As its subject 
matter belongs to the world of change, he would have regarded it as incapable of revealing 
the eternal truths upon the application of which good government depends. On the other 
hand, mathematics consists wholly of universal propositions whose truth is independent of 
time and change, and he believes that prolonged study of such a subject will familiarize the 
mind with the distinction between the world of change and the world of timeless reality, 
and assist it to discover the timeless principles of goodness which he believes are just as 
independent of the changing world as the propositions of mathematics. 

s ibid., VI, 494. 
1 ibid., Ill, 413-4. 
2 ibid., VII, 521. 
J ibid., VII, 525. 
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The programme of mathematical study is to occupy the prospective guardians from the 
age of twenty to the age of thirty, after which five years are to be devoted to the study of 
dialectic. Dialectic is described by Socrates as the 'journey* made 'by one who aspires, 
through the discourse of reason unaided by any of the senses, to make his way in every case 
to the essential reality and perseveres until he has grasped by pure intelligence the very 
nature of Goodness itself*'.1 To do this it is necessary to 'take a comprehensive view of the 
mutual relations and affinities which bind all these sciences together*.2 In short, dialectic is 
what we should call philosophy, in that it examines and correlates the assumptions made in 
the different branches of science and goes beyond them to examine the ultimate principle 
of Goodness from which, Plato believes, mathematics and all other sciences derive their 
truth. 

Whatever Plato may have meant by the Form of the Good, he seems to believe that there 
are universal and necessary principles of goodness which the mind is assisted to discover by 
previous study of the universal and necessary principles of mathematics. When the proba
tionary guardians have attained to a clear knowledge of these principles they will be ready 
to assume the full responsibilities of guardianship by taking the principle of the Good "as a 
pattern for the right ordering of the state and of the individual, themselves included*.3 

The probationary guardians are not, however, expected to be fully prepared for this 
responsibility when they complete their study of dialectic at the age of thirty-five. Plato 
thinks that they must first take 'military commands and other offices suitable to the young, 
so that they may not be behind their fellow citizens in experience*.4 This practical work is to 
continue for fifteen years, and only those who discharge these subordinate responsibilities 
satisfactorily, and who pass a further series of character tests,5 will ultimately be selected, at 
the age of fifty, for the supreme responsibilities of statesmanship. Even then, most of their 
time will be spent in study, though 'they will all take their turn at the troublesome duties of 
public life and act as Rulers for their country's sake, not regarding it as a distinction, but as 
an unavoidable task*.6 

But it is not, Plato thinks, sufficient to ensure that appropriate education brings the rul
ers to achieve a vision of the Good. Steps must also be taken to minimize the temptations 
which might deflect them from the path of duty thus revealed. Of such temptations Plato 
regards those which arise from personal interests or possessions as the most dangerous. 
Hence the rulers of the Ideal State must live without private property or money and receive 
the essentials of life as an allowance from the state. They must likewise be deprived of 
normal family life and live together like soldiers in a camp, since otherwise they might be 
tempted to put the interests of their wives and families before the good of the community. 
Their children must be the issue of temporary unions based on eugenic principles, and 
neither these children nor their mothers must be regarded as in any way the property of the 
fathers. They must be 'held in common*.1 By such a mode of life the rulers will be pro
tected against the temptations of private interests: 

1 ibid., VII, 532. 
2 ibid., VII, 531,C. 
5 ibid., VII, 540. 
4 ibid., VII, 539. 
5 ibid., VII, 540. 
6 ibid., VII, 540. 
1 This does not mean that the relationship of men and women should be promiscuous, but that a 

woman should be available for mating with whichever man is cugcnically best suited to her. 
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This manner of life will be their salvation, and make them the saviours of the common
wealth. If ever they should come to possess land of their own and houses and money, 
they will give up their guardianship for the management of their farms and households 
and become tyrants at enmity with their fellow citizens instead of allies.2 

These proposals have led some people to suppose that Plato was at heart a 'communist*. 
But it is clear that this is not true in the modern sense of the word. Plato's object in depriv
ing the rulers of private property was not economic but moral He did not, like a modern 
communist, advocate the 'nationalization* of the means of production and distribution in 
the economic interest of the whole community. What he advocated was the prohibition of 
private possessions to the rulers of the state so that no conflict should arise between their 
private interests and their public duty. There is no evidence that Plato favoured the abolition 
of private property among the producers, who would, in any case, constitute the larger part 
of the community and be mainly responsible for carrying on its economic life. 

The importance of eliminating all personal interests and ambitions from the lives of the 
rulers is emphasized in a further passage where Plato argues that 'access to power must be 
confined to men who are not in love with it* .1 This, he thinks, is a further reason why rulers 
ought always to be philosophers: The life of true philosophy is the only one that looks down 
upon offices of state.'2 Only so can there be any assurance that the good of the community 
will not be sacrificed to personal ambition. Those with 'vested interests* to care for are, in 
Plato's view, automatically unfitted for statesmanship. 

Plato finally emphasizes that his account of the Ideal State is no mere day-dream. Many 
states may fall short of the high standards which he has laid down, but it does not follow 
that these standards are impossible to reach. Thus he concludes: 

Difficult it may be, but possible, though only on the one condition we laid down, that 
genuine philosophers—one or more of them—shall come into power in a state; men 
who will despise all existing honours as mean and worthless, caring only for the right 
and the honours to be gained from that, and above all for justice as the one indispens
able thing in whose service and maintenance they will reorganize their own state.3 

Such, in outline, is Plato's theory of the Ideal State. It is clearly a moral theory, i.e. a theory 
of how the state ought to be organized and governed. And its main principle is that the few 
specially gifted citizens who, in any state, are capable of discerning the nature of goodness, 
and have the strength of character to follow the rule of right despite all temptations to the 
contrary, should be given absolute power over their fellow citizens. Only on this condition 
will the life of the community be morally sound. 

In the past Plato's theory has been widely respected as a brilliant and impressive vindi
cation of the place of moral principles in politics, but it does not either anticipate or answer 
the arguments upon which Empiricist Theories of Morality have in modern times been 

2 Republic, 111,416. 
1 ibid., VII, 521. 
2 ibid., VII, 521. 
3 ibid., VII, 540. 
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based Judged by contemporary standards of philosophical criticism, Plato's arguments are 
in many cases either obscure or dogmatic or based upon doubtful assumptions. None the 
less, it must be conceded that he raises and attempts to solve some of the most fundamental 
issues which have subsequently dominated political philosophy. In particular, his basic 
theme—the nature of justice—raises what may well be regarded as the most central of all 
issues in political philosophy. It is the issue whether force or morality is the foundation of 
the state; whether the authority of the ruler over the subject is based on power or on right; 
whether the obedience of the subject to his ruler is based on interest or on duty; whether 
the organization of a state is the result of an equilibrium of forces—in which the relative 
strength of the forces is all that counts—or whether it is, in part at least, determined by 
men's respect for objective moral principles. These are the fundamental questions which 
the Republic raises. 

It is clear that Plato had no doubt about the answer to these questions. Against the theory 
of Thrasymachus he argued that men do not, and against the theory put forward by Glaucon 
and Adeimantus he argued that men should not, arrange their affairs simply in accordance 
with their natural desires and powers. The latter, in Plato's view, ought at all times to be 
subordinated to the pattern set by the Good for the 'right ordering of the state and of the 
individual'.1 Hence the direction of the community should be placed in the absolute power 
of those who, by the circumstances of their lives and the quality of their minds, are least 
likely to be influenced by personal desires and ambitions and most likely to exercise their 
power solely in accordance with what they know to be morally right And hence democracy, 
in which the opinions of the corrupt and the ignorant may count for as much as the knowl
edge of the upright and the wise, is the very negation of moral government 

It follows, of course, that if there is an objective distinction between right and wrong 
(or, as Plato says, between justice and injustice), the state ought to be governed in accor
dance with the right policy. That conclusion follows necessarily from the fact that 'the right 
policy' means 'the policy which ought to be pursued'. And Plato is on strong ground when 
he argues that Thrasymachus*s definition of 'justice' as "what is to the interest of the stron
ger party' simply does not mean what most people mean by justice. It cannot be what most 
people mean by justice, because what they call just acts are frequently acts which do not 
contribute to the interest of the stronger party but go against it. For example, acts described 
as just often take the form of upholding the interest of an individual when that interest con
flicts with the interest of a far more powerful group. Hence there seem to be good grounds 
for distinguishing between justice and the interest of the stronger party. But it is not equally 
clear how the distinction drawn by Plato between merely believing and definitely know
ing that a certain act is just can be defended. Plato's own account of this distinction is, as 
already observed, extremely obscure. He does not appear to regard justice as an ordinary 
Form but as something "beyond truth and knowledge'1 and as that which makes both truth 
and knowledge possible. A theory expressed in such obscure language is an unconvincing 
way of establishing the distinction between belief and knowledge about moral proposi
tions. But the purpose of the theory is at least comparatively clear. Plato is trying to justify 
his belief that moral propositions are a priori just like mathematical propositions on the 

1 ibid., Vlt 540. 
1 ibid., VI, 508. 
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ground that they are based upon the relationship of eternal Forms. If this were not the case 
he would not regard morality as a possible object of knowledge. It is, he thinks, a possible 
object of knowledge for those who have been suitably trained just because the goodness of 
a thing is determined by the Form of the Good, and its goodness can therefore be recog
nized by those who are acquainted with that Form, or whose knowledge issues from it2 

Now it must be conceded that, even if moral propositions are a priori, there may not 
be any way of demonstrating this truth to anyone who fails to recognize it. For, as a philo
sophical proposition, the assertion <moral propositions are a prior? must itself be a priori, 
and it may not be possible to infer it from any simpler a priori proposition. And, even if 
it can be so inferred, it is quite possible that some people may be unable to recognize the 
a priori truth of the more ultimate proposition. Indeed, it is one of Plato's most important 
contentions that it is far from easy to recognize a priori truths and that the majority of 
mankind are unlikely to do so. 

On the other hand, many modern philosophers would hold that Plato assumed far too 
easily that his own moral beliefs had a superior status to those which he rejected, and was 
far too uncritical in reaching the conclusion that morality is a matter of knowledge and not 
of feeling. They would point to the many controversial subjects, such as capital punishment, 
corporal punishment, gambling and blood sports, regarding the morality of which there is 
widespread disagreement, and they would question Plato's assumption that in every case 
it is possible, at least in principle, for the philosophical mind to recognize, with a priori 
certainty, the right course to take. Some would say with Hume that the incompatible beliefs 
held about the rights and wrongs of these issues, and the impossibility of deciding between 
them by reference to some independent standard, justify the theory that such beliefs relate 
not to objective facts but to subjective feelings and that they are, in fact, descriptions of 
feelings experienced by the speaker or by some social group to which he belongs. 

But, even if Plato was mistaken in his assumption that moral propositions are a priori, his 
theory remains a valuable exposition of the logical consequences of making this assump
tion—consequences which have not always been so clearly and consistently deduced by 
others. For if moral distinctions are a priori, it follows that there is an unconditional obliga
tion to observe them, and thus to obey without question those who, from their knowledge 
of morality, can say how human affairs ought to be conducted. In simpler language, if 
goodness is a possible object of knowledge, then those who have attained to knowledge of 
it have a right to tell those who lack this knowledge what they ought to do; and the only way 
of ensuring that a community is rightly governed will be to give absolute power to those 
who know what is good and can be relied on to apply the rule of right in all they do. 

In modern times a society admnistered in such a way would be called 'authoritarian', 
and it has to be frankly recognized that Plato's argument for government by * moral experts' 
runs counter to the basic assumptions of democracy. For in a democratic society all claims 
to personal infallibility are rejected, and those who administer policy are answerable to 
those who have entrusted them with this task. On the other hand, the alleged infallibility of 

The peculiarity of the Form of the Good appears to be that not only does its presence in a thing 
make that thing good but it also enables the mind to apprehend its presence. 
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Plato's guardians has a close parallel in the attitude of modern dictators who claim the right 
to suppress all criticism of, and opposition to, their policies. 

Whether the practice of democracy is consistent with the assumption that moral prin
ciples are a priori is a question which will be examined at length in subsequent chapters. 
For the present, it is sufficient to note that Plato had no doubt that democracy is, both in 
theory and in practice, incompatible with the acceptance of a rational morality and, indeed, 
reduces simply to government by force of the majority. And he saw no reason to suppose 
that the majority would be always, or even usually, right in what they did 



CHAPTER IV 
Aristotle's* Theory of the Best Possible State 

Aristole was born in 384 B.C. when Plato was forty-three, and died in 322 B.C. at the age 
of sixty-two. He was therefore thirty-seven years old when Plato died in 347 B.C. He was 
sent to Athens at the age of eighteen for higher education, and was a member of Plato's 
Academy for twenty years. He subsequently spent three years in Asia Minor, where he 
pursued his scientific interests., particularly marine biology. In 343 B.C. he became tutor 
to Alexander, Prince of Macecbn, afterwards Alexander the Great, who was then a boy of 
thirteen. There is no indication, however, that he exercised any influence on Alexander's 
character. The Politics makes it clear that he disliked all types of dictatorship and, like 
Plato, thought that the small city state, which had no political ambitions, provided the most 
favourable environment for the good life. It is also very noticeable that Aristotle never 
refers to his pupil's great conquests anywhere in his writings—probably because he had 
little sympathy with them, and did not regard them as examples of the way in which rulers 
should use their powers. 

When Alexander was called to the Macedonian throne by the murder of his father in 336 
B.C., Aristotle returned to Athens. At this time the presidency of the Academy, which had 
been filled since Plato's death by Speusippus, became vacant, but Aristotle was not selected 
to succeed him. He may have been offended, for in 335 B.C. he opened a rival school known 
as the Lyceum, and he was followed there by some members of the Academy. For the next 
twelve years he was fully occupied by his work in the Lyceum, and he gradually developed 
a teaching tradition of his own, departing from the Platonic tradition of the Academy by 
making biology and history, instead of mathematics, the primary subjects of study 

The Politics, like Aristotle's other works, takes the form of a treatise, not a dialogue, 
and its style is quite different from that of Plato's dialogues. This is explained by the fact 
that, while Plato's lecture notes have been lost, many of his books have come down to us. 
On the other hand, Aristotle's books have almost all been lost, but many of his lecture notes 
have survived Scholars are generally agreed that the 'works' of Aristotle as we know them 
consist of his lecture manuscripts edited by his pupils after his death. 

The argument of the Politics is not by any means consistent, and scholars attribute this 
to the fact that it was probably composed over a period of time during which the influence 
of Plato's teaching on Aristotle's thinking became weaker. Thus Sabine,1 following Jaegar,2 

puts forward the hypothesis that Books II, III, VII, and VIII, which are concerned primar
ily with theories of the Ideal State, were written soon after Plato's death in 347 B.C.; while 
Books IV, V, and VI, which are concerned primarily with the study of actual states and the 
conditions governing their stability, were not written until some years after the opening of 
the Lyceum in 335 B.C. Finally, the hypothesis suggests that Book I was written last of all 
and intended as a general introduction to the whole treatise. It is certainly true that in Books 

1 A History of Political Theory, p. 90. 
2 Aristotle (1923). 
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H, HI, VII, and VIE Aristotle is more interested in describing an Ideal State; whereas in Books 
IV-VI he assumes that the political ideal varies from state to state and argues that the duty of 
government is to realize that political ideal as completely as possible whatever form it may take. 

Apart from philosophy in the strict sense, Plato was mainly interested in mathematics 
and Aristotle in biology, and their political philosophies in many ways reflect this differ
ence. Thus Plato believed that in politics it was possible to establish principles having 
the precision and certainty of mathematics, whereas Aristotle believed that in politics, as 
in biology, careful and patient empirical enquiry was the only way of arriving at reliable 
generalizations. Plato believed that the apprehension of the Form of the Good would reveal 
exactly how a community ought to be organized and governed, whereas Aristotle thought 
that the right organization for any given state could only be discovered by careful exami
nation of its other characteristics. This, at any rate, is what he said in the most consistent 
passages of the central books already referred to (Books IX V, and VI). In the Books which 
are believed to have been written first (Books II, III, VII, and VIII) he makes some state
ments which imply a conception of the Ideal State closer to that of Plato; but if it is true 
that Books IY Y and VI were written some fifteen years later it is reasonable to suppose 
that they present us with his more mature and considered thoughts on political theory. 

Aristotle's Conception of Nature 

In Book I (which, as already observed, was probably the last Book of the Politics to be 
written) Aristotle explains the novel sense in which he understands the word 'nature* and 
the fundamental part which the conception plays in his political philosophy. He 
understands this word in a very different sense from the Sophists. For them it meant the 
permanent and objective charac teristics of independent reality in contrast to the variable 
and subjective beliefs and conventions of individuals or communities; but for Aristotle 
"nature* is essentially a biological conception. In his own words: 

The nature of a thing is its end. For what each thing is when fully developed, we call its 
nature, whether we are speaking of a man, a horse, or a family.1 

Thus for Aristotle the nature of a thing is not what the thing is but what it is capable of becom
ing. Its nature is not a static but a developing conception. And just as in biology the 'nature' of a 
seed can only be discovered by the observation of its growth, so in politics the nature of a state 
can only be discovered by observation of its development and tendencies. In practice, this 
means the study of its history and the observation of its dominating tendencies, whether these be 
to autocratic or democratic forms of government, to an expanding or stable economy, and so on. 

After defining the nature of a thing as its 'end' Aristotle adds the important proposi
tion that 'the final cause and end of a thing is the best'.2 By this he seems to mean that the 

1 Politics, Book I, Chap. 2. (Translation by Jowett.) 
2 a loc. cit. 
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destined end of a thing's development is necessarily a good end It is not clear whether this 
proposition is intended to be analytic or synthetic—whether Aristotle is implying that the 
"nature* or destined end of a thing is what is meant by its 'good', or whether he only means 
that that end is, as a matter of either fact or necessity, always characterized by goodness. 
There are many passages in the Politics which suggest that Aristotle recognized a standard 
of moral value quite distinct from the natural tendencies of the state, and thought of it as 
external and independent But in the passages where he speaks of "the natural* as ipso facto 
"the good*, he seems to imply that the terms are synonymous, that, in his sense of the word, 
'the natural' is what is meant by 'the good*, i.e. that the attainment of an organism's des
tined end is its supreme good and defines the standard by which its actual evolution must 
be approved or condemned 

It would, however, be untrue to say that the Politics as a whole justifies this interpreta
tion of Aristotle's conception of morality. Most of his references to the subject suggest 
that he accepted the 'non-naturalistic' theory of morality, although at the same time he 
recognized the relativity of moral judgments to the actions or situations being judged and 
the consequent impossibility of making these judgments without knowledge of the charac
teristics of the actions or situations in question. This means, in modern terminology, that he 
regarded moral judgments as synthetic, and consequently thought it impossible to discover 
moral truths without knowledge of the concrete situations which exemplify them.1 

Having defined the sense in which he uses the word 'nature', Aristotle claims that 'it is 
evident that the state is a creation of nature, and that man is by nature a political animal'.2 

For 'the proof that the state is a creation of nature and prior to the individual is that the 
individual, when isolated, is not self-sufficing; and therefore he is like a part in relation to 
the whole*.3 

Aristotle is here stating what has since been designated as the Organic Theory of the 
State. It has been so called because it conceives of the state as a kind of organism. Accord
ing to the theory, the state is not a mere collection of its parts but an organic combination of 
them, so that none of these parts would be what it is if separated from the rest. The essential 
features of an organism are most simply illustrated by the human body. These are that (a) 
the parts (e.g. a heart and a foot) no longer exist in the same form if separated from the 
body; (b) that the health of the whole depends upon the health of the parts and vice versa; 
and (c) that some parts (e.g. the heart) have a more essential function to perform than oth
ers (e.g. the appendix). According to the Organic Theory, all these propositions are true of 
a political society. It is not a mere collection of individuals, but has an organic unity of its 
own. For this reason, there can be no real conflict between its interest and the true interests 
of its constituent members. And, finally, different members, or classes of members, have 
different functions to perform and different levels of importance. 

1 Attention has been drawn in Chapter I to the difficulty of combining this position with a non-
naturalistic interpretation of morality. 

2 Politics, 1,2. 
3 ibid. 
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The Relativity of Moral Standards 

One of the most important implications of Aristotle's theory is that the moral standards 
of a society are relative to its 'nature* and thus liable to variation from state to state. Thus 
Aristotle says: 

Laws, when good, should be supreme.... But what are good laws has not yet been 
clearly explained; the old difficulty remains. The goodness or badness, justice or injus-
tice, of laws varies of necessity J th the constituaons of states.' 

Unlike Plato, who set himself to describe an Ideal State, Aristotle believes that the best 
possible state may take a variety of different forms. He does not think that it would be true 
to assert as a universal principle that the power of government is always best exercised by 
a single man, or by a minority, or by the community as a whole. It is possible for any of 
these alternatives to provide the best form of government for a community, and it is also 
possible for any of them to provide a bad form of government Whether the government is 
good or bad does not depend upon whether it is exercised by a single person, or by a minor
ity, or by the people as a whole, but upon the way in which it is exercised. It will be a good 
government if it is exercised in the interest of the community as a whole, and a bad govern-
ment if it is exercised by the governing body for its own selfish purposes. This principle 
follows simply from the Organic Theory, for on that theory the interest of the organism is 
always more important than the interest of any one or any group of its constituent elements. 
Indeed, since the latter are organic constituents of the whole their true interest must coin
cide with the interest of the whole. 

Good and Bad Forms of Government 

Aristotle then classifies the various possible forms of government according as to whether 
the power of government is exercised by one, or by the few, or by the many, and accord
ing as to whether the government, however constituted, aims at promoting the common 
interest (in which case it is a good government) or at promoting the special interest of the 
governing class (in which case it is a bad government). The classification based on these 
two principles is as follows: 

Good Governments Bad Governments 
Government by one Monarchy Tyranny 
Governmeat by the few Aristocracy Oligarchy 
Government by the many Polity1 Democracy 

1 ibid, III, 11. 
1 This is a transliteration of the Greek word meaning 'constitutional government*. 
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Aristotle sums up the defects of the bad forms of government as follows: 

Tyranny is a kind of monarchy which has in view the interests of the monarch only; 
oligarchy has in view the interest of the wealthy; democracy, of the needy; none of 
them the common good of all.2 

Aristotle points out that, as a matter of fact, government by the few is government by the 
rich, and government by the many is government by the poor since "the rich everywhere 
are few and the poor numerous'.3 He thinks that the principal difference between oligarchy 
and democracy lies in their different conceptions of justice. Democrats believe that men are 
equal by birth and that they should therefore have equal political rights, whereas oligarchs 
believe that these rights should be in proportion to wealth. Aristotle thinks that these differ
ent conceptions of justice reflect the biassed judgment of men who are primarily concerned 
to advance their own interests, and overlook the fundamental principle that *a state exists 
for the sake of a good life, and not for the sake of life onryV He concludes that political 
rights should be awarded to people in proportion to the contribution which they make to the 
moral purposes of the state, one of which is that the general (as distinct from any sectional) 
interest should be the object of all political action. 

Aristotle next considers whether the few or the many are likely to be the better rulers. 
He recognizes that the few are more likely to possess outstanding ability, but observes that 
there are also advantages in the rule of the many as they bring varied points of view to bear 
on issues of policy, and are therefore less likely than the few to approve a wrong policy. 
This does not mean that in a polity there is no place for the expert, but it does mean that in 
such a constitution he is not the final judge of his work. The expert is necessary to formu
late and apply a policy, but the people whom it is intended to benefit are better fitted than 
he to judge whether it is a good policy. Aristotle illustrates this principle by some simple 
analogies: 

There are some arts whose products are not judged of solely, or best, by the artists 
themselves.... The user or, in other words, the master, of the house will even be a 
better judge than the builder, just as the pilot will judge better of the rudder than the 
carpenter, and the guest will judge better of a feast than the cook.2 

The principle that "the guest will judge better of a feast than the cook" has, indeed, become 
a basic principle of modem democracy. Modem communities are too vast to permit of 
government by popular assembly, which was the form of democracy that Plato knew and 
condemned, nor do they claim that, even if this difficulty could be surmounted by some 
form of referendum, it would be desirable. The need for experts to formulate and execute 
policy is generally recognized, but democratic peoples claim the ultimate right to approve 
or condemn that policy, and to select other rulers if they are dissatisfied with the achieve
ments of their existing government. 
2 Politics, IH, 8. 
3 loc, cit. 
1 ibid., in, 9. 
2 ibid., in, 11. 
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In discussing the differences between good and bad forms of government Aristotle 
draws attention to another fundamental principle now commonly regarded as essential in a 
democratic state. This is the principle ofgovernment by consent Thus he says of bad forms 
of government: They are despotic, whereas a state is a community of freemen.'' By this he 
means that a good government, which attempts to promote the interest of the community as 
a whole, will receive the willing consent of the whole people, whereas a government which 
attempts to promote the interest of only a particular section of the community will find it 
necessary to govern the rest of the community by despotic measures. This appears to be 
true in practice, for modern democracies have generally been most successful where there 
has been a consciousness of common interests underlying sectional differences, and where 
the government has sought to achieve an acceptable compromise when the interests of dif
ferent classes have appeared to conflict On the other hand, where sectional interests have 
been in sharp conflict, and the government has clearly identified its policy with the interests 
of one of the sections, democracy has usually tended to give way to government by force. 

Aristotle believes that one of the most important safeguards against the bad forms of 
government is respect for impersonal law. This law is not, as Plato thought, revealed by 
immediate insight to a gifted few, but is gradually discovered in and through experience. 
Such, at least, is Aristotle's view when he expresses his own most mature thought When he 
is subject to the influence of Plato's teaching he sometimes writes as though the law were 
something standing outside and independent of the state. Thus the influence of Plato is 
obvious at the end of Book in, where Aristotle says that if a perfectly virtuous man could 
be found it would be right to give him supreme power. This is an admission that the theory 
of Plato's Republic would be justified if only perfectly virtuous men could be found. On the 
other hand, if political ideals are definable in terms of 'natural* development, the law must 
necessarily vary with the circumstances of the community to which it applies. 

Aristotle's Analysis of Actual States 

In Book IV Aristotle directs his attention to the nature of actual states since, as he says, 
the best is often unattainable and the statesman should therefore acquaint himself not only 
with what is best in the abstract, i.e. theoretically, but with what is best relatively to circum
stances, i.e. practically. Books IV, V, and VI are all devoted to an examination of the best 
practicable states in different sets of circumstances and constitute an empirical study of 
the kind which is a necessary foundation for sound policy if the assumptions of Aristotle's 
Organic Theory are true. For on those assumptions the best constitution for a specified state 
can be determined only after a study of its history, traditions, economic and geographical 
circumstances, and so on. In these Books Aristotle accepts the implications of his doctrine 
that the natural end of a state is its ideal, and he seems to regard its natural end as a stable 
and harmonious condition in which all individuals and groups occupy the place for which 
they are best fitted. 

The general conclusion which Aristotle reaches after considering the various forms 
which government in practice may take is that for the average city state a compromise 

1 ibid. Ill, 6. 
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between oligarchy and democracy, with the middle class holding the balance of power, will 
prove most satisfactory. If too much preponderance is enjoyed by either the rich or the poor 
the one class is almost certain to be oppressed by the other. And this is likely to precipitate a 
revolution. Indeed, Aristotle thinks that the exploitation of one class by another is the usual 
cause of revolutions. This danger can be avoided only if general instead of sectional inter
ests are made the determining principles of government. Aristotle thinks that this implies 
that the weaker classes must not be exploited; that good relations must exist between ruler 
and ruled; that no individual or class should become too powerful; and that the magistrates 
should be free from all forms of corruption. 

In short, Aristotle reaches the conclusion that a state whose government is a mechanism 
for exploiting rival forces will be unstable and likely to break down in revolution, while a 
state in which these forces are evenly balanced, and the government's decisions are deter
mined by moral principles embodied in a legal code which applies to all, will be stable and 
happy. All this is consistent with, and indeed, follows from, Aristotle's underlying hypoth
esis of an Organic State. For if the state is an organism it cannot be a healthy one unless its 
various forces are balanced and harmonized, and only on these conditions will it fulfil its 
ultimate purpose of providing its members with the conditions for the best possible life. 

Defence of Slavery 

Aristotle, like Plato, recognizes as a natural implication of the Organic Theory that different 
classes of citizen have functions of differing value and importance. Thus he sees nothing 
inconsistent with his principles in defending the contemporary institution of slavery, which 
everyone in Ancient Greece accepted as a normal and essential element in social life. He 
defends slavery on the ground that 'from the hour of their birth, some are marked out for 
subjection, others for rule'.l He admits that sometimes a natural master may be found living 
in a condition of slavery, but he denies that this is any ground for condemning slavery in 
general. It only shows that individuals are not always found in their proper classes. But he 
is quite satisfied that men do fall naturally into two classes—those who possess reason, and 
those who do not possess it and can only respect it In his view, natural slaves are capable 
only of an inferior kind of existence, and are not capable of undertaking the responsibilities 
of citizenship. They are, indeed, nothing more than animate tools. 

Aristotle's belief in the inherent inferiority of a large proportion of human beings stands 
in sharp antithesis to the modern belief in the rights of man, yet it differs in degree rather 
than in nature from the assumptions of intrinsic inequality which, in one form or another, 
have been common in the political and social outlook of practically every community. 
Moreover, even the modern world is not without examples of racial discrimination which 
are defended by essentially the same arguments as those employed by Aristotle. There may, 
conceivably, be some moral justification for such discrimination, but empirical philoso
phers could readily account for it as the natural effect of social and economic conditions in 
which such discrimination has proved advantageous to the possessors of power and privi
lege. And even those who accept objective moral distinctions might well regard this causal 
explanation of the condoning of political inequality as highly plausible. 

1 ibid., 1,5. 
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The Ideal Life 

Aristotle Is approval of slavery is closely connected with his conception of the ideal life. 
This he conceives differently from Plato, who thought that the ideal life for anyone was 
that in which he made his natural and proper contribution to the welfare of the community, 
whether as producer, auxiliary or guardian. And such, indeed, is the logical implication of 
an Organic Theory, since it implies that the welfare of the whole transcends., and indeed 
ensures, the welfare of the parts. But in Book VII of the Politics Aristotle advances the 
view that the highest virtue consists not in action but in contemplation, not in the exercise 
of power but in the pursuit of truth. For such a mode of life leisure is obviously necessary. 
No one absorbed in the exacting business of practical administration can, in Aristotle's 
view, at the same time engage in the disinterested pursuit of truth, which is both of supreme 
value in itself and of indirect value if the right principles are to be applied in practical life. 
Hence those who are capable of the highest intellectual activities must be given the leisure 
and freedom to pursue them without distraction, and have their practical needs supplied by 
those who are inherently incapable of those disinterested pursuits. 

Aristotle has a strong case for maintaining that the disinterested activities of life have 
the highest value. For the practical life consists of activities which are a means to the end of 
living—the securing of food, shelter, clothing, security of person and property, etc., but the 
attainment of these leaves unanswered the question of the ultimate purpose of life. Aristotle 
believes that the ultimate purpose of life is the enjoyment of pursuits which are valuable in 
themselves, and not merely as a means to something which is valuable in itself. Such activi
ties as the creation or enjoyment of music and the pursuit of knowledge are, in Aristotle Is 
opinion, intrinsically valuable in this way, whereas the mere attainment of the necessary 
conditions of living has no value in itself, but derives its value from being a necessary con
dition of these higher activities. 

The Ideal State 

In Books VII and VIII (which, as already observed, were probably written some fifteen 
years before Books IV, Y and VI) Aristotle outlines a conception of the Ideal State which 
is strikingly similar in some respects to the conception put forward by Plato, particularly 
in the Laws. Aristotle argues that the Ideal State should be as small as is consistent with 
independence. Independence is of prime importance, since otherwise the state will depend 
on foreign trade and this will have to be protected by armed forces who will make heavy 
inroads on the available resources of manpower and wealth. Aristotle would clearly have 
regarded the people of modern Britain as very unfavourably placed for the pursuit of the 
ideal life in view of their dependence upon foreign trade and the extent to which their ener
gies and resources must therefore be directed to industrial production and national defence. 
He would have regarded a sparsely populated and relatively self-sufficient country such as 
Eire as a far more favourable environment for the pursuit of the disinterested values of life. 
Although Aristotle was writing with reference to conditions in Ancient Greece he raises 
a fundamental question which has a direct relevance to modern conditions, namely the 
question whether the complex organization of a modern industrial community is compat
ible with the survival of the disinterested activities to which he attached supreme value. 
It is already clear that the close dependence of such a community upon trade with its 
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neighbours makes it peculiarly vulnerable to economic and political disturbances else
where, and that when war comes to it the normal activities of every section of the commu
nity are likely to be disturbed. 

Theory of Education 

Aristotle's theory of education is set forth in Book VII, chapters 13-17, and Book VIII of 
the Politics. Like Plato, he believes that education has primarily a civic function: The citi
zen should be moulded to suit the form of government under which he lives/1 Moreover, 
"the training in things which are of common interest should be the same for all/2 Hence 
the education of the young should be the responsibility of the state and should not be left 
in private hands. 

Aristotle's discussion of the purposes of education is dominated throughout by the dis
tinction already drawn between the means and the end, between action and that which 
action seeks to achieve. As the end of all action is leisure, Aristotle thinks that the right use 
of leisure should be the ultimate end of education, although it must naturally also cover 
pursuits which are essential means to attaining this end As he says: 

There are branches of learning and education which we must study merely with a 
view to leisure spent in intellectual activity, and these are to be valued for their own 
sake; whereas those kinds of knowledge which are useful in business are to be 
deemed necessary, and exist for the sake of other things.1 

In modern language, Aristotle is saying that education should not be confined to voca
tional training, but should cover those activities, such as the composition and enjoyment of 
music and the disinterested pursuit of knowledge, which are valuable in themselves and not 
merely as a means to some further end. And he specifically states that mere * amusement' is 
not a proper occupation for leisure since it has no value in itself but merely acquires value 
by serving as a relaxation from work. 

Aristotle does not fulfil his promise to consider in detail the form which education in 
the right use of leisure should take,2 but it is clear that he considers the composition and 
enjoyment of music and scientific and philosophical research to be appropriate methods of 
enjoying it. His conception of the earlier stages of education is very similar to Plato's. He 
stresses the importance of influencing children by the right kind of stories, pictures, and 
plays. He believes that education should first be directed to the cultivation of the body, 
secondly to the control of the appetites, i.e. character training, and finally to the develop
ment of the mind The latter is the ultimate end to which the earlier stages of education are 
means: 

The care of the body ought to precede that of the soul, and the training of the appetitive 
part should follow: none the less our care of it must be for the sake of the reason, and 
our care of the body for the sake of the soul.3 

1 ibkl.,Vin, 1. 
2 loc. cit 
1 ibid., VIII, 3. 
2 ibid.,Vin,3. 
5 ibid., VII, 5. 
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The difference between the educational theories of Plato and Aristotle is thus subtle but 
important, and originates in Aristotle's belief that 'to be always seeking after the useful 
does not become free and exalted souls*.1 For Plato the purpose of education is to fit the 
individual to make his appropriate contribution to the life of the community, whether he be 
producer, auxiliary, or guardian. Thus even the higher studies which the guardians pursue 
in the intervals of administrative activity are undertaken essentially for the purpose of 
acquiring a more accurate vision of the moral principles by which such activity should be 
directed. But Aristotle conceives of the ultimate purpose of education in more individual
ist terms. He recognizes that it is essential, in the first place, to produce citizens who will 
contribute to the formation of a stable and harmonious society; but he regards this as a 
mere means to making possible the higher and disinterested activities which have a value 
in themselves. 

Assessment of Aristotle s Political Philosophy 

The argument of Aristotle's Politics is not based on any simple and central idea like that 
which runs through Plato's Republic, and it is impossible to identify the principles of his 
political philosophy with a single and consistent theme. In part this is due to the fact that the 
Politics was composed over a period of some fifteen years during which Aristotle's thinking 
gradually became more independent of his teacher's. But the more important point to notice 
is that, when Aristotle achieved this independence of Plato, he found himself impelled to 
reject the rationahst in favour of an empirical conception of political ideals. In the Republic 
such ideals had been identified with a priori principles, while in Book I of the Politics they 
are identified with the laws governing the natural development of a political society. 

As already observed, Aristotle appears generally to adopt a point of view which is some
thing of a compromise between these two extremes. He regards moral laws as objective 
yet he lays great stress upon their relativity to the potential development of the individual 
or society to which they relate. In so far as the Politics has a dominating theme it may 
therefore be described as that of ascertaining and defining the principal forms of the *best 
possible state' in the light of the various circumstances which condition it 

To a modern philosopher, of course, Aristotle stops short of asking the fundamental 
question whether, once the synthetic character of moral judgments is admitted, it is con
sistent to regard them as a priori or even objective. But, as noted in Chapter I, this is a 
controversial issue on which modern philosophers are themselves by no means agreed 
And Aristotle must at least be given credit for the formulation of a theory which from many 
points of view seems to account for widely held convictions regarding the basis of political 
obligation. 

Perhaps the most striking feature of the Politics is the extent to which, notwithstand
ing the very different political and social environment of Ancient Greece, Aristotle suc
ceeded in formulating the principles which are now generally accepted as the moral basis 
of democratic government In so doing he demonstrated his greatness as a philosopher, for 
it required insight of a high order to recognize, within the narrow confines of the city state, 
the operation of the principles which, many centuries later, have come to be accepted as the 
essential foundation of the democratic way of life. 
1 ibid., VIII, 3. 



CHAPTER V 
Political Philosophy between Aristotle 

and Machiavelli 

It is obvious that only the most general outline of the development of political thought over 
a period of fourteen centuries can be given in a single chapter, but such a survey should 
help to preserve a sense of continuity, and may be sufficient to indicate the limited signifi
cance for philosophy of a period that was largely dominated by an uncritical dogmatism 
which is the very antithesis of philosophy in the proper sense. 

During the latter part of Aristotle's life, and after his death in 322 B.C., the city states, 
which had so greatly coloured the political philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, ceased to 
be the centres of political life and became small units in the vast empire created by Philip 
of Macedon and Alexander the Great This change in their status had far-reaching conse
quences in the development of political thought For it was obvious to everyone that the 
independence and power of the city states had gone and that they would henceforth be 
small and relatively impotent units in a vast empire. Hence the citizens of these states felt 
that they had little stake in the shaping of their political destiny and sought within the ambit 
of their personal lives the keys to fulfilment and happiness. 

Epicureans and Stoics 

This change of outlook was reflected, soon after the death of Aristotle, in the doctrines of 
two philosophers who advocated highly individualistic creeds and who sought to make 
human happiness and virtue independent of the political environment Thus Epicurus 
(340-270 B.C.), who came to Athens from the Island of Samos, taught that the conception 
of the state as a means to the good of the individual was no longer applicable, and that the 
rational man must find in his own resources the conditions of the ideal life. He argued that 
the pursuit of personal pleasure or satisfaction of some sort is the proper end of man and 
that men should seek to make themselves as independent as possible of their political and 
social environment Sometimes this ideal took the form of self-realization, at other times 
it was little better than a pretext for self-indulgence, but common to all its expressions was 
the object of finding the ideal from within, whatever the nature of the social and political 
background might be. 

The other individualistic creed of this period was known as Stoicism and was founded 
by Zeno (340-260 B.C.) who, like Epicurus, made Athens his home although he had been 
born and brought up in Cyprus. Zeno reacted to the political impotence of the individual 
by representing him as a member of a universal human society independent of all political 
changes and subject to a universal law of nature superior to all political enactments. This 
type of individualism proved much more influential than Epicureanism, for it appealed 
strongly to the Roman temperament and outlook and, indeed, found direct expression in 
the Roman ideas of universal law and universal citizenship. At a later stage these ideals 
assumed a new form in the Christian conceptions of membership of the Church and the will 
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of God. Thus although Stoicism originated as an individualistic creed, its basic principles 
were ultimately embodied in both Roman imperialism and the Christian religion. 

Cicero and Seneca 

During the period of Roman domination before the foundation of Christianity, Cicero 
(106-43 B.C.) was one of the most influential thinkers. He recognized universal or natural 
law in the sense defined by the Stoics as the basis and justification of Roman law. He main
tained that this law was at once the law of God and the law of man in view of the rational 
faculties which made man akin to God Cicero also accepted the Stoic principle of equal 
membership of a universal state in his theory that all men are equal, not necessarily in 
intelligence or wealth, but in their rational powers of judging between good and evil. Thus 
Cicero held that the state is a moral community consisting of individuals who freely judge 
by their own reason what its moral purposes ought to be. 

The commonwealth, then, is the people's affair; and the people is not every group of 
men, associated in any manner, but is the coming together of a considerable number of 
men who are united by a common agreement about law and rights and by the desire to 
participate in mutual advantages.1 

This definition of a commonwealth shows clearly how the principles of universal law and 
individual equality are combined in Cicero Is conception of the state. In his development of 
the basic principles of Stoicism, Cicero laid down the principles of democratic sanction, 
the rule of law and the moral basis of government which have been so influential ever since 
and which are still regarded as essential conditions of liberal democracy. 

The other important source of Roman political thought was the statesman and philoso
pher, Seneca (3 B.C.-A.D. 65) who was a Consul in the reign of Nero (A.D. 37-68), and 
was for some time able to exercise a moderating influence on the tyrant, although ultimately 
forced to commit suicide. By the time Seneca was born the Republic had given place to the 
Empire and he did not question that some form of absolute government was inevitable. But 
he thought it of great importance that absolute power should be placed in the hands of the 
right individual or class. 

Largely because of the corrupt and tyrannical political conditions of the age in which he 
lived, Seneca was attracted by the original Stoic theory that a man is a member of two com
monwealths, the civil state of which he is nominally a citizen, and the greater state com
posed of all rational beings to which he belongs by virtue of his rationality. By emphasizing 
this dual status Seneca tried to console those who were embittered and dismayed by the 
political conditions of the time and to assure them that they were all members of another 
and greater commonwealth in which virtue and happiness could be attained. Thus Seneca 
taught that the man who as a teacher or writer influences his fellow beings by appealing to 
their rationality was performing a more important task than a statesman. In this way Sen
eca defined clearly the conception of membership of two worlds which was to play such 
a dominating part in Christian thought and was to inspire and console mankind so greatly 
during the Dark Ages which were to follow. Man, according to Seneca, must seek his true 

Republic, 1,25. 
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good in the higher commonwealth of rational beings, and must not expect the rulers of this 
world to do more than restrain the sinful tendencies of human nature or, as he put it in a 
famous phrase, provide a "remedy for sin*. Thus Seneca's attitude to the state is the com
plete antithesis of Plato's and Aristotle's. To the latter the state was a necessary condition 
of the good life, but to Seneca it was simply a coercive authority struggling against human 
sinfulness and at most suppressing the evil forces which would otherwise make a virtuous 
life im possible. 

The Influence of Christianity 

Jesus Christ was born during Seneca's lifetime and the rise of the Christian Church was 
destined to be the most important influence in the development of political thought during 
the next fourteen centuries. Christianity endorsed the conception of a dual life, and those 
who accepted the faith automatically assumed that they were members of a heavenly as 
well as of an earthly kingdom. Some of the well known sayings of Christ clearly defined 
this dual outlook. 'My kingdom is not of this world" and "Render unto Caesar the things that 
are Caesar's, and unto God the things that are God's' were pronouncements which obviously 
implied that the Church was an organization distinct from the state and superior to it. The 
superior authority of the Church was even more explicitly expressed by St Paul when he 
said 'The powers that be are ordained of God' This outlook naturally led to the conception 
of a ruler as a Minister of God, although this was later replaced by the theory that it was 
the office rather than its temporary occupant that possessed authority and was entitled to 
obedience and respect. 

The dual loyalty involved in the Christian conception of man Is twofold destiny naturally 
led to conflict. And the insistence of the Roman Empire on the performance of rights and 
services inconsistent with the teaching of the Church led to increasing friction and ulti
mately to open antagonism. This culminated in the general persecution of the Christian 
Church and its adherents which was initiated by the Emperor Decius in A.D. 251 and con
tinued until the persecuting edicts were withdrawn in 311. In 313 Christianity was recog
nized by the Emperor Constantine as one of the legal religions of the Empire, and in 392 the 
Emperor Theodosius closed the temples and prohibited all other forms of worship. 

The end of the persecutions did not, however, lead to a cessation of rivalry between 
Church and State, which continued in varying forms for many centuries. But the triumph of 
Christianity over the persecutions at least strengthened the feeling that the resolution of the 
conflict between the two bodies must be found in compromise rather than in the complete 
triumph of one side or the other. Different solutions were in fact reached in the eastern and 
western halves of the Roman Empire, for in the east the union of temporal and spiritual 
authority was recognized in the personality of the Emperor, while in the west the insis
tence of the Church on its supreme authority in ecclesiastical matters tended to perpetuate 
controversy regarding the respective functions of Church and State. In practice the relative 
power of the two bodies was at any given time largely determined by the relative power and 
influence of Pope and Emperor. 

The sack of Rome by the Goths in the year 410 was the major event of the century fol
lowing the end of the general persecutions and it naturally tended to discredit the Empire 
and enhance the prestige of the Church. This calamity was the immediate occasion of 
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St Augustine *s great book O'tv of God, which was written largely with the object of rebut-
ting the charge that the Christian Church had been responsible for the decline of Roman 
power and its destruction by the Goths. St Augustine (A.D. 354-430) argued in this work 
that the fall of Rome was a vivid illustration of the principle that all earthly kingdoms are 
transient and unstable and that security and permanence must be found in a spiritual com-
monwealth. Thus he distinguished sharply between the City of God and the city of this 
world. The City of God consists of the redeemed in this world and the next The city of this 
world is the kingdom of the devil and of those who follow him. The two cities are mingled 
in this world but will be separated on the Day of Judgment 

St Augustine therefore believed that man's salvation depended upon his membership of 
the Church conceived as an organization of all Christian believers through whom the spirit 
of God began to influence the course of human history. Before the foundation of the Chris
tian Church this spirit had no opportunity of making its influence felt and the foundation 
of that Church was, therefore, an event of profound importance to the human race. These 
considerations implied that no states were truly good before the advent of Christianity. To 
be good a state had to consist of men and women who had accepted the Christian faith and 
who recognized that they belonged to a religious community which was eternal and inde
pendent of the vicissitudes of worldly politics. 

St Thomas Aquinas 

It would be out of place in a general survey of this period to trace in detail the complex 
controversies about the relative authority of Church and State which continued during the 
following centuries. The only figure of real philosophical significance who emerged during 
the period in question was St Thomas Aquinas (1227-1274), who sought to combine and 
harmonize the teaching of divine revelation on the one hand and that of philosophical and 
scientific enquiry on the other. 

The need for such an enquiry was directly occasioned by the rediscovery of Aristotle Is 
works in the early thirteenth century and the translation of the Politics from the Greek text 
about the year 1260. Aristotle had proceeded on the assumption that human reason is the 
final arbiter of truth and that the discoveries of the special sciences are co-ordinated and 
harmonized in the final synthesis provided by philosophy. St Thomas did not dispute the 
validity of these scientific and philosophical principles, but he argued that they have to be 
supplemented by divine revelation if the universe is not to remain an ultimate mystery. The 
findings of revelation do not, however, conflict with the principles of science and philoso
phy. All three sources of knowledge are necessary for a complete and synoptic understand
ing of the universe and man's place in it. 

Like knowledge, the universe itself constitutes a hierarchy reaching from God at the 
top to the lowest of living creatures. All have their natural end or function, and each living 
creature in striving to achieve its natural end contributes, in a greater or less degree, to 
fulfilling the purpose of the universe. Man's own position is of special importance since he 
is at once akin to the lower animals in virtue of his body and to God in virtue of his soul. It 
is this dual status which creates the conditions of the moral life, and gives rise to the laws 
and institutions through which the moral law is expressed. 
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Finally, that part of the universe constituted by human society is also a hierarchy, for 
it consists of different classes having ends and functions arranged in such a way that the 
lower serves the higher and the higher directs the lower. The common good is what defines 
and determines the rights and duties of both. In particular, the authority of a ruler over his 
subjects is not arbitrary but exists only in so far as it promotes the good of the community 
as a whole. It is, in fact, a ministry derived from God Lawful authority is quite different 
from the arbitrary exercise of power, and there may be occasions when it is justifiable for 
a people to resist their rulers. It is, in fact, justifiable to do so when-ever resistance is less 
harmful to the common good than the tyranny which it seeks to remove. 

St Thomas devoted much thought to analysing the conception of law, and the fourfold 
classification which he arrived at throws further light on his theory of lawful authority". 
He distinguished the following senses of the word: 

(a) Eternal Law is the expression of the reason of God and embodies the laws which 
determine the nature of the universe as a whole. 

(b) Natural Law is that part of Eternal Law which determines the nature of living crea
tures. It is illustrated by the natural tendencies to avoid death and to reproduce the species, 
to seek good and avoid evil, and to achieve the destiny natural to the species in question. In 
human beings Natural Law is specially manifested in the desire for a virtuous and rational 
life. 

(c) Divine Law consists of those moral principles brought to man's consciousness 
through Revelation (such as the Decalogue or the rules of Christian morality). 

(d) Human Law consists of the laws enacted by human authorities for the direction of 
human beings. 

It is the relationship between Natural Law and Human Law which determines whether a 
political authority is lawful or not For Human Law is justified only in so far as it is a faith
ful expression of the underlying Natural Law, which is in turn an expression of the reason 
of God. And since Natural Law applies to all rational creatures, rulers as well as subjects 
must obey it 

St Thomas believed that God had implanted in the human mind a knowledge of Natural 
Law and a disposition to obey it. It is from this knowledge and disposition that virtuous 
acts result, but man's fallible judgment is liable to error, and it is therefore important to give 
Natural Law an authoritative expression in Human Law, such as the civil laws of a state, 
to ensure that it is recognized and that imperfect men are restrained from evil acts. What 
St Thomas never does is to define an objective criterion for distinguishing those human 
laws which faithfully express Natural Law from those which do not; but this, of course, 
is something which philosophers have yet to do. And his theory offered a justification for 
the belief—universal in his day and still accepted by the vast majority of people—that the 
moral law, whether clearly recognized or not, is objectively grounded in the structure of 
the universe. 

But, however important and illuminating St Thomas's theory of law may have been, he 
was only restating the doctrine of Natural Law which had been conceived of in all essen
tials by the Stoics many centuries before. His more original and lasting claim to fame was 
his attempted reconciliation of philosophy and religion, and his rejection of the reactionary 
doctrine that the authority of the Church should extend to matters of scientific research. St 
Thomas taught that the Church stood in no danger from scientists and philosophers, as the 
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truths which the latter discover belong to a different sphere. Where the literal interpreta
tion of scripture is contradicted by the discoveries of science that literal interpretation must 
be rejected as false, but this leaves unimpaired the essentially religious message which 
science can neither refute nor demonstrate. Such has become the official attitude of the 
Roman Church to the discoveries of science, and its members have in consequence avoided 
the necessity for an embarrassing adjustment of beliefs of the sort which the Protestant 
Churches have had to make from time to time. In particular, the Roman Catholic Church 
found it relatively easy to adjust its theology to the teaching of the Darwinists although the 
latter caused widespread consternation among Protestants. 

One result of the writings of St Thomas was that Roman Catholics gradually abandoned 
the theory that religion, acting through the machinery of the state, should dominate science 
and philosophy. In the political sphere the same tendency was manifested by the gradual 
weakening of papal claims to appoint and depose kings, and by the substitution of nation
alist sentiment for ecclesiastical authority as the dominating force behind government. 
Thus it is true to say that St Thomas contributed in no small measure to the evolution of the 
modern nation-state built on a secular foundation. 

The followers of Martin Luther (1483-1546) and John Calvin (1509-1564) were, by 
contrast, strongly inclined towards theocratic systems of government, and Calvin actu
ally established a theocratic state in Geneva Several of the Protestant slates of Northern 
Europe have created 'established' religions which have helped to maintain a close harmony 
between Church and State, and to ensure that no really independent criticism of political 
rulers is made by the ecclesiastical authorities, and that the aims of government do not 
conflict in any essential respect with the principles of the established faith. But today, under 
the powerful influence of the popular franchise, the policy of democratic governments is 
gradually becoming less subject even to the 'established' faith; and the modern version of 
the theocratic state is rather to be found in the totalitarian countries where, although reli
gion in the traditional sense may count for little, the policy of government is subordinated 
to what is, in all essentials, a religious creed. 

Rise of the National State 

It was in the fourteenth century that the national state was firmly established, and that 
national kings began to claim a sovereignty which inevitably led to conflict with the Papacy. 
The claims of the latter were most forcibly expressed by Pope Boniface VIII in his famous 
Bull Unam Sanctam (A.D. 1302). The counter-claims of the national kings were advanced 
by John of Paris and others, but most notably by Marsiglio of Padua (1278-1343). From 
many points of view Marsiglio was the most revolutionary thinker of his time. Not only did 
he advocate that the Church should be subservient to the State, but he advanced what was 
then the highly original theory that neither Popes nor kings held their authority by divine 
right but received it from the sovereign people. This suggestion was too far in advance of 
contemporary thought to be accepted by either Church or monarchy during Marsiglio *s 
lifetime, but it was eagerly welcomed two centuries later by the political theorists of the 
Renaissance. 

Marsiglio maintained that the chief end of government is peace, and that a monarchy is 
in general more effective for achieving this than a republic; but he insisted that monarchs 
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do not possess any superhuman or divine authority. Their authority is derived solely from 
the people over whom they rule, and is exercised subject to popular control and to any 
legal limitations which the people may decide to impose. 

Marsiglio advanced a similar theory of ecclesiastical authority. To him the Church consisted 
not of the clergy alone but of the whole body of Christian men and women, and the supreme au
thority therefore resided neither in clerical synods nor in the Papal Curia but in a general 
council consisting of both clergy and laity. In short, Marsiglio argued that both in Church 
and State, which are simply different associations of the same people, sovereignty ultimately 
resides in the people, although responsibility for its actual exercise may be delegated to others. 

Marsiglio's views were, as already remarked, revolutionary and had little immediate 
influence. The assessment of the influence which they subsequently exercised belongs 
properly to the next chapter, where the conception of the national state, as expounded by 
Machiavelli, will be examined But it is interesting to observe at this point that the first 
serious challenge to the doctrine of universal law was made by a thinker who was born 
only four years after St Thomas Aquinas died. 

Reason and Revelation 

It is clear that the lengthy period of human history which has been briefly reviewed in this 
chapter was mainly dominated by the powerful influence of the Christian faith and the general 
acceptance of it as the ultimate authority defining man's place in the universe and his moral 
duties. The Greek conception of human reason as an adequate and final key to the understanding 
of the universe was abandoned and the need to supplement it by an entirely different mode of 
insight accepted Reason and revelation were, in short, set forth as different but complementary 
sources of human understanding which could not contradict each other. While the acceptance of 
such a dual authority raises many difficulties there is much in the most recent philosophi
cal developments which tends to justify it. For if the conception of reason which was put 
forward by David Hume, and has more recently been accepted by the Logical Positivists 
of the twentieth century, is accepted then reason, as shown in Chapter I, is incapable by 
itself of establishing any matter of fact or ideal of conduct. Its application to the real world 
is hypothetical and categorical directives must be sought elsewhere. If religion can pro
vide such directives then it must be accepted as an alternative source of guidance which 
reason, from its very nature, cannot challenge. That may not be regarded as a wholly satis
fying conception of the status of religion, but it is the conception which was defended by 
St Thomas Aquinas and which seems to be implied by much in current philosophical thought. 

If such a view of the role of religion is accepted it follows that religion has not, strictly 
speaking, made any contribution to political philosophy, although it has greatly 
influenced the development of political ideas and provided much of the moral content of 
political ideals. It has, in other words, been largely responsible for the form and content 
of the moral assumptions upon which political theories have been based and for the polit
ical institutions which have consequently evolved In particular, Christianity has given a 
new meaning and greater strength to the Stoic conceptions of universal law and universal 
citizenship which are inherent in the political and legal framework of all liberal 
democracies. But it has stopped short at the essentially philosophical questions of what 
these moral assumptions imply and what their status is in the hierarchy of knowledge. 



CHAPTER VI 
Machiavelli on the Science of Government 

The time which elapsed between the death of Marsiglio in 1343 and the birth of Machia
velli in 1469 saw the beginning of the great intellectual and spiritual revolution known as 
the Renaissance. During this period both the Empire and the Papacy lost much of their 
power and prestige; the modern type of sovereign state came into being, and strong mon
archies were established in France, Spain, and England. It was unlikely that these tremen
dous changes would take place without important repercussions in political philosophy, 
and Machiavelli worked out a theory of government which marked a complete break with 
the theories based upon the principle of Natural or Moral Law which had dominated politi
cal thought during the preceding fifteen centuries of the Christian era 

Niccolo Machiavelli was born in Florence, the son of a jurist, and entered public life 
in 1494, the year in which Charles VIII of France invaded Northern Italy and the Medici 
were expelled from Florence. His first post was that of Clerk in the Second Chancery of the 
Commune and in 1498 he was promoted to the rank of Second Chancellor and Secretary 
and continued in this office till the year 1512. While thus employed he undertook a large 
number of diplomatic missions both to the petty courts of Italy and to other countries, and 
it was the experience of these missions which was largely responsible for forming the views 
which he subsequently expounded in his political writings. He was specially influenced by 
his mission to the camp of Cesare Borgia, Duke of Valentinois, in 1502. Although Machia
velli had undertaken this mission unwillingly, he soon conceived an intense admiration for 
Cesare's resourcefulness in resorting alternatively to diplomacy and force as instruments of 
government and for his firm administration of conquered provinces. He showed a rare judg
ment in handling both friends and enemies for the furtherance of his own purposes. His 
methods of conquest were ruthless, but he governed those whom he had conquered with 
justice. Although Cesare ultimately fell from power Machiavelli idealized his achievements 
to the end, and obviously thought that Cesare had attained, more nearly than any other pub
lic figure of the time, to the embodiment of the perfect ruler. 

Soon after the battle of Ravenna (1512), in which Spanish and Italian forces sought to 
relieve Ravenna from siege by the French, Giovanni de Medici brought a Spanish army into 
Tuscany, the government on which Machiavelli depended fell, and the Medici once again 
assumed control in Florence. In November 1512 Machiavelli lost his post and was exiled 
from Florence. In 1513 he was imprisoned and tortured for his alleged complicity in a plot, 
but was soon released and retired to a farm near San Casciano. In the last year of his life 
he undertook some official missions at the request of Pope Clement VII, but he died after 
a short illness in June 1527. 

Machiavelli*s writings belong to the period after his fall from office in November 1512, 
but their substance is clearly determined by his first-hand experience of political and diplo
matic life during the two previous decades. His reflections are set forth in two complemen
tary works, the Discourses and The Prince, which were published posthumously in 1531 
and 1532. The Discourses, of which the full title is Discourses on the First Decade of Titus 
Livius, are ostensibly a commentary on Livy's History of Rome, but really take the form of 
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a fundamental enquiry into the origin and maintenance of states. The Prince has the more 
limited purpose of defining the principles by which the ruler of a state already formed can 
most effectively cement and strengthen it. The Discourses are therefore a study in political 
science, while The Prince is a manual for the guidance of rulers based upon the principles 
set forth in the Discourses. 

The Science of Government 

Machiavelli cannot be described as a profound philosopher, but his works have a special 
interest for the philosopher as an attempt to solve the problems of politics in purely scien
tific terms. Most political philosophers have tried to find a moral justification for the ideals 
of government, but Machiavelli is a political thinker who treats moral convictions simply 
as psychological forces which play their part, along with other influences, in shaping the 
history of nations. He denies that these moral convictions have any foundation of an objec
tive character, or provide any rational principle by which human conduct can be justified 
or condemned. As a political scientist Machiavelli is not interested in what men ought to 
be, for to him this is a question to which no objective or rational answer can be given. He 
is only interested in what men are, although this of course includes the nature of the moral 
convictions which they actually hold. 

Thus Machiavelli contemplated the political scene with the detached vision of a scien
tific investigator. He was not concerned to solicit support for any moral convictions about 
the proper ends of government, for he had none. He thought that government should aim 
at doing what it would ultimately be compelled to do—achieve the purposes for the sake 
of which men accept the obligations and restrictions which it imposes on them; and he 
thought that the primary object of the political scientist was to discover and define these 
purposes and then proceed to show, in the light of experience., how they can be most effec
tively achieved. 

Machiavelli % theory of the origin of government is remarkably similar to that which the 
British philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, was to propound more than a century later.1 Men, 
according to Machiavelli, are "ungrateful, fickle, deceitful, cowardly, and avaricious'.2 

Their social qualities are expressious of self-interest in disguise, and result from a calcula
tion that a socially organized life affords, on balance, more benefits than drawbacks to the 
individual. That is the only possible justification of the restraints and limitations imposed 
by government They have no value in themselves and cannot be justified as the expression 
of any kind of Natural law*. 

What the individual demands above all things is, according to Machiavelli, security of 
person and property so as 'to enjoy freely his own without suspicion, not to doubt of his 
wife's or daughters* honours, not to be in fear for his sons, or for himself*.3 Once this basic 
demand has been satisfied, the individual may seek, in addition, wealth and honour. But 
he seeks these things only for himself and for his family, and he co-operates with other 
members of his state only because he realizes that if everyone were to seek these benefits 

1 In the Leviathan, published in 1651. 
2 The Prince, Chapter XVH. 
1 Discourses, 1,16. 
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for himself there would result what Hobbes was later to call the "war of every man against 
everyman', and the attainment of security would be as remote as ever. Experience, accord-
ing to Machiavelli, shows that security, wealth, and honour can only be enjoyed by the 
individual who co-operates with others to realize these ends, and in practice the security of 
the individual is found to depend on the security of the state to which he belongs. This is 
the real origin of those moral distinctions between good and bad, or just and unjust, which 
are so influential in human life. What is good or just is what contributes to the security and 
prosperity of the state and all its members; what is bad or unjust is what has the contrary 
effect On this principle, and this principle alone, is it rational to praise or blame, reward or 
punish, the individual for his conduct. Occasionally the interest of the state may result in 
the sacrifice of the individual, but on the whole and in the long run what benefits the state 
will benefit its individual members also. 

Sovereignty of the People 

If, as Machiavelli holds, the state is formed in order to satisfy the basic demands of the indi
vidual, it follows that the citizens of a state are the ultimate holders of sovereign power. The 
actual exercise of this power may be largely or wholly delegated to a single individual, or 
to a small group of individuals, but its ultimate source must necessarily be the people as a 
whole if their demands constitute the ultimate reason why the state exists at all. Machiavelli 
accepts this implication of his theory. Indeed, he subscribes with enthusiasm to Aristotle Is 
opinion that on broad issues the judgment of the community is less likely to be in error than 
the judgment of a single individual or a small group of individuals. As he says: 

As touching wisdom, and settled stayedness, I say that the People is wiser and more 
staid, and of more exact judgment than a Prince. And therefore not without cause the 
People's voice is likened to God's voice; for we see that the universal opinions bring to 
pass rare effects in their presages, so that it seems by their secret virtues they foresee 
their own good or evil.1 

Thus, contrary to the impression often formed by those who read The Prince alone, Machi
avelli is no advocate of absolute monarchy. On the contrary, he believes that only in those 
states in which government is ultimately based upon a democratic foundation is it safe to 
assume that the power of government will not be abused. He admits that a limited mon
archy may sometimes be necessary for a period, but he insists that a sound basis for gov
ernment will be achieved only when the ultimate responsibility is assumed by the people 
themselves. 

There is one important respect in which, Machiavelli believes, the state as a whole dif
fers from most of the individuals who constitute it. The majority of citizens are content with 
security of person and property and only a small minority seek power over their fellows. 
But states as a whole are dominated by an insatiable appetite for power and those which 
do not try to extend their power are bound in the long run to lose it There is no stability or 
contentment in the field of international relations. One state can achieve the predominance 
which all desire only at the expense of another, and that other is bound to be dissatisfied 

Discourses, 1,58. 
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with its inferior status. National security, in other words, can only be achieved by national 
superiority, and the superiority of one nation implies the inferiority, and thus the insecurity, 
of another. The vicious circle thus created has been a familiar feature of inter national rela
tions in modern times. 

Argument of 'The Prince* 

While the Discourses set forth Machiavelli's considered conclusions on the motives of 
human action and the basis of government, The Prince is concerned with the more practi
cal question of the methods which a 'prince* or monarch must employ in order to govern a 
community effectively. Machiavelli thought that a monarchy or dictatorship can be justified 
for two purposes only—the making of a state out of smaller units or the reforming of a cor
rupt state. The Prince is therefore essentially a manual of worldly wisdom prepared for the 
guidance of a ruler faced with one or other of these situations. And it was specially written 
with a view to showing how Italy could be welded into a strong and unified state out of the 
five principalities—the territory of the Roman Church, the Kingdom of Naples, the Duchy 
of Milan, and the Republics of Venice and Florence—into which the country was divided 
at the beginning of the sixteenth century. 

The outstanding characteristic of The Prince is the complete absence of moral principle 
in its argument. It lays down, with scientific detachment, the general principles by which, 
Machiavelli believes, a state can be most effectively unified and strengthened. Whether 
the means thus prescribed are, in the usual sense of the word, 'moral' is of no concern to 
Machiavelli. He is only interested in the question whether they are effective for the end in 
view—the creation and maintenance of a strong, united and expanding state. For the rea
sons set forth in the Discourses this end is assumed to be the primary object of politics, and 
to be dictated by men's fundamental demand for personal security. Whether it is a 'good' 
end or not is to Machiavelli a meaningless question unless 'the good' is equated with 'the 
desired'. 

The successful 'Prince' must, Machiavelli thinks, have a reliable army, composed of 
native troops rather than foreign mercenaries, for all government ultimately rests on force 
and would soon collapse without it. He must be feared, but not hated, by his people, and 
must respect the integrity of their property. While he should resort, whenever it seems 
likely to be useful, to violence, cruelty and deceit, he should, as far as possible, give the 
appearance of a noble and exalted character, so that his unscrupulous methods may be all 
the more effective when they are employed. The common faith in religion and morality, and 
the fear, greed, and credulity of human nature, should all be ruthlessly exploited wherever 
they can contribute to the purposes of government This cynical attitude to morality is 
nowhere better illustrated than in the eighteenth chapter of The Prince, where Machiavelli 
extols the deliberate employment of deceit in exploiting the simple credulity of the average 
man. Thus he writes: 

Therefore a wise lord cannot, nor ought he to, keep faith when such observance may be 
turned against him, and when the reasons that caused him to pledge it exist no longer. 
If men were entirety good this precept would not hold, but because they are bad, and 
will not keep faith with you, you too are not bound to observe it with them. Nor will 
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there ever be wanting to a prince legitimate reasons to excuse this non-observance.... 
But it is necessary to know well how to disguise this characteristic, and to be a great 
pretender and dissembler; and men are so simple, and so subject to present necessi
ties, that he who seeks to deceive will always find someone who will allow himself 
to be deceived.... Therefore it is necessary for him to have a mind ready to turn itself 
accordingly as the winds and variations of fortune force it, yet...not to diverge from 
the good if he can avoid doing so, but, if compelled, then to know how to set about it 

Machiavelli 's Political Background 

Machiavelli's disdain for moral principles is largely explained by the circumstances of his 
time, since with the breakdown of faith in Christian principles men were left without any 
generally accepted moral creed, and the tangible ideals of security and happiness became 
the dominating motives of their conduct In Italy this tendency was strengthened by the 
weak and divided state of the country, and the danger to which it was exposed by the ambi
tions of powerful nation-states like France and Spain. The respect which the Roman Church 
had formerly enjoyed had largely disappeared because of the part which the Pope had 
played in opposing the unification of Italy and inviting foreign intervention. And murder 
and cruelty were gradually coming to be regarded as normal and legitimate agents of effec
tive government. Thus Machiavelli's cynicism was a reflection of the age in which he lived, 
and the principles which he advocated would have been generally endorsed by his political 
contemporaries. He stands out from them simply because he gave clear and candid expres
sion to those views in writings which have survived the age to which they directly relate. 

Yet although Machiavelli % writings were in large measure a reflection of contemporary 
conditions, they possess a more permanent significance. The very fact that his name is 
still the basis of an epithet which is often applied to methods of organizing and directing 
political power shows that methods similar to those which he extolled may still be practised 
despite the moral opprobrium which they may excite. Indeed, since politics both in the 
national and in the international sphere consists so largely in the organizing of power for 
the achievement of specified ends, the employment of methods which experience shows to 
be effective for this purpose is to a large extent inevitable. This is most obviously seen in 
the record of modern dictatorships where violence, deceit, and the exploitation of human 
credulity have been familiar features of the technique of government In democracies, 
where the rule of law is respected, and government policy is exposed to the scrutiny of 
an educated and critical public, there is much less scope for the exercise of Machiavellian 
methods. Yet anyone with a direct experience of party politics would probably agree that in 
the organization of political power the end often takes precedence over the means, and the 
means are often assessed primarily by their effectiveness in furthering the end in view. 

Science and Morality 

For the political philosopher the main interest of Machiavelli ̂  writings lies in the assump
tion that a scientific approach to the problems of politics is alone rational, and is fully 
adequate. He nowhere justifies this assumption, and it could not be justified without a 
demonstration, such as has been attempted in more recent times, that the facts of morality 
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are empirical, and that the study of morality is therefore a science. If, in other words, it can 
be shown that moral experience consists exclusively of feelings or desires—possibly of a 
specific character—and judgments about those feelings or desires, and that a moral fact 
is therefore never a reason why something ought to be done but at most a cause why it is 
done, then Machiavelli's purely scientific analysis of political problems can be justified. For 
moral beliefs will, on such an analysis, simply rank as one of the many influences which 
help to determine the conduct of individuals and nations. And it is quite clear that Machia
velli did, in fact, regard moral experience in this light He reversed the Schoolmen's dictum 
quidquidpetiturpetitur sub specie boni and argued that ends are called good because they 
are desired, and not desired because they are judged to be good On this assumption a sci
entific approach to politics is the only rational one, and those who seek to solve political 
issues by applying an objective standard of morality are simply complicating the problem 
by intruding their own subjective prejudices, and thus failing to provide a solution in the 
scientific manner, which is alone rational. 

The scientific solution of political problems which Machiavelli advocated consists in the 
dispassionate determination of the ends which government is created to achieve, and the 
dispassionate employment of the means which experience shows to be most effective for 
this purpose. Whether the ends are "good* in any other sense than that they are desired is 
to Machiavelli a meaningless question; and so is the supplementary question whether the 
means employed to achieve these ends are legitimate'. The business of the rational politi
cian is to determine the nature of the ends desired by a scientific study of human nature, and 
to select the means by a scientific study of political history. In short, Machiavelli thought 
that the ideal statesman would be a scientist, unlike Plato, who thought that he would be a 
philosopher. 

Whether this conception of the statesman's nature and functions can be accepted 
depends, as has been shown,, on the nature of moral experience. Machiavelli never sought 
to deny the reality or influence of that experience, but he thought that its place both in polit
ical theory and in practical politics had been generally misconceived It had been thought 
of as providing a rational directive by which all practical issues could be solved, whereas 
to Machiavelli it was itself part of the irrational material which the rational statesman can 
neither justify nor condemn, but which he must necessarily recognize if his plans and cal
culations are to be successful. 

Religious beliefs have, in Machiavelli's view, the same status and functions as moral 
principles. They are without objective significance, but may prove valuable allies of the 
statesman if they can be used to influence people to pursue the ends which he is seeking 
to achieve. It is, for example, likely to be of great help to a national leader if a war which 
is really being fought for purposes of national survival or aggrandisement is generally 
believed to be a war against the forces of evil and the devil. 

Thus Machiavelli's attitude to politics was remarkably similar to that subsequently 
adopted by Karl Marx. Both believed that political forces are essentially "material* or irra
tional forces, and that the moral judgments frequently evoked by these forces are them
selves the expression of forces which are equally irrational. Both held that rationality is 
achieved only by the detached observer who studies all these forces in a scientific spirit, 
and directs them in the way best calculated to' achieve the end in view. And in politics 
the only end which can be consistently pursued is the end which government is created to 
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achieve, for the power of government depends upon the support of those who create and 
sustain it 

Machiavelli s Principles in Contemporary Politics 

Some of Machiavelli's principles have found a ready application in the totalitarian systems 
of modern times. Yet it is clear from the argument of the Discourses that dictatorship was 
not to Machiavelli the best form of government, and was only justified as an expedient in 
special circumstances. Indeed, in so far as totalitarian systems have accepted an organic 
conception of the state, and have subordinated the interests of the individual to the pursuit 
of an ideology', they have not conformed to Machiavelli's conception of good government 
as set forth in the Discourses. For it is clear from that work that Machiavelli found both the 
origin and justification of government in its power to promote the security and happiness 
of the individual. Its power to govern depends upon the willingness of those whom it gov
erns to obey, and this willingness to obey will not continue if government fails to achieve 
the purposes for which it was established. Thus it is in the democratic rather than in the 
totalitarian systems of the present day that Machiavelli's theory finds its fullest application, 
for only in the democracies is the individual's will, expressed collectively in the will of the 
majority, the real determinant of policy. 

It may be said that Machiavelli's psychology was perverse, and that human beings look 
to their governments for more positive and less selfish benefits than the provision of per
sonal security and happiness. Today this is undoubtedly the case, but it is only because 
modern governments ensure the personal security of the individual as a matter of course 
that they are permitted and encouraged to devote a large part of their energies to more 
positive ideab. If personal security—or, as we should now say, the *rule of law*—were not 
already firmly established, it is safe to say that the more positive aims of modern govern
ments could not be pursued. 

It is clear, therefore, that Machiavelli's theory cannot be dismissed as a mere compen
dium of maxims for the successful dictator if the Discourses as well as The Prince is taken 
into account When viewed as a whole his political theory belongs to the distinguished tra
dition of thought to which Hobbes, Hume, Bentham, and Marx were subsequently to make 
their contribution. It is the tradition which finds in science, instead of in morals, the key to 
a rational understanding of political forces and the successful achievement of the ends of 
government And it is a tradition which has acquired a new importance in the present cen
tury with the development of logical doctrines which claim to prove that moral experience 
cannot, from its very nature, provide rational directives for human conduct. 



CHAPTER VII 
Hobbes 's Theory of the Rational State 

Tomas Hobbes was born at Malmesbury in 1588 and died in 1679 at the age of ninety-
one years. After completing his school and university education he became tutor to the 
Cavendish family, with whom he remained until 1628 when his pupil, the second Earl of 
Devonshire, died He subsequently became tutor to the Clinton family until 1631, when he 
returned to the Cavendish family to act as tutor to the third Earl. In 1640 the summoning 
of the Short Parliament provoked him to circulate a pamphlet defending the absolute rights 
of the King, but this evoked considerable hostility, and he deemed it prudent to remove to 
Paris, where he stayed for the next eleven years. During this period he wrote his principal 
work, Leviathan, which was published in London in 1651. It met with widespread opposi
tion, because his attempt to justify the absolute rights of whatever government happened 
to be in power was repugnant to the Royalists (who believed in the Divine Right of Kings), 
his atheism was condemned by the Church of England, and his subordination of ecclesi
astical to civil authority was unacceptable to the Roman Church. The exiled Royalists in 
Paris particularly disliked a doctrine which, if true, would have justified their permanent 
exile, and Hobbes was consequently banished from their Court. In these circumstances he 
thought it wise to make his peace with the Council of State of the 'Rump Parliament". After 
the Restoration of the Monarchy in 1660 Hobbes was pardoned by the King and gradually 
came into favour at Court But the Leviathan continued to evoke hostility in ecclesiastical 
circles, and a Parliamentary Committee was appointed to receive information about it No 
action, however, resulted, and Hobbes spent the rest of his life quietly in England. 

A recital of the principal political events which occurred during Hobbes's long life is 
sufficient to indicate the troubled and un-certain character of the times. The First Civil War 
between King and Parliament (1642-1645), the Second Civil War (1648), the execution of 
Charles I (1649), the rule of the 'Rump Parliament' (1649-1653), Cromwell's Protectorate 
(1654-1658) and the Restoration (1660) all took place within that period It is therefore 
hardly surprising to find that in his political theory great stress is laid upon the advantages 
of strong and stable government, and the importance of submission to its authority. 

Hobbes's Analysis of Human Nature 

Hobbes's theory of the state is no exception to the generalization that political theories are, 
as a rule, expositions of the author's conception of the Ideal State. In the case of Hobbes's 
theory the word 'ideal' has a special and unusual significance; but it is none the less true 
that he distinguishes between states as they are and states as he thinks they ought to be, 
and devotes a large part of the Leviathan to expounding and defending his conception of 
the Ideal State. For this reason it is misleading to describe Hobbes's political theory as a 
'mechanistic' theory, for that suggests that he believed that the characteristics of actual 
states could be inferred from the principles of human psychology. Up to a point Hobbes 
does regard the actions of human beings as determined by their nature and environment, 
but he also recognizes that they have a faculty of reason by which they try to calculate 
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the most effective means of realizing their desires; and as their calculations may be either 
valid or fallacious, the use of reason introduces an indeterminate element into what would 
otherwise be a completely determined system. 

Hobbes* analysis of human nature is based on four important empirical 
generalizations: 

(i) In the first place, he thinks that the basic motives of all voluntary action (which he 
distinguishes from involuntary bodily processes such as breathing) are desire and aver
sion. He thinks that desire and aversion are two opposite forms of endeavour, by which he 
means a combination of feeling and willing (which he does not distinguish in the manner 
of modern psychologists). Endeavour takes these opposite forms according as it is direct
ed towards or away from that which causes it Hobbes uses the word "contempt* to signify 
the attitude of indifference felt towards objects which excite neither desire nor aversion. 

(ii) Secondly, Hobbes thinks that men desire not only immediately attainable objects but 
the assurance that they will be able to gratify future desires. In his own words: 

The object of man's desire is not to enjoy once only, and for one instant of time; but to 
assure for ever the way of his future desire.1 

Put more shortly, a fundamental object of human desire is power, which Hobbes defines as 
"present means to obtain some future apparent good*.2 

(iii) In the third place, Hobbes believes that, when physical and mental capacities are 
both taken into account, men have, in general, the same ability to attain their ends. Lack 
of physical strength is usually compensated by mental ability and vice versa,3 

(iv) Finally, Hobbes believes that men have a faculty of reason by which they * acquire 
the knowledge of consequences, and dependence of one fact upon another'.4 Such 
knowledge is acquired by generalization from experience, and it enables men to calculate 
the most effective means for attaining the objects of their desires. 

If a man had no faculty of reason, his actions would, in theory at least, be predictable 
in any given circumstances from a knowledge of his desires and his environment, since 
he would react automatically to any given situation. But the operation of reason, which 
may reach either valid or fallacious conclusions about the best means of realizing these 
desires, introduces an indeterminate element5 

Hobbes speaks as though the desire for power (described under (ii) above) is as 
fundamental as the other basic desires of human nature. But it seems clearly to be a 
derivative desire following on the use of reason. To desire the power to gratify one's 
future desires appears to result from the realization that one always wishes to gratify 
one's desires, which is in turn a generalization based upon specific experiences of desire. 

Hobbes's four generalizations are clearly of an empirical character, and they must stand or 
fall by the test of experience. There is no a priori necessity in the proposition that desire 
(whether or not conditioned by reason) is the universal cause of voluntary action; or that 

1 Leviathan (Everyman edition), Chap. XI, p. 49. 
2 op. cit, Chap. X, p. 43. 
3 op. cit, Chap. XIII, p. 63. 
4 op. cit, Chap. V, p. 21. 
5 op. cit, Chap. V 
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men are in general equal in ability; or that they possess a faculty of reason. And if these * 
generalizations are untrue the deductions which Hobbes draws from them in working out ~ 
his Theory of the Ideal State will be invalid o 

P 
Hobbes's Analysis of Moral Experience | 

ii 

Hobbes can find no place in his analysis of human nature for specifically moral experience. -
The words which appear to describe such experience can, he thinks, be defined wholly in » 
terms of non-moral concepts. But they must be differently defined at the pre-social and « 
social stages of development. £ 

At the pre-social stage, when men are not members of any organized society, 'good' 
simply means * whatsoever is the object of any man's appetite or desire* and 'evil' means 
"the object of his hate and aversion*.1 Hobbes thus recognizes no independent standard of 
good and evil. A man's desires and aversions determine what is good and bad for him, and 
this is the only sense in which anything can be good or bad until the individual transfers 
his natural liberty to do as he pleases to someone else. As Hobbes himself expresses the 
point: 

These words of good, evil and contemptible are ever used with relation to the person 
that useth them: there being nothing simply and absolutely so; nor any common rule 
of good and evil to be taken from the nature of the objects themselves; but from the 
person of the man (where there is no commonwealth), or (in a commonwealth) from 
the person that representeth it; or from an arbitrator or judge, whom men disagreeing 
shall by consent set up, and make his sentence the rule thereof.2 

By this Hobbes means that, if a man lives outside a political society, his own desires and 
aversions will determine his conception of what is good and evil; while if he lives within 
such a society his conception of what is good and evil will be determined by the person or 
persons constituting the sovereign power. The reason for this distinction will become clear 
in the following paragraphs. 

The State of Nature 

From the premises that every individual naturally seeks his own good, and that no individual 
is decisively superior to any other, Hobbes concludes that, apart from the coercive power of 
a central government, men would live in a condition of war—* of every man against every 
man'.1 By this he does not mean that they would be continuously engaged in fighting but 
that they would be constantly exposed to the danger of attack and have no security except 
that which their own strength and resourcefulness might provide. Under such conditions 
Hobbes thinks that the pursuits of civilized life would be impossible, and that the life of 
man would be * solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short'.2 

1 op. cit, Chap. VI, p. 24. 
2 loc. cit 
1 op. cit, Chap. XIII, p. 64. 
2 op. cit, Chap. XIII, p. 65. 
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This, Hoboes thinks, would be the condition of man in a "state of nature*, i.e. the condi
tion in which he would live if he did not belong to a political organization. Hobbes believes 
that this conclusion is strengthened by the observation that, in the absence of such an orga
nization, these consequences are always observed. To illustrate the point, he refers to the 
life of savages and the conduct of independent sovereign states. The first of these analogies 
would not now be regarded as a good one. Anthropological research has shown that, even 
in the most primitive forms of society, there are the elements of a social life and a moral 
code, and that Aristotle was much nearer the truth in describing man as a 'political animal". 
Hobbes is, however, on stronger ground when he refers to the conduct of sovereign states. 
Until relatively recent times, when an attempt has been made to have international disputes 
resolved by international authorities such as the League of Nations and the United Nations 
Organization, states usually claimed the right to judge for themselves what they were justi
fied in doing, and this was usually identical with what they believed to be in their interest. 
It may also be true that the general observance of a moral code of behaviour by individuals 
is largely explained by habit and the fear of punishment, and that, without this fear, selfish 
disregard of others' interests might be far more commoa 

The Laws of Nature 

Hobbes thinks that man escapes from the state of nature by using his reason. Reason does 
not select the ends of action—these are determined solely by desire or aversion—but it 
reflects on the consequences of acts and shows man how his desired ends may be most 
speedily and fully achieved. The general principles which emerge from these reflections are 
called 'Laws of Nature*. Hobbes's own definition of a Law of Nature is as follows: 

A law of nature is a precept, or general rule, found out by reason, by which a man is 
forbidden to do that which is destructive of his life, or taketh away the means of pre
serving the same, and to omit that by which he thinketh it may best be preserved1 

In this definition Hobbes is using the word 'forbidden' in a metaphorical sense. He does 
not mean that men are forbidden to do what is destructive of their lives by any authority, 
human or divine. He simply means that men naturally desire to preserve their lives, and 
that their reason shows them what they must avoid doing if they wish to preserve their lives. 
To disobey such a law is not morally wrong but simply irrational, since it involves doing 
something which reason shows to be inconsistent with the satisfaction of the universal 
desire to preserve one's life. 

Hobbes enunciates several Laws of Nature, of which the first three are specially impor
tant. The First Law is the most fundamental of all, since he believes that the others can be 
deduced from it It is stated as follows: 

Every man ought to endeavour peace as far as he has hope of obtaining it, and when 
he cannot obtain it that he may seek and use, all helps and advantages of war. The 
first branch of which rule containeth the first and fundamental Law of Nature, which is 

1 op. cit, Chap. XIV, p. 66. 



Hobbes s Theory of the Rational State 65 

to seek peace and follow it, the second, the sum of the right of nature, which is, by all 
means we can to defend ourselves.2 

By this law, Hobbes simply means that where a man can live at peace with his neighbours it 
is rational to do so, but that where this proves impossible it is rational to fight with the most 
effective means available. And these alternative courses are* rational' in the sense that they 
will most effectively promote the peace and security which all men desire. 

The Second Law of Nature is derived from the First and is expressed as follows: 

That a man be willing, when others are so too, as far forth, as for Peace and defence 
of himself he shall think it necessary, to lay down this right to all things; and be con
tented with so much liberty against other men, as he would allow other men against 
himself.1 

As Hobbes remarks, this Law can be expressed more simply as the Law of the Gospel: 
"Whatsoever you require that others should do to you, that do ye to them.* The Law states, 
in other words, that if a man wishes others to respect his desire for peace and security he 
must respect their desire for these same things. If he continues in a state of nature and does 
whatever he thinks most likely to preserve his life he must expect others to do like-wise; 
and one of the things which every man will then want to do is to limit the power of others 
to interfere with his liberty. And if everyone is trying to limit the power of others there will 
result that state of war in which a man's only security will be what his own strength and 
ingenuity can provide. 

Now Hobbes holds that everyone has what he calls a "right of nature* 'to use his own 
power, as he will himself, for the preservation of his own Nature; that is to say, of his own 
Life*.2 In accordance with his factual analysis of moral concepts, Hobbes does not mean 
by this "right of nature* any moral right to use one's power as one thinks best, but simply 
the liberty to do so. Liberty, in turn, he defines as "the absence of external impediments: 
which impediments may oft take away part of a man's power to do what he would; but can
not hinder him from using the power left him according as his judgment and reason shall 
dictate to him*.3 All this is just a compUcated way of saying that a man can do what he is 
not prevented by external constraints from doing. The novelty of Hobbes*s view lies in his 
denial that a man is ever prevented from doing something by the consideration that the act 
is, in an objective and moral sense, wrong. He may be prevented from doing something 
which he wants to do because he cannot do it: he is never prevented from doing it—in a 
state of nature—by the consideration that he ought not to do it 

The Social Contract 

But Hobbes believes that a man may voluntarily "lay down his right to do all things* (as he 
puts it in the Second Law of Nature). By this he simply means that a man may voluntarily 

2 op. cit, Chap. XTV, p. 67. 
1 loc. cit 
2 op. cit, Chap. XIV, p. 66. 
1 loc. cit 
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forgo his natural power to do all things. Hobbes thinks that a man may do this in either 
of two ways: he may simply renounce it 'when he cares not to whom the benefit thereof 
redoundeth*1 or he may transfer it 'when he intendeth the benefit thereof to some certain 
person or persons*,2 i.e. when he deliberately authorizes some other person or persons to 
exercise the power which was originally his. Hobbes continues: 

When a man hath in either manner abandoned, or granted away his right; then he is 
said to be obliged, or bound, not to hinder those to whom such right is granted, or 
abandoned, from the benefit of it: and that he ought, and it is his duty, not to make void 
that voluntary act of his own.3 

To say that a man who has transferred his natural right, or rather liberty, to do something 
is obliged or bound not to prevent its exercise by someone else tends, however, to conceal 
the real nature of Hobbes*s analysis. He is not saying that there is some objective moral 
sense in which a man ought not to prevent the exercise of the transferred power by someone 
else, nor is he saying that a man is bound, in the sense of being physically coerced, to allow 
the exercise of the transferred power by the person to whom it has been transferred. What 
Hobbes means is that it is irrational to prevent the person to whom one has transferred 
the power from exercising it As he puts it in the same context, it is an 'absurdity*, for it 
involves the contradiction of attempting, at one and the same time, to transfer and to retain 
a natural power. 

Now if Hobbes is right in assuming that men's actions are determined solely by desire 
and aversion, a man will transfer one of his natural powers to someone else only if he 
believes that by so doing his desires are more likely to be satisfied. And his dominating 
desire is for power. Hence, Hobbes concludes, 'the motive and end for which this renounc
ing and transferring of right is introduced is nothing else but the security of a man's person 
in his life, and in the means of so preserving life*.4 

The mutual transference of a right (or power) Hobbes calls a contract.1 When one party 
discharges his part of a contract before the other party it becomes a covenant2 or contract 
with an obligation extending into the future. Here again it is important to remember that 
the "obligation* involves neither a physical nor a moral compulsion, but merely the rational 
compulsion of doing what one has promised to do in return for something which the other 
party to the contract has already done or is doing. On the other hand, as Hobbes points 
out, there is no assurance that men will 'perform their covenants*, i.e. keep their promises, 
'because the bonds of words are too weak to bridle men's ambition, avarice, anger, and 
other passions, without the fear of some coercive power*.3 

'Fear of the consequence of breaking their word*4 is, Hobbes thinks, what persuades 
the majority of men to 'perform their covenants*, though 'pride in appearing not to need to 

1 op. cit, Chap. XIV, p. 67. 
2 loc. cit 
1 op. cit, Chap. XIV, p. 67f. 
4 op. cit, Chap. XIV, p. 68. 
1 loc. cit 
2 loc. cit, p. 69. 
5 op. cit, Chap. XIV, p. 71. 
4 op. cit, Chap. XIV, p. 73. 
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break it*5 may occasionally be effective. But, for the great majority, 'covenants without the 
sword are but words, and of no strength to secure a man at all*.6 

Yet, if the performance of covenants cannot be relied on, men remain in the state of 
nature with all its disadvantages and dangers. For this reason, Hobbes argues, men jointly 
agree to set up a Common Power 'to keep them in awe, and to direct their actions to the 
Common Benefit'.7 And he thinks that this Common Power—by which he means what we 
should call the 'government' of a state—originates as follows: 

The only way to erect such a Common Power.. .is to confer all their power and strength 
upon one Man, or upon one Assembly of men, that may reduce all their wills, by 
plurality of voices, unto one will: which is as much as to say, to appoint one Man, or 
Assembly of men, to bear their Person; and everyone to own, and acknowledge him
self to be author of whatsoever he that so beareth their person, shall act, or cause to 
be acted, in those things which concernt he common peace and safety; and therein to 
submit their wills, everyone to his will, and their judgments to his judgments.8 

To achieve this result Hobbes thinks that every man must make a covenant of the following 
sort with every other man: 

I authorize and give up my right of governing myself to this Man, or to this Assembly 
of men, on this condition, that thou give up thy right to him, and authorize all his 
actions in like manner.1 

This is what Hobbes calls the social contract. It is the origin of the unity which pervades a 
state or (as he calls it) a commonwealth. The man or assembly of men to which the right of 
government is transferred Hobbes calls the 'sovereign4, This he defines as follows: 

One person, of whose acts a great multitude, by mutual covenants one with another, 
have made themselves every one the Author, to the end he may use the strength and 
means of them all, as he shall think expedient, for their peace and common defence.2 

All members of a commonwealth other than the sovereign he calls subjects. 

Commonwealths by Institution and Commonwealths by Acquisition 

Hobbes points out that sovereigns, and therefore commonwealths, may be established in 
either of two ways—by institution or by acquisition. The type already described, which 
is established by a group of men agreeing among themselves to submit themselves to a 

5 loc. cit 
6 op. cit, Chap. XVII, p. 87. 
7 op. cit, Chap. XVII, p. 89. 
1 loc. cit 
1 loc. cit 
2 op. cit, Chap. XVII, p. 90. 
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central sovereign power, is a commonwealth by institution/ whereas a commonwealth by 
acquisition is defined as follows: 

A commonwealth by acquisition is that where the sovereign power is acquired by force; 
and it is acquired by force when men singly, or many together by plurality of voices, 
for fear of death or bonds, do authorize all the actions of that man, or assembly, that 
hath their lives and liberty in his power.4 

In short, a commonwealth by institution originates in a contract freely entered into by a 
group of individuals., whereas a commonwealth by acquisition is established by force, e.g. 
the force of an invader or of successful revolutionaries. A recent example of a common
wealth by acquisition is the military government imposed on Germany by her conquerors at 
the end of the Second World War, while a recent example of a commonwealth by institution 
is the new constitution adopted by the French people after the same war. 

It is not clear how far Hobbes intends his account of a commonwealth by institution to 
be regarded as historical He frequently speaks as though the institution of such a common
wealth is an historical event,1 but anthropological research has not supported this theory, 
and has shown that even the most primitive forms of human society embody the division 
between ruler and subject In any case, whatever Hobbes may have implied by his theory, 
its historical assumptions are not, from the philosophical point of view, its most important 
feature. As a philosophical theory it has to be judged not-by its success in explaining why 
people originally established governments but by its success in showing that they now have 
good reasons for obeying their governments whether or not it was for these reasons that 
government was originally instituted From this point of view, the social contract must be 
regarded not as the result of an isolated act but as the expression of the continuing belief of 
members of a commonwealth that it is to their joint interest to maintain a strong and stable 
govern 

ment with unlimited powers. Many of Hobbes's interpreters have held that he regarded 
the social contract as 'irrevocable', i.e. that he believed that it would be irrational to with
draw the transferred power from the sovereign under any circumstances, and some of his 
statements certainly appear to imply this. Thus he says: 

That they have already instituted a commonwealth, being thereby bound by covenant to 
own the actions and judgments of one, cannot lawfully make a new covenant amongst 
themselves to be obedient to any other, in any thing what-soever, without his permis
sion.2 

By this Hobbes appears to mean that the transfer of power made to the sovereign by the 
social contract is one which it would be irrational to withdraw. 

5 op. cit, Chap. XVIH, p. 90. 
4 op. cit, Chap. XX, p. 104. 
1 op. cit, Chap. XVII. 
2 ibid, Chap. XVIII, p. 90. 
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On the other hand, in Chapter XXI he appears to imply that there are circumstances in 
which it is perfectly rational to break the social contract. Thus he says: 

The obligation of subjects to the sovereign is understood to last as long, and no longer, 
than the power lasteth by which he is able to protect them. For the right men have by 
Nature to protect themselves, when none else can protect them, can by no covenant be 
relinquished.1 

The latter statement appears to be quite inconsistent with the former, yet it surely represents 
the position which is implied by Hobbes's general theory. For in his view men enter into the 
social contract and transfer their natural powers to their sovereign in order to obtain peace 
and security, and if the sovereign fails to promote these ends he fails to fulfil the purpose for 
which power was transferred to him. In these circumstances it seems only rational that his 
subjects should withdraw the power which they transferred to him and transfer it to another 
sovereign who will ensure peace and security more effectively. The emphasis which Hob
bes elsewhere lays on the inconsistency of breaking the social contract cannot therefore 
be reconciled with the purposes of that contract, and appears to be a somewhat uncritical 
expression of his intense anxiety to ensure strong and stable government at almost any 
price. 

If Hobbes's theory realty implies that it is rational for people to replace a sovereign who 
has failed to carry out the purposes for which he was elected, the common interpretation of 
that theory as a defence of absolute dictatorship must be rejected and it must be recognized, 
on the contrary, as supporting the principle of government by consent 

The truth seems to be that Hobbes did not distinguish clearly between the absolute and 
the irrevocable transfer of power. It is one thing to transfer absolute, i.e. unqualified, power 
to a sovereign, but it does not follow that such a transfer is irrevocable, i.e. cannot—or 
should not—be withdrawn. The important points which Hobbes stresses are (a) that it is the 
essence of sovereignty to be absolute and unqualified, and (b) that a government possessing 
sovereign powers is the foundation of a stable and orderly community. But this does not 
imply that such a government should be allowed to remain sovereign if it does not use these 
powers for the purposes for which it was set up. 

The Truth in Hobbes's Theory 

Thus Hobbes's theory lays down two important principles of government. In the first place, 
it emphasizes the important fact, which loose talk about * self-government* has tended to 
obscure, that all government necessarily involves the exercise of force by the government 
upon the governed It is of the essence of government that a relatively large group of people 
should be controlled by a relatively small group, or even by a single individual, and this 
relationship is found even where self-government is said to exist All that self-government 
means in practice is that the governed have some measure of control over the selection 
of those who govern them, and thus, indirectly, over the policy which is pursued. A more 

1 ibid., Chap. XXI, p. 116. 
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direct influence over policy is exercised by the governed in those communities where major 
issues of policy are submitted to a referendum; but, even where this is done, there usu
ally remains a large range of issues on which decisions of policy remain the government's 
responsibility. Moreover, one of the principal objections to the use of the referendum is that 
it limits the responsibility of the government, and gives to those who are not responsible for 
implementing a policy the power to decide what that policy should be. 

Thus except in those countries (e.g. Switzerland) where a referendum is employed as a 
recognized piece of government machinery, democratic governments have full responsibil
ity for policy so long as they remain in power. They differ from Hobbes's sovereign only in 
the limitations imposed on the exercise of that power by their limited tenure of office and 
by the laws or conventions of the constitution under which they are elected. 

In the second place, Hobbes's theory emphasizes that in commonwealths by institution 
the establishment of the government is a voluntary act on the part of the subjects. The gov
ernment is that which 'men, disagreeing, shall by consent set up4.1 As previously observed, 
it is only in special circumstances that commonwealths appear to originate in this way; but 
if the "consent* to which Hobbes refers is understood as a continuing instead of an irrevo
cable consent it describes exactly the foundation upon which democratic government rests. 
Fot it then means that, for a limited time, and on the understanding that the government 
observes certain limitations, whether of law or convention, upon its freedom of action, it 
will enjoy real power to govern as it thinks desirable and will be supported by the large 
majority of people. Not all that it does will necessarily be acceptable to everyone, but so 
long as it does not seriously outrage the feelings or principles of a substantial proportion 
of the people, it will continue to receive general support on the ground that respect for a 
central government is in the general interest of the whole community, and that this par
ticular government has been elected, and is governing, in accordance with the recognized 
principles of the constitution. 

The Application of Hobbes's Theory to International Politics 

Hobbes's analysis of government is particularly plausible when applied to the international 
field, for the conditions of external security are in principle the same as those of internal 
security. In both cases the primary need is to eliminate the danger of strife arising from 
competing interests. In the civil sphere Hobbes believed that this could be done by the 
transfer to a sovereign body of the individual Is natural power to defend his own interests; 
and in the international sphere it is clear that war would be impossible if all power were 
transferred to a single and united sovereign body. Because this has not so far been done, 
and individual nations still retain armed power for the defence of their interests, Hobbes 
would have said that these nations still live in a'state of nature*. The fact that they under
take, in pacts and treaties, not to go to war with one another, would have seemed to him 
no guarantee of peace. As he said, 'Covenants without the sword are but words, and of no 
strength to secure a man at all*;1 and he would undoubtedly have considered that the two 
World Wars of the twentieth century had afforded abundant confirmation of this principle. 

1 ibid., Chap. VI, p. 24. 
1 ibid.. Chap. XVTI, p. 87. 
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Important steps have been taken during the present century to establish an international 
organization for the prevention of war. But neither the League of Nations nor the United 
Nations Organization has taken over the power of individual nations to defend their inter
ests. It is true that the nations belonging to these organizations have had a so-called 'moral 
obligation" not to use their military power except with the approval of the organization in 
question; but Hobbes would have held that, unless this moral obligation can be enforced 
by an international sovereign body, it will afford no guarantee whatsoever of international 
security, and does not merit the name of law. To achieve real security he would have thought 
it necessary to effect a real transfer of power from individual nations to an international 
authority by the abolition of all national armed forces (except those required for internal 
police work) and the allocation to the international authority of an armed force sufficient 
to make its decisions effective in the face of opposition. In other words, he would have 
said that nations must consent to transfer their natural power to defend their interests to 
an international authority, and accept the latter as the sole source of international law and 
morality. 

Now according to Hobbes's analysis the nations of the world will not take this step until 
they are satisfied that it is to their interest to do so. They have not (he would have said) taken 
the step so far because they have not been satisfied that an international authority would 
defend their interests more effectively than they could themselves. But today he might 
have recognised indications that a change of outlook is gradually developing. The mere 
establishment of the United Nations Organization with its many and varied activities has 
indicated a growing conviction on the part of sovereign nations that their conduct should 
be subject to international agreement in the general interests of themselves and others. The 
European Assembly has advocated a real sacrifice of national sovereignly on the part of 
the nations of Western Europe for the sake of their common interests and united strength. 
And, if experience shows that these developments contribute to a nation's interest, a greater 
readiness to transfer real power to an international authority may well result. 

The Rational State 

Hobbes's political theory is, as already observed, no exception to the generalization made 
in Chapter I that a political theory is an attempt to justify a certain conception of the Ideal 
State. The novelty of Hobbes's theory lies in his attempt to define the * ideal' in purely non-
moral terms. Whereas the majority of political philosophers have conceived of the ideal 
as the moral ideal, Hobbes conceives of it as the rational ideal, and thus regards the Ideal 
State as the sort of state which would result if men correctly judged the most effective 
means for achieving their desires. The purpose of government, in Hobbes's view, is not 
to realize and maintain the pattern of a morally ideal state but to achieve the fundamental 
desires of its citizens. And his primary object in the Leviathan is to justify his theory that, 
human nature being what it is, a strong government, to which absolute power has been 
transferred in accordance with the terms of the social contract, will afford the best assur
ance of the peace and security which human beings desire above all else. He recognizes that 
existing states may fall short of this ideal, but he attributes this to the intellectual, as distinct 
from the moral, frailty of human beings. 



72 An Introduction to Political Philosophy 

Hobbes*s political theory is therefore a utilitarian, as distinct from a moral, theory; and it 
is a utilitarian theory of the basic and non-moral form which attempts to justify the institu
tion of government on the ground of its utility in promoting the realization of men's desires. 
His theory does not recognize any independent standard by which these desires may be 
approved or condemned. 

Hobbes has, of course, to account for the facts of alleged 'moral* experience, and the 
propositions embodying moral terms, such as * right', * ought', and *good\ by which such 
experience is described He does not deny that these moral terms have some meaning: what 
he denies is that they have the meaning which appears to be implied by ordinary speech. 
It appears to be implied by ordinary speech that they are names for unique conceptions 
of a special character not definable in terms of desire and interest Hobbes, on the con
trary, believes that they are simply alternative names for conceptions which could be more 
clearly and less ambiguously described in these terms. And he would claim that the facts 
of politics—both the characteristics of actual states and the ideals pursued by parties and 
politicians—can be fully accounted for in terms of desire and interest. It is, according to 
him, interest, not duty, which accounts for the obedience shown by subjects to their sov
ereign. There is no moral sense in which they ought to obey their sovereign, but there is a 
rational sense in which they must do so if they desire (as he thinks they do) to enjoy peace 
and security. 

Hobbes would undoubtedly have thought that the history of politics during the past three 
centuries had abundantly vindicated his analysis. He could have pointed to the landowner 
and the manufacturer proclaiming the moral value of private property and the manual 
worker proclaiming the moral value of social equality; or to the employer organizing for 
higher profits and the worker striking for higher wages; and he would undoubtedly have 
claimed that his analysis of human society in terms of interest was abundantly justified, 
and that the good was a euphemism for what the individual or group in question believed 
to be its interest. 

A naturalistic political theory of this sort avoids the main difficulty which confronts 
a moral theory, namely, that of establishing the truth of the moral propositions which it 
accepts. This difficulty arises because there is no agreed basis of moral fact by which 
the truth or falsity of moral propositions can be ascertained The only moral propositions 
which can be verified in a scientific manner are the propositions describing people's moral 
beliefs—such propositions as that A believes X to be right, or that B believes X to be 
wrong. Propositions of this sort can be verified or refuted—on the assumption that people 
do, in general, accurately describe their beliefs on such matters—by such devices as a 
social survey or a ballot. But it is fallacious to infer from the proposition *A believes X 
to be good* the proposition that *X is good*; or, in general, to infer that the belief has an 
objective significance. 

Hobbes's theory, on the other hand, has a purely factual basis. He claims to account 
for the facts of politics wholly in terms of the facts of human desires, and the means of 
achieving them, without reference to any independent moral standard. His theory therefore 
represents an important alternative to the Moral Theories which most of his predecessors 
supported. Its potential importance has become all the greater with the general decline in 
moral faith which has been witnessed during the present century. Should this decline con
tinue, and moral standards become progressively less adequate as a foundation for political 
society, the alternative principle enunciated by Hobbes may come to be accepted as the true 
foundation. 



CHAPTER VIII 
Locke's Theory of the Moral State 

Hobbes had maintained that the revolutionary overthrow of an established government 
would lead to immediate anarchy, but the English Revolution of 1688 had no such cata
strophic consequence. Far from finding themselves in a 'state of nature*, the people of 
England in 1688 simply witnessed a change of sovereign and a slight strengthening of 
Parliament at the expense of the Crown. These changes were of profound importance for 
the future of government in Britain, but they took place without violence, and were gener
ally welcomed by the majority of citizens. John Locke (1632-1704) set himself to justify 
this revolution, and to establish the proposition that the authority of government depends 
upon its conformity to the moral law. His main exposition of this doctrine is found in Book 
II of his treatise Of Civil Government, which is alternatively entitled An Essay Concerning 
the True Original Extent and End of Civil Government It was published in 1690, just two 
years after the Revolution. 

Locke was educated at Westminster School and Christ Church, Oxford, and subse
quently studied medicine. He became personal physician in 1666 to Anthony Ashley Coo
per, afterwards the Earl of Shaftesbury, and received important public appointments when 
Shaftesbury became Lord Chancellor in 1672. Shaftesbury subsequently took part in the 
plot to place the Duke of Monmouth on the throne and, although Locke did not play any 
part in this conspiracy, he thought it advisable to leave England for Holland in 1683. In 
1684 Charles II deprived him of an academic emolument which he had enjoyed continu
ously since 1659, and James II tried to effect his extradition. But he was subsequently 
pardoned and returned to England after the accession of William of Orange. Apart from 
the Letter Concerning Toleration, the treatise Of Civil Government and other political writ
ings, he published an important contribution to the theory of knowledge entitled An Essay 
concerning Human Understanding. 

Locke's political theory, like that of Hobbes, reflects the circumstances of his time. Just 
as Hobbes, living in the uncertain and dangerous period of the Civil War, was anxious to 
justify a strong government with overwhelming power, so Locke, who had suffered perse
cution under the Stuarts, wished to justify the revolution which deposed them, although 
it is only fair to add that his views about the morality of revolutions had been arrived at 
before 1688. Locke argued that governments could be removed by revolution without the 
dissolution of society, and that any government could be justifiably displaced in this way 
under certain conditions. These ideas were eagerly welcomed a century later by the Ameri
can colonists as a justification of their refusal to recognize the British Parliament, and were 
thus, in some measure, responsible for all the profound consequences, extending to the 
present day, which have followed from the political independence of the United Kingdom 
and the United States. 

The Law of Nature 

Locke's political theory, like Hobbes's, is a theory of the Ideal State, but it differs funda
mentally in being a moral theory. While Hobbes thought that the Ideal State is ideal in a 
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rational sense, Locke thinks that it is ideal in a moral sense. His theory is based on the 
assumption that there is a Law of Nature, and that this Law is of a specifically moral char
acter. He consequently conceives of the Ideal State as a morally ideal state. 

Locke, however, makes no attempt to justify the assumption that there is a basic moral 
law of this sort beyond asserting that it is self-evident: 

The state of Nature has a law of Nature to govern it, which obliges every one, and 
reason, which is that law, teaches all mankind who will but consult it, that being all 
equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his life, health, liberty, or 
possessions; for men being all the workmanship of one omnipotent and infinitely Wise 
Maker; all the servants of one sovereign Master, sent into the world by His order and 
about His business; they are His property, whose workmanship they are made to last 
during His, not one another's, pleasure.1 

He subsequently refers to the Law of Nature as the 'will of God*.2 

From the start, therefore, Locke's approach to political theory differs fundamentally 
from that of Hobbes. Hobbes regarded man as a being activated by desire and endowed 
with a rational faculty capable of showing him how his desires can be most fully satis
fied. Locke, on the other hand, regards the individual as a being whose reason reveals an 
independent law prescribing moral standards to which he ought at all times to conform. 
Hobbes, in short, regards man as a rational but amoral being, while Locke regards him as 
essentially moral. 

Locke's theory conforms much more closely to the tacit assumptions of the majority of 
people both in his day and ours, but he does not justify the dogmatic assumptions which he 
makes about the Law of Nature and what it prescribes. He seems to regard these assump
tions as self-evidently true, and to those who agree with him on this point his general theory 
may appear adequate. But it is unlikely to satisfy those who deny the existence of an inde
pendent moral law, or differ from him in their view of what that law prescribes. 

The State of Nature 

While Locke's conception of the Ideal State thus differs radically from that of Hobbes, 
his account of the origin of political society has much in common. In the first place, his 
conception of the state of nature is very similar. By the state of nature Locke understands 
the state in which men would live if they had 'perfect freedom to order their actions, and 
dispose of their possessions and persons as they think fit, within the bounds of the Law of 
Nature, without asking leave or depending upon the will of any other man'3—in short, the 
state of nature is the state in which men would live if they were not subject to a government 
The difference between this conception of the state of nature and Hobbes's conception is 
that Hobbes recognized a Law of Nature only in the logical sense of a rational calculation, 
whereas by the Law of Nature Locke means an independent moral standard. Or, to illustrate 
the contrast in their own words, Hobbes thinks that the purpose of reason is to 'acquire the 

1 Of Civil Government, Book H, para 6. 
2 ibid., para. 135. 
' ibid., para. 4. 
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knowledge of consequences'1 whereas Locke thinks that it 'teaches all mankind who will 
but consult it, that being all equal and independent, no one ought to harm another in his 
life, health, liberty, or possessions'.2 Despite these differences, however, both philosophers 
conceive of the state of nature as the hypothetical state (which may at some time have been 
an actual state) in which men would live if they were not subject to a government 

The Origin of Government 

Again, Locke offers a similar explanation of the origin of government Like Hobbes, he 
believes that men agree to establish a government in order to enforce the Law of Nature. 
While Hobbes regards this law as rational in character and Locke regards it as moral, both 
think that it is because men diasgree about its practical implications and cannot, in any 
case, be relied on to observe it voluntarily, that they transfer to a central sovereign body the 
power to enforce it. As Locke says: 

Civil government is the proper remedy for the inconveniences of the state of Nature, 
which must certainly be great where men may be judges in their own case.3 

So far Locke's account of the nature of government bears a close resemblance to Hobbes's. 
But because he regards the Law of Nature as a moral law he naturally rejects Hobbes's 
doctrine of absolute sovereignty. Hobbes thinks that if men were rational they would, in 
their own interest, transfer unlimited power to a sovereign body. Whether or not this would, 
in fact, be the rational thing to do, Locke thinks that power should always be subject to the 
Law of Nature, i.e. to morality. As he says, 'Nobody can transfer to another more power 
than he has in himself, and nobody has an absolutely arbitrary power over himself, or over 
any other.'4 He continues: 

A man...having, in the state of Nature, no arbitrary power over the life, liberty or 
possession of another, but only so much as the Law of Nature gave him for the pres
ervation of himself and the rest of mankind, this is all he doth, or can, give up to the 
commonwealth, and by it to the legislative power, so that the legislative can have no 
more than this. Their power in the utmost bounds of it is limited to the public good of 
the society.1 

The Moral Limitations of State Authority 

It is clear from these quotations that Locke believes that all governments are subject to the 
moral standards defined by the Law of Nature, and do wrong if their actions conflict with 
these standards. No government, in his view, has an absolute right to govern as it pleases, 

1 Leviathan Chap. V 
2 Of CM! Government, Book n, para. 6. 
1 ibid., para. 13. 
4 ibid., para. 135. 
1 loc. cit 
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any more than an individual has an absolute right to act as he pleases. Locke's insistence on 
this principle is primarily directed against the doctrine of the 'Divine Right of Kings*—the 
doctrine that a king can do no wrong because his authority is derived from God and because 
his acts express the will of God. Locke thinks that kings are fallible human beings whose 
acts are subject to the moral law, and who are liable to violate it 

Locke's insistence on the moral limitations to a government's authority is sometimes 
regarded as standing in sharp contrast to Hobbes's defence of absolute sovereignty. It is 
certainly true that Hobbes recognizes no moral limitation to a government's authority in 
the sense in which Locke understands the word "moral*; but Hobbes does not, as observed 
in the previous chapter, regard that authority as irrevocable. He believes that it is to the 
interest of individuals to permit absolute power to their government so long as that govern
ment fulfils the purpose for which it has been set up—the maintenance of public order and 
security—but he believes that, if a government should fail to do this, its subjects should, 
in their own interests, refuse to obey it. Hobbes certainly lays more stress on the advan
tages of obedience than on the justification of rebellion, but that was no doubt partly due 
to his natural timidity and his experience of the hazards of civil strife. Thus the difference 
between the views of Hobbes and Locke on the extent of governmental authority was one 
of emphasis rather than one of principle. They did, however, justify the right of rebellion 
on very different grounds. Hobbes thought that rebellion would be justified on grounds of 
individual self-interest if a government failed to uphold the rational Laws of Nature, while 
Locke thought that it would be justified on moral grounds if a government failed to observe 
the moral Law of Nature. But neither held that a government's authority should be regarded 
as inviolate under all circumstances. 

The fact is that Hobbes and Locke were emphasizing two distinct, but complementary, 
principles in all government. Hobbes saw that it is the essence of a government to govern, 
and that for this purpose it must be in a position to enforce its decisions on the governed 
Locke saw that it is none the less true that this compulsory power can be exercised only 
so long as the majority of the governed—who far outnumber the government—consent to 
submit to this compulsory power; and he argued that they are justified in withholding that 
consent if the government does not conform to the moral principles which they accept. 
Hobbes also recognized the voluntary basis of government (except in 'commonwealths 
by acquisition*) when he stressed the voluntary character of the social contract, but he 
was less concerned than Locke with the circumstances under which this consent should 
be withdrawn, and he was inclined to think that they would arise only in the most excep
tional conditions. These differences of emphasis on the relative importance of consent and 
authority were doubtless due in large measure to Hobbes's conviction that strong and stable 
government is the primary interest of all men, and to Locke's anxiety to justify revolt 
against a monarch who had done him personal injury and whose policy he believed to be 
inconsistent with the moral law. Hence, while the principle of popular consent to govern
ment is implicit in Hobbes's account of the origin of "commonwealths by institution*, it 
is consent of a much more passive character than that which Locke thought necessary to 
ensure observance of the Law of Nature by a government 

Locke recognizes, however, that government cannot be based on individual consent, 
since individuals may disagree in their conceptions of the government's duty. He thinks it 
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obvious that in practice the consent upon which the government's authority depends must 
be that of the majority since the majority is the decisive political force: 

That which acts any community being only the consent of the individuals of it, and it 
being one body, must move one way, it is necessary the body should move that way 
whither the greater force carries it, which is the consent of the majority, or else it is 
impossible it should act or continue one body, one community, which the consent of 
every individual that united into it agreed that it should; and so everyone is bound by 
that consent to be concluded by the majority.1 

In this passage Locke is obviously writing of what we should call a * democratic' society, 
for in autocracies a small minority has often dominated the majority by force and fear. But in a 
democracy, Locke thinks, it is obvious that, if universal support cannot be obtained tor a certain 
course of action, the policy which receives majority support must prevail. And he thinks that 
everyone who belongs to such a society implicitly agrees to accept the principle of majority rule? 

Locke does not, however, appear to recognize the potential inconsistency between the 
principle of majority rule and the Law of Nature as he understands it The latter, as 
already observed, is a moral law which teaches that "no one ought to harm another in his 
life, health, liberty, or possessions', but it does not seem impossible that the majority may, 
on occasion, think it right to harm someone in one of these respects. Indeed, Locke would 
almost certainly have regarded such modem intrusions upon private property as requisitioning 
and the imposition of death duties—both of which have been endorsed by Parliamentary 
majorities in modem times—as a violation of the natural rights of the property owner. The fact 
is that Locke never squarely faced the dilemma that if the individual's natural rights are 
indefeasible it is just as wrong for a majority as for an individual tyrant to deprive him of 
them; while, if the will of the majority is necessarily decisive in determining policy, there 
can be no assurance that an independent and objective 'Law of Nature' will be upheld. 

The truth is that different political societies have conceived of natural rights in very 
different ways. Today, for example, the natural right of property is conceived of somewhat 
differently even by the majorities of the United Kingdom and the United States of Ameri
ca; and both understand it in a very different sense from that in which it is understood by 
the Russians or was understood by Locke. Moreover, Locke gave no valid reasons for his 
belief that the individual's natural rights must appear to all men as they appeared to him. 
In point of fact, the prevailing conception of natural rights, which is embodied in a 
democratic nation's laws, is generally, if not always, the conception held by the majority. 
In other words, natural rights tend to be defined by the majority view of what these rights are. 

Yet even if Locke's assumption that there are self-evident and unchanging natural rights can
not be justified, he lays down a fundamental democratic principle when he insists on the 
importance of a general acceptance by the community of a common conception of natural 
rights. For this has become a basic principle of modern democracy. The democratic consti
tution is distinguished from the totalitarian mainly by the recognition which it accords to 

1 ibid., para. 96. 
2 ibid., Chap. VIIL 
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a code of individual rights which is accepted by the majority and upheld by their * greater 
force* when challenged either by the government or by minorities. Nations in which there 
is a serious division of opinion regarding the character of individual rights lack the condi
tions necessary for a stable democracy, for they contain a standing challenge to whichever 
conception of those rights happens to be upheld by the existing government 

Thus Locke's theory of the state becomes a substantially accurate analysis of a modern 
democratic constitution once the relativity of * natural rights* to time and place has been 
admitted. For the essence of democracy is to accord to the individual certain rights recog
nized as inviolate, and to defend these rights when they are threatened either by govern
ment or faction. Modern democracies may not conceive of natural rights as Locke did, but 
they agree with him that the first duty of government is to ensure that these rights, however 
conceived, are never sacrificed to the exercise of arbitrary force. 

Force and Morality 

The problems raised by Locke's principle of majority rule should not, however, be allowed 
to obscure the essential foundation of his political theory. Its whole structure is based on 
the fundamental axiom that there is a moral law to which both individuals and governments 
are subject and that no individual should be subject to "the inconstant, uncertain, unknown, 
arbitrary will of another man*.1 Thus, in spite of many similarities, Locke's theory of politi
cal obligation is really the very antithesis of Hobbes*s. According to Hobbes, law—the law 
enacted by the sovereign power—is the foundation, and the only foundation, of morality; 
but according to Locke morality—as embodied in the Law of Nature—is the foundation of 
the only laws which a citizen has an obligation to obey. If the majority agree that a civic law 
conflicts with the moral law the citizen has, on Locke's theory, no obligation to obey it. 

It is because moral motives continue to play a prominent part in politics, as in other 
spheres of human activity, that Locke's political theory, in spite of its difficulties and incon
sistencies, appears so much more adequate than Hobbes's theory as a justification of gov
ernment For even in a constitution, such as the British constitution, where Parliament2 is 
in theory the holder of absolute power, its actions are judged, both by its members and by 
the community in general, by a moral standard, and no Parliament which sought to vio
late that standard in some fundamental way, e.g. by suppressing basic political liberties, 
would be likely to survive. Parliament enjoys sovereignty only within the limits of a moral 
code which may vary from generation to generation but which, whatever form it takes, is 
accepted as an independent standard to which all legislation ought to conform. 

The weakness of Locke's theory lies not in the importance which he attaches to an 
independent moral standard but in his failure to show how that standard is ascertained 
and defined As already observed, he refers to it both as the Law of Nature and the "will 
of God*,3 and appears to regard it as a self-evident a priori principle. If it is, indeed, an 
a priori principle which should be self-evident to everyone, then Locke may be justified 
in his somewhat dogmatic account of its nature. But there are today so many different 

1 ibid.. Book II, para. 21. 
2 More precisely, the 'King in Parliament*. 
1 Of Civil Government, Book II, paras. 6 and 135. 
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conceptions of the nature of human rights that it is difficult to accept Locke's assumption 
that their nature is a priori and self-evident. It seems far more consistent with the facts of 
comparative morality to admit the essential relativity of the moral standards of different 
communities, and to define these in terms of what the majority of citizens believe them to 
be. 

An analysis of this sort has at least the advantage of providing a link between the moral 
law and the principle of majority rule which, on Locke's own theory, appear plainly incon
sistent. For on his theory there is no guarantee that the majority will not sometimes exploit 
its superior power and violate the natural rights of the individual citizen. On the other hand, 
if the moral law is defined as what the majority of citizens believe to be the moral law, then 
a conflict of this sort is impossible, and democracy can be defined as that form of society in 
which the majority recognize that individuals have indefeasible rights. But of course such 
an analysis makes it impossible to condemn, on any moral grounds, a society in which the 
majority do not recognize such rights. 

The Right to Revolt 

Whether the Law of Nature be a relative or an absolute principle, Locke's view that revo
lution is justified when that law is violated by a government appears to be substantially 
correct both as an account of the causes and as a justification of the act of revolution. So 
long as a government operates within the limits defined by the prevailing moral code of 
a community its moral authority is recognized, and the obligation to obey it is accepted, 
by the bulk of citizens. Those who reject the prevailing moral code of the majority may 
obey the government from other motives, e.g. to avoid punishment or to maintain national 
unity; but they constitute potential revolutionaries, and if their views are shared by a large 
minority civil strife is likely to break out It was, for example, obviously a disagreement on 
a fundamental moral issue between the government and a large minority of citizens which 
led to the revolutionary activities of the Suffragettes in 1913 and 1914 and to the civil war 
in Southern Ireland before the creation of the Irish Free State. And the fact that those who 
differ from their government on a moral issue of this character are potential revolutionaries 
was felt to justify the imprisonment without trial during the Second World War of a number 
of citizens who appeared to believe that the war with Germany was morally unjustifiable. 

Locke's own statement of the principle justifying revolution is as follows: 

There remains still in the people a supreme power to remove or alter the legislative, 
when they find the legislative act contrary to the trust reposed in them.1 

The 'trust', Locke adds, is for 'attaining an end*, and "whenever that end is manifestly 
neglected or opposed, the trust must necessarily be forfeited, and the power devolve into 
the hands of those that gave it, who may place it anew where they shall think best for their 
safety and security'.2 The end of government Locke describes as follows: 

1 ibid., para. 149. 
2 loc. cit 
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The great and chief end, therefore, of men uniting into commonwealths, and putting 
themselves under government, is the preservation of their property; to which in the 
state of Nature there are many things wanting.3 

And he explains that by 'property* he means "lives, liberties, and estates*.4 

In short, Locke thinks that the primary object of government is the preservation of the 
individual's life, liberty and possessions, and that when it fails, in the opinion of the major
ity, to fulfil this trust it should be removed and replaced. 

Assessment of Locke's Theory 

Locke's theory, like Hobbes's, has often been criticised as artificial and over-simplified in 
view of the way in which he accounts for the origin of the state in terms of the rational and 
calculating choice of individuals. It is said that he greatly under-estimated the part played 
by irrational factors, such as various manifestations of the 'herd instinct', in creating and 
maintaining political societies and that his theory, in so far as it claims to be an historical 
account of the origin of such societies, is wholly false. It must be admitted that Locke often 
writes as though he did believe that his theory was historically valid. Yet even though this 
claim must be rejected—and the evidence of history, anthropology, and psychology alike 
show it to be false—his theory, like Hobbes's, can be alternatively regarded as an attempt to 
justify political society instead of to account for its historical origin. And this, in any case, 
is its more important aspect as a philosophical theory. 

So conceived, Locke's theory, like the majority of political theories, is essentially an 
attempt to justify, on moral grounds, a certain conception of the purpose of government. 
He claims that its primary purpose is to preserve men* property, by which is meant their 
lives, their liberties and their possessions. Government is entrusted with that responsibility, 
and it can justifiably be removed and replaced if it fails to discharge it Thus in Locke's view 
the individual, not the state, is the object of supreme value, and the state is a mechanism 
established to promote the individual's good. 

Locke's exposition of his theory does not make it easy to distinguish what he intended to 
be factual analysis from what he intended to be the exposition of a moral ideal; and it may 
well be that he did not always have this distinction clearly before his mind. It is also by no 
means clear whether he believed that his factual analysis was true of all states whatsoever, 
or only of contemporary England and states similarly organized. But it is clear that, how
ever the theory is interpreted in detail, an essential part of it is the moral argument that the 
primary purpose of government ought to be the protection of the individual^ life, liberty 
and possessions—in short, his natural rights—and that a government which does not seek 
to promote this end forfeits all claim to moral authority. 

The influence of Locke's theory has been great just because it has appeared to clarify 
and correlate so effectively the implicit assumptions about the rights of government and 
subjects which have prevailed in the English-speaking world since the Revolution of 1688. 

5 ibid, para. 124. 
4 ibid., para. 123. 
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Its influence has been even greater in America than in Britain since, in the first place, it 
was widely cited as a justification of the American Revolution and, in the second place, the 
principle of a natural law to which even governments are subject is embodied in the Articles 
of the American Constitution. The unwritten British Constitution is in theory closer to 
Hobbes's principle of unlimited sovereignty, but in practice the British Parliament observes 
numerous unwritten conventions which have, in practice, the force of moral law, and Parlia
ment is regarded by the community at large as subject to moral standards no less than the 
individual citizen. 

Locke's contribution to political theory may therefore be shortly described as that of 
defining the moral responsibilities of government. He sought to revive the belief in an 
independent moral law which had been almost universally accepted throughout the Mid
dle Ages; and in doing so he defined a principle which has been accepted by all modern 
democracies and is now being extended to the international sphere in the Charter of Human 
Rights of the United Nations Organization. It was Plato's principle of justice in a new 
form—a principle which sought to defend the individual against the tyranny of the com
munity; to ensure that the weak are not exploited by the strong; and to insist that the proper 
function of government is the realization in human affairs of a moral pattern and not simply 
the organization of power. 



CHAPTER IX 
Rousseau's Theory of the General Will 

Jean Jacqes Rousseau was born in Geneva, the son of a mad watchmaker, in 1712, and died 
in 1778. Having left school at the age of twelve, and failed to settle in any of the trades to 
which he had been apprenticed, he fled from Geneva to Savoy four years later, and began 
a life of wandering and exile which, apart from twelve years spent in Paris (1744-1756), 
continued to his death. For part of these early years he was supported by women who 
befriended him; for part of them he lived the life of a vagabond and earned a livelihood 
as best he could. In 1743 he became secretary to the French Ambassador to Venice, and 
appears to have served him well, but quarrelled because he received no salary. In 1750 he 
achieved fame through winning a prize offered by the Academy of Dijon for the best essay 
on the question "Have the arts and sciences conferred benefits on mankind?' Rousseau 
answered the question in the negative, contending that the arts and sciences create artificial 
wants and jeopardise the natural morality of unspoiled man. This theme was elaborated in 
his Discourse on Equality (1754), in which Rousseau argued that 4man is naturally good, 
and only by institutions is he made bad*. 

It was in 1762 that Rousseau's two most important works were published—Entile, his 
treatise on education, and the Social Contract or Principles of Political Right. The first 
offended both the CathoUc and Protestant Churches by its support of natural religion., and 
the latter offended both the Council of Geneva and the French Government by its implied 
denial of the Divine Right of Kings. Rousseau left France and was befriended by Frederick 
the Great, who gave him asylum at Motiers. After spending three years there, however, he 
incurred local suspicion which placed his life in danger, and he fled to England in 1765. 
George in granted him a pension, and he formed friendships with both Burke and Hume. 
Burke found his vanity intolerable and their association was short-lived. Hume was a faith
ful friend but in the end Rousseau's delusions convinced him that Hume was engaged in 
plots against his life. He fled to Paris, where he spent his last years in great poverty, and is 
believed to have died by his own hand. 

The Enlightenment and the Romantic Reaction 

Rousseau was one of the leading figures in the so-called * Romantic Reaction* which fol
lowed the 'Age of Enlightenment*. The latter was the name given to the period from about 
1650 till late in the eighteenth century when the leading thinkers of both England and 
France were inspired by a faith in the power of human reason to achieve a final understand
ing of the universe and to provide a rational guide for human conduct. Other faculties, such 
as feeling or intuition, were held to be essentially inadequate for this purpose. Hobbes's 
philosophy was an early expression of this outlook. After the middle of the eighteenth cen
tury, however, there was a reaction against this faith in reason, and as this reaction took the 
form of looking to feeling or intuition instead of to reason for fundamental truth, it came to 
be known as the 'Romantic Reaction*. 
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Rousseau was, from certain points of view, a leading representative of this Romantic 
Reaction, and his works bear all the marks of an intensely emotional faith in the truth of 
the principles which he advocates. This characteristic made his writings highly effective as 
propaganda, although they are without the careful logic of the rationalists. Thus it is gener-
ally agreed that the central theme of Rousseau's Social Contract—man's loss of his natural 
liberties in the modern state—played no small part in fanning the flames of discontent 
which culminated in the French Revolution. 

As observed in Chapter I, political philosophies are essentially attempts to justify a cer
tain conception of the ideal state, and it is of special importance to bear this in mind when 
reading the Social Contract as much of what Rousseau says is obviously untrue if regarded 
as a description of actual states. For example, his account of the way in which a political 
society originates, and the emergence of its "general will', is intended to be an account of 
the way in which the ideal society would develop. Rousseau does not claim that every soci
ety has developed in this way, and indeed he thinks that only small and intimate societies 
like the Greek city states could be expected to do so. 

The Social Contract is not Rousseau's only contribution to political philosophy, but it 
embodies his most mature views, and will accordingly be used to illustrate and justify the 
interpretation of his theory which follows. It was published, along with Emile, his trea
tise on education, in 1762, and his later works, which were largely of an autobiographical 
nature, added nothing of importance to the theories put forward in these two books. 

Rousseau thinks that the outstanding defect of existing political societies is the way in 
which they restrict the freedom which the individual would enjoy in a state of nature, which, 
like Hobbes and Locke, he conceives as the condition in which an individual would live if 
he were not subject to a government And he thinks that the ideal state would therefore be 
one in which the advantages of political law and order could be enjoyed without the loss of 
these natural liberties. Hence he states the fundamental problem of politics as follows: 

The problem is to rind a form of association which will defend and protect with the 
whole common force the person and good of each associate, and in which each, while 
uniting himself with all, may still obey himself alone, and remain as free as before.1 

Rousseau argues that the social contract provides the solution to this fundamental problem. 
By this he means that a political society founded upon a social contract, understood in the 
sense in which he defines it, will provide its members with both the freedom of the state 
of nature and the advantages of civil law and order. And he defines the social contract as 
follows: 

Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under the supreme direction of 
the general will, and, in our corporate capacity, we receive each member as an indivis
ible part of the whole. At once, in place of the individual personality of each contract
ing party, this act of association creates a moral and collective body, composed of as 
many members as the assembly contains votes, and receiving from this act its unity, its 
common identity, its life and its will. 

Social Contract Book I, Chap. 6. 
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This public person, so formed by the union of all other persons, formerly took the 
name of city, and now takes that ofrepublic or body politic; it is called by its members 
State when passive. Sovereign when active, and Power when compared with others 
like itself.1 

This quotation embodies the essence of Rousseau's political philosophy, but it is stated in 
a misleading way, as it suggests a description of the way in which political societies do, 
as a rule, originate and develop. This, however, is not Rousseau's meaning. He is actually 
describing the origin and constitution of an ideal state, and he would have been the first to 
admit that this description seldom., if ever, applies to actual states. In other words, he is 
telling us how a state would have to originate and be constituted in order to meet the claims 
of both individual liberty and social order. 

The outstanding characteristic of such an ideal state would be its organic character; it 
would, as Rousseau says in the passage just quoted, be a 'collective body' a "public person", 
and a "body politic*. For only if it takes this form will there be no conflict between the 
natural liberty of the individual and the collective will of the state. If the state is a genuine 
organism there will be no such conflict, for the true will and interest of the individual will 
coincide with the will and interest of the state, just as the health of a bodily organ depends 
on the health of the body as a whole. If there appears to be a conflict between the two this 
is because "each individual, as a man, may have a particular will contrary or dissimilar to 
the general will which he has as a citizen. His particular interest may speak to him quite 
differently from the common interest*2 

Rousseau believes that the continuation of this conflict between an individual will and 
the general will would 'prove the undoing of the body politic*.3 Accordingly, he thinks that 
it should be resolved as follows: 

Whoever refuses to obey the general will shall be compelled to do so by the whole 
body. This means nothing less than that he will be forced to be free; for this is the 
condition which, by giving each citizen to his country, secures him against all personal 
dependence.4 

To Rousseau there is nothing paradoxical in this conception of being 'forced to be free*, 
for he believes that the citizen is truly free only when he conforms to the general will. In 
so far as a citizen opposes the general will his 'actual* will cannot be his 'real* will, for his 
'real* will is always identical with the general will of the whole community. This follows, 
indeed, from the assumption that the state—the ideal state—is an organic whole, for on that 
assumption there can be no conflict between the purposes of the whole and of the part any 
more than there can be a conflict between the health of a living body and the health of one 
of its organs.1 In both cases the true interests of whole and part are identical. 

1 loc. cit 
2 ibid., 1,7. 
1 loc. cit 
4 loc. cit 
1 In his Discourse on Political Economy Rousseau specifically compared the 'body politic' to a 

physiological organism. 



Rousseau s Theory of the General Will 85 

The practice of "forcing people to be free' has become familiar during recent decades, 
and has been frequently illustrated in totalitarian communities. Those who have refused to 
accept and practise the official 'ideology' as defined by the government have been forced to 
do so by the threat of imprisonment or torture; and the compulsion has been carried out in 
the name of the 'peopled will*. But such states have all differed in one fundamental respect 
from the ideal state of Rousseau, namely, they have been without any machinery for discov
ering the free will of the people as a whole. On the contrary, they have always resorted to a 
powerful mechanism of central propaganda for ensuring, as far as possible, that everyone 
accepts a uniform code of belief and practice, and the "will of the people* has therefore 
in fact meant the will of the government. Rousseau would have regarded such states as a 
complete travesty of his ideal. 

Rousseau distinguishes the general will from both the will of the majority and the will 
of all. These latter wills are, in Rousseau's opinion, the wills of groups of individuals who 
happen to agree. The will of the majority is, of course, the will shared by the majority of 
the members of a community, while the will of all is the will shared by all the members of a 
community. But the general will is the will of an individual—of the "collective body* which 
the act of association creates in an ideal state. Neither the will of the majority nor the will 
of all can, in Rousseau's view, provide a moral basis for the state, for they represent mere 
forces, devoid of moral authority, which may, indeed, overwhelm the will of an individual, 
but which do not thereby make him conform to his 'real' will. 

Although this conception of a general will is strange to people with a democratic out
look, and may appear to them quite inapplicable to human society, its general significance 
is apparent when the analogy with a physiological organism is borne in mind. For such an 
organism does, to all appearances, exhibit a fundamental urge to survival and reproduction, 
and the functioning of all its organs is dominated by these primary purposes. Whether a 
human society can achieve such a unity is far from certain. That its individual members 
may have a common interest or common purpose in certain circumstances does not prove 
that they have a single interest or a single purpose. Nor does the fact that, following on 
initial disagreement among its members, a group of people ultimately comes to accept a 
common policy prove more than that it feels it more important to agree on some policy than 
on none. Nor, again, does the undoubted fact that an individual's motives and ideals may be 
largely fashioned by the social influences which surround him prove that his outlook can 
be explained wholly in terms of these influences. For these and other reasons the democrat 
is unconvinced that, however much the individual is conditioned by his social environment, 
his individuality can be explained away, or that it is necessary for it to be absorbed in the 
will of society as a whole if that society is to be described as good 

Now it is, as previously remarked, with the latter question—the question of the good 
society—that Rousseau is primarily concerned. Even if no existing society does exhibit a 
general will Rousseau believes that the ideal society would exhibit such a will and that this 
will would be a good will As he said: 
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The Sovereign, merely by virtue of what it is, is always what it should be.1 

Rousseau had previously made the same point in his Discourse on Political Economy: 

The body politic, therefore, is also a moral being possessed of a will; and this general 
will, which tends always to the preservation and welfare of the whole and of every 
part, and is the source of the laws, constitutes for all the members of the State, in their 
relations to one another and to it, the rule of what is just or unjust.1 

A general will, in short, is a good will, and defines, through the medium of the law, what a 
citizen ought to do. But a state itself is not subject to any moral law. For, while the citizen, 
in his dual capacity as legislator and subject, is subject to the general will which he has 
assisted to formulate, the Sovereign, i.e. the state in its active capacity, cannot impose on 
itself a binding law. 

It is in the position of an individual who makes a contract with himself; and this makes 
it clear that there neither is nor can be any kind of fundamental law binding on the 
body of the people—not even the social contract itself.2 

The progress of international co-operation during the past thirty years suggests the possi
bility that, if a general will can develop in a state, it may ultimately develop in humanity as 
a whole. But Rousseau explicitly denies this possibility. The general will of a state defines 
the standard of morality for its citizens, but the state itself is a law unto itself and can do no 
wrong. There is little doubt that this doctrine, as developed by Hegel and his followers, has 
been held to justify a theory of "power politics* which appears quite immoral to supporters 
of liberal democracy. 

Apart from the theoretical objections which may be made to Rousseau's theory, it is 
difficult to see how it could be applied in practice, for there is no objective way of deter
mining when a general will has been achieved. As already observed, this will is explicitly 
distinguished both from the will of all and from the will of the majority, and it need not 
itself be unanimously accepted.3 Rousseau seems to assume that in a small and compact 
society, modelled on the pattern of the Greek city states, such a will could be achieved, 
and that the large majority of people would recognize it when it was achieved, but this is a 
highly speculative assumption. 

Nor is the determination of the general will made easier when its alleged end is taken 
into account This end is defined by Rousseau4 as the 'common good*, the implication 
being that a particular will aims at its own selfish good, which may not coincide with the 
general good nor, therefore, with the true good of any individual. But the same difficulty 
arises in determining the common good as in determining the general will. There may in 

1 Social Contract, I, 7 
1 Discourse on Political Economy (Everyman edition), p. 253. 
2 Social Contract, I, 7. 
1 ibid., II, 7, note. 
4 ibid., II, I. 
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fact be no general agreement about the nature of the common good, and no apparent reason, 
apart from more general support, why one view of its nature should be preferred to another. 
And Rousseau specifically denies that the general will is simply the will of the majority, 
or that "the majority is always righf. It is therefore very doubtful whether a general will, 
which is distinct both from a universal will and from a majority will, can exist, or whether 
the 'common good' at which that will is said to aim can be defined except in terms of what 
the majority of people believe the common good to be. And the achievement of what the 
majority believe to be the common good may, and probably will, mean the sacrifice of what 
the minority believe to be the common good. 

As was previously observed, Rousseau's theory of the general will is neither defensible 
nor even intelligible unless the general will is understood as the will of a collective indi
vidual. And it is by no means clear that such a collective individual exists. Individuals in 
the ordinary sense—men and women of flesh and blood with their desires and prejudices 
and convictions—are easily recognized It may be true that these desires and prejudices and 
convictions are largely conditioned by the relationship of such individuals to other indi
viduals, but this is far from saying that a truly collective individual does or could exist. It is 
not therefore surprising that the nature and existence of the collective individual should be 
matters of speculation; and that the attempt to make its alleged 'will' the standard of moral
ity for a community should attract those who desire to provide some apparent 'justification' 
for an exercise of power which is realty dictated by quite different motives. 

Rousseau s Moral Theory 

To modern philosophers the most important question which can be asked about Rousseau's 
moral theory is whether it is naturalistic. When he says that the general will is necessar
ily a good will does he mean simply that 'good' means 'general' (in the same way that 
'equilateral' means 'with equal sides'), or does he mean that 'generality' and 'goodness' 
are different qualities, although when one characterizes a will the other always does so as 
well? If he means that 'goodness' and 'generality' are synonymous, he is defending a moral 
theory which is just as naturalistic as that of Hobbes, although he differs from Hobbes in 
identifying 'the good' with 'the general' instead of with 'the desired'. And this interpreta
tion is consistent with much of what he says. 

Whatever may have been Rousseau's view of the relation between the goodness and the 
generality of the will, he thought that its generality could be defined in objective terms: 

Each individual, as a man, may have a particular will contrary or dissimilar to the 
general will which he has as a citizen. His particular interest may speak to him quite 
differently from the common interest: his absolute and naturally independent existence 
may make him look upon what he owes to the common cause as a gratuitous contribu
tion, the loss of which will do less harm to others than the payment of it is burdensome 
to himself.1 

1 Social Contract, 1,7. 
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There is often a great deal of difference between the will of all and the general will; 
the latter considers only the common interest, while the former takes private interest 
into account, and is no more than a sum of particular wills: but take away from these 
same wills the pluses and minuses that cancel one another, and the general will 
remains as the sum of the differences.2 

Given the appropriate conditions, Rousseau believes that a general will, so conceived, will 
always emerge: 

If, when the people, being furnished with adequate information, held its deliberations, 
the citizens had no communication one with another, the grand total of the small dif
ferences would always give the general will, and the decision would always be good 

But in a later passage he recognizes that in practice the people may be misguided: 

Of itself the people wills always the good, but of itself it by no means always sees it 
The general will is always in the right, but the judgment which guides it is not 
always enlightened. It must be got to see objects as they are, and sometimes as they 
ought to appear to it.1 

Rousseau therefore appears to hold that the general will can be identified as the will which 
wills the common interest. The particular wills of individuals aim at particular interests, 
which may, and often do, conflict with the common interest of the community, and there
fore with the true interest of its individual members. But a theory of this sort must show 
how the common interest can be defined in terms which are not purely arbitrary. Rousseau 
himself does not provide any assurance that a general will, conceived as he conceives it, 
can exist. For there may always be differences of opinion among the individual members 
of a community about the nature of the common interest, and the extent to which their par
ticular interests conflict with it Indeed, the last sentence of the passage just quoted, with 
its reference to making the general will see objects 'as they ought to appear to it* raises the 
obvious question as to why objects ought to appear differently from how they do appear, 
and who is to determine how they ought to appear. The truth is that behind Rousseau's 
'romanticism* lies the extremely rationalist assumption that it is more reasonable to desire 
some objects than others, and that the general will is really the rational will. Only so is it 
possible to conceive of a will which is neither the will of an individual nor of a majority of 
individuals, nor even of all the individuals in the society whose will it is said to be. 

It is, of course, necessary to agree with Rousseau that an important distinction can be 
drawn between the apparent and the real interests of individuals—between that which ap
pears likely to afford them the maximum of satisfaction and that which would really do so 
if they took account of all the relevant factors and calculated rightly. But the fact that this 
distinction can be drawn does not imply that there is only one way in which the real interest of 
an individual or the common interest of a society can be defined—unless it is defined, as 

2 op. cit, n, 3. 
3 loc. cit 
1 op. cit, II, 6. 
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Rousseau defines it, without reference to the actual wills of individuals, and in terms of a 
'rational' will which is not necessarily related to any actual will at alL 

Rousseau s Theory in Practice 

Apart from these general difficulties inherent in Rousseau's theory it is clear that its appli
cation in practice is very limited For a general will can be achieved only in a community 
where every citizen participates actively in the work of legislation, and it cannot therefore 
be achieved in large communities with representative governments legislating on behalf of 
the people as a whole. It was for this reason that Rousseau considered that the Greek city 
states exemplified the form which the ideal state must always take. He held that, even if a 
representative government were to achieve a general will, this would not be the general will 
of the community but only of the representative government. 

Again, Rousseau thought that the existence of associations within the state, such as 
churches, trade unions, and political parties, is a serious obstacle in the way of achieving 
a general will for the community as a whole, since they tend to influence the spontaneous 
expression of the individual's will, without which a general will cannot be formed. Rous
seau therefore thought that if such associations are to be permitted at all they should be kept 
as small and as numerous as possible so as to cancel out each other's influence and not rival 
the influence of the general will. 

The Function of Government 

Since Rousseau holds that the general will should be the sovereign power in a community 
it follows that the fuction of government is purely executive. As he says: 

Sovereignty, for the same reason as makes it inalienable, cannot be represented; it lies 
essentially in the general will, and will does not admit of representation: it is either the 
same, or other; there is no intermediate possibility. Tlie deputies of the people, there-
fore, are not and cannot be its representatives: they are merely its stewards, and can 
carry through no definitive acts. Every law the people has not ratified in person is null 
and void—is, in fact, not a law. The people of England regards itself as free; but it is 
grossly mistaken; it is free only during the election of members of parliament1 

It is therefore clear that, whatever parallel may be drawn between Rousseau's ideal state 
and the totalitarian states of today, Rousseau would have emphatically denied the claim of 
any government to express the general will of the community. For Rousseau the general 
will is the spontaneous will of the 'body politic', constituted by the organic union of all 
citizens, and no government can govern in accordance with that will unless it is continually 
directed by it And in the ideal state, modelled on the city states of Ancient Greece, Rous
seau believes that the people would always have a general will on all major issues of policy, 
and would always make it abundantly clear what that will was. There would therefore be no 
need for a government to interpret it. 

op. cit, m, 15. 
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All this might possibly be true in a small and intimate community of the sort which 
Rousseau seems to have had in mind, but the dominating political forces of the modern 
world are large states in which representative government is, for practical reasons, inevi
table and in which, according to Rousseau, it is therefore impossible to achieve a general 
will, still more to govern in accordance with it. Yet something closely resembling the gen
eral will as conceived by Rousseau does seem to operate in liberal democracies. On major 
constitutional principles, such as the maintenance of a constitutional monarchy, parlia
mentary government, a free Press, and an independent judiciary there would appear to be 
virtually unanimous agreement among all sections of the population in modern Britain, 
and without such a general measure of agreement it is doubtful whether democracy would 
survive. Within that general agreement about the way in which government should govern 
there is, of course, abundant scope for disagreement about the policy which it should pur
sue; but agreement about the way in which government should resolve these disagreements 
is the condition on which alone democracy can survive, and this general agreement appears 
in many ways to be a spontaneous expression of a will which is 'general* in the literal sense, 
and therefore bears an important resemblance to Rousseau's basic conception. 

There is, however, a fundamental difference between democratic theory and Rousseau's 
doctrine, for the former is an individualist and the latter an organic theory of the state. 
Democratic theory asserts that the general agreement among members of a democracy on 
broad constitutional issues is simply an important empirical fact which justifies the over
riding of conflicting minority opinions on grounds of practical expediency; whereas Rous
seau would have said that the unity of an organic state is based upon a general will which is 
moral in character and justifies the over-riding of minority opinions on moral grounds. 

Rousseau would have said that the dissentients from the general will do not know what 
their 'real' will is and should be 'forced to be free'; whereas the democrat holds that the 
dissentients are under no delusion about what they want but must, as a matter of practical 
necessity, be forced to conform to the will of the majority. 

On a superficial examination it might appear that modern totalitarian states come much 
nearer than the democracies to accepting the theory of the general will in the frequent refer
ences which are made in them to the 'will of the people' as the justification of governmental 
acts. But there is the fundamental difference that in such states no machinery exists for the 
direct and frequent ascertainment of the public will, and Rousseau would have said that 
without this no general will in the true sense can exist Indeed, the methods of controlling 
and organizing public opinion which are such conspicuous features of modern totalitarian 
states are the direct antithesis of the relationship between government and people which, in 
Rousseau's view, gives government a moral sanction for its acts. 

It is, therefore, in democratic rather than in authoritarian states that a force, which in 
some ways resembles the 'general will', seems to be found. While Rousseau would have 
said that no truly 'general' will can emerge in a state with a representative government, 
there is something remarkably Like it to be found in the strong and united expressions of 
what is called 'public opinion', which are evoked in liberal democracies from time to time, 
and which usually have a decisive influence on governmental policy. But too much must 
not be made of this comparison for unless the state is assumed to be a genuine organism 
these expressions of public opinion must represent the 'will of the majority' or the 'will of 
all' rather than the general will in Rousseau's sense. 
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The truth is that Rousseau's refusal to identify the general will with the actual will of 
any individual or group of individuals shows that it is not an empirical concept at all It 
is the rational will—the will which ought to be shared by everybody even if it is actually 
possessed by none. It is, from another point of view, the good will But these definitions all 
emphasize that it is an essentially empty will without specific objects/ and thus liable to be 
applied in criticism of actual wills by anyone who claims to have insight into its nature. It 
is this characteristic of the general will which has made it so easy for modern totalitarian 
governments to justify in its name arbitrary acts of force with a considerable measure of 
plausibility.1 

The fact is that Rousseau Is theory is essentially unintelligible when interpreted in terms 
of the assumption that the individual's judgment is the ultimate criterion of truth and value. 
And his exposition of his theory is necessarily inconsistent in so far as he assumes an 
individualist criterion of truth while defending an organic theory of morality. An organic 
theory of morality can be defended—if at all—only if it is based upon an organic theory 
of knowledge generally, and it was left to Rousseau's successor, Hegel, to show how this 
comprehensive synthesis might be achieved. 

Robespierre made a similar use of Rousseau's doctrine when he said of the Jacobins, 'Our will is 
the general will'. 



CHAPTER X 
Hume and Burke on the Philosophy 

of Conservatism 

While Edmund Burke (1729-1797) has usually been regarded as the leading philosopher 
of political conservatism, David Hume (1711-1776) was, by general admission, a more 
profound philosopher, and his Empiricism is the logical basis of the Conservative creed. 
Moreover, he did not, like Burke, live into an age when revolution threatened the founda
tions of society, and when political conservatism was therefore a natural reaction to con
temporary conditions. Hume's conservatism was founded on the more permanent basis 
of logical empiricism and utilitarian ethics, although it was no doubt encouraged to some 
extent by the stable political conditions under which he lived. 

Hume Is life was relatively uneventful, although he held the posts of Secretary to the 
British Ambassador in Paris and Under-Secretary of State during the years 1763-1769. For 
the rest, he lived the life of a philosopher and historian. After unsuccessful attempts to set
tle down in the profession of law and in commerce, he went to France in the year 1735, and 
spent the next few years in study and writing. The three Books of the Treatise of Human 
Nature appeared in 1739 and 1740. This work comprised a full exposition of Hume *s meta
physical and moral philosophy, but the originality of his ideas and the complex nature of 
much of the argument restricted the book's appeal, and, as Hume himself said, 'it fell dead-
born from the press without reaching such a distinction as even to excite a murmur among 
the zealots'. Hume felt that this failure to attract attention 'had proceeded more from the 
manner than the matter', and he set himself to expound his theories in a simpler and more 
readable style in his Enquiry into the Human Understanding (1748), the Enquiry concern
ing the Principles of Morals (1751) and the Dissertation on the Passions (1757). He had 
published in 1741 and 1742 two volumes of Essays Moral and Political, which were imme
diately successful, and these were followed in 1752 by a volume of Political Discourses. 
He also published a History of Great Britain and a History of England under the House of 
Tudor. His Dialogues on Natural Religion were published posthumously. 

Although the Treatise was completed when Hume was only twenty-five years of age, 
it contains all the essential principles of his metaphysical and moral philosophy, and its 
supreme importance is now generally appreciated. It was the book which awoke Kant from 
his 'dogmatic slumber' and inspired him to work out his own 'critical philosophy' as an 
answer to Hume's sceptical conclusions. And it embodies the basic ideas which have very 
recently emerged in a new guise in the modern doctrine known as Logical Positivism. 

The general theory expounded by Hume in the Treatise and the Enquiries is a form of 
Empiricism, in the sense in which this term was defined in Chapter I. It is the doctrine that 
the only propositions which are certainly true are those which describe 'relations of ideas', 
i.e. are analytic; and that those which proceed beyond the mere analysis of an idea to assert 
something about its application to reality are without rational necessity and can be justified 
only by direct observation. Such propositions are synthetic, and Hume's Empiricism can be 
summed up in the axiom that a synthetic proposition can never be a priori. 
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Humes Moral Theory 

As was shown in Chapter I, Empiricism thus understood implies that the generalizations of 
both science and morality are empirical and devoid of rational necessity. They may be uni
versally true, but they need not be, and whether they are or not can be ascertained only by 
observation. There is therefore no ground for assuming that there is a universal 'Natural' or 
Moral law standing independent of experience and prescribing the form which experience 
ought to take. The moral norms which apply to experience must be found within experience 
itself, and must therefore be subject to its contingent character and variations. What ought 
to be must ultimately be determined by what is, and the sense of duty must ultimately be a 
kind of feeling or desire. 

In Hume's view these conclusions necessarily follow once we recognize that an act is an 
event, that its occurrence cannot be understood except in so far as it is caused by (i.e. regu
larly follows) another event, and that an act is always ultimately caused by a 'passion', i.e. 
a feeling or desire, although cognition and reason may play an important part in determin
ing the form which that passion takes by showing what the conditions and consequences of 
realising its end are likely to be. Moral feelings of approval or disapproval are recognized 
by Hume to be among the most important and influential of the passions, but they are no 
more than passions, and it is for experience to ascertain when, and in what circumstances, 
they occur. There is no basis for any a priori claim that certain acts ought to be approved 
under all circumstances, for such a generalization is itself simply the empirical proposition 
that a feeling of approval is excited in someone by all such acts. 

Hume thinks that these conclusions necessarily follow from the consideration that moral 
approval and disapproval influence action, and frequently in a very marked degree. They 
cannot, for this reason, be acts of apprehension or judgment because the latter cannot, by 
themselves, influence action in any way. The judgment that 'the fire is out' does not result in 
any action on my part unless it is accompanied by a desire, such as the desire to keep warm. 
Similarly, the judgment that "stealing is wrong' would not dissuade people from stealing 
unless at the same time they desired to avoid doing what is wrong. Moral approval and 
disapproval must, therefore, in some sense express desires in view of the influence which 
they have on action. The disinterested contemplation of good and evil could not have any 
such practical effects. 

Hume thinks that it is inconceivable that acts should be directly influenced by reason, 
although reason may play an important part in determining the nature of the objects which 
excite desire. He set forth his views on this fundamental question in his important chapter 
"On the Influencing Motives of the Will',1 where he claimed to prove "first, that reason 
alone can never be a motive to any action of the will; and, secondly, that it can never oppose 
passion in the direction of the will'. 

Since moral experience must therefore be of an emotional and conative character, moral 
judgments must be about this emotional and conative experience and cannot, as is com
monly assumed, be about external and objective facts. Actions, feelings and characters are 
not good or bad, right or wrong, in virtue of some quality which they possess but, as Hume 
puts it: 

1 Treatise of Human Nature, Book II, part iii, section 3. 
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An action or sentiment or character is virtuous or vicious... because its view causes a 
pleasure or uneasiness of a particular kind1 

The words *of a particular kind* are of great importance, because they mean that Hume is 
not advocating a theory of egoistic hedonism. As he says later in the same chapter: 

The good qualities of an enemy are hurtful to us, but may still command our esteem 
and respect. It is only when a character is considered in general, without reference to 
our particular interest, that it causes such a feeling or sentiment as denominates it mor
ally good or evil.2 

Hume does not think that there is any universal law according to which the moral senti
ments occur; but he thinks that the majority of those which are not mere expressions of 
habitual attitudes are based upon estimates of utility. Thus he says: 

These sentiments may arise either from the mere species or appearance of characters 
and passions, or from reflections on their tendency to the happiness of mankind, and 
of particular persons. My opinion is, that both these causes are intermixed in our judg
ments of morals.... I am also of opinion that reflections on the tendencies of actions 
have by far the greatest influence, and determine all the great lines of duty.3 

Judgments of utility, i.e. of the tendency of an act to promote happiness or diminish pain, 
are, therefore, in Hume's opinion, the usual basis of the moral principles which we habitu
ally accept, or which we arrive at in cases of dispute. Hume recognizes that this is a purely 
empirical generalization to which there may well be exceptions, but he thinks that it applies 
to the great majority of moral laws and is the generalization which gives them a large mea
sure of systematic coherence. He recognizes, however, that in a rapidly changing society 
moral laws which could formerly be justified on a utilitarian basis may, through the force of 
habit and tradition, survive long after they have ceased to serve their utilitarian purpose. 

Hume's Political Theory 

Hume believes that utility is similarly the foundation of the state. The way in which govern
ments originated has, he thinks, no relevance to the utilitarian reasons which now exist for 
obeying them, and he thinks that the doctrine of the social contract is without either histori
cal or logical justification. As he says: 

If the reason be asked of that obedience, which we are bound to pay to government, I 
readily answer, because society could not otherwise subsist; and this answer is clear 
and intelligible to all mankind. Your answer is, because we should keep our word. But 
besides that nobody, till trained in a philosophical system, can either comprehend or 

1 op. cit, Book III, part i, section 2. 
2 loc. cit 
1 op. cit, Book 111, part iii, section I. 
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relish this answer, besides this, I say, you find yourself embarrassed when it is asked, 
why we are bound to keep our word? Nor can you give any answer, but that would, 
immediately, without any circuit, have accounted for our obligation to allegiance.1 

All governments have a special responsibility for the security of personal property, and this, 
too, is based on considerations of utility: 

By the laws of society, this coat, this horse is mine, and ought to remain perpetually 
in my possession: I reckon on the secure enjoyment of it: by depriving me of it, you 
disappoint my expectations, and doubly displease me, and offend every bystander.2 

Hume, in short, agrees with Hobbes that the primary function of government is the main
tenance of personal security, and that so long as a government fulfils this purpose there are 
utilitarian grounds for giving it allegiance whether it originally derived its power from force 
or from consent. And Hume thinks that in practice the allegiance which people give to their 
government is, as a rule, simply an expression of habit, although such a habit, if challenged, 
can always be justified on grounds of utility. Thus Hume takes his place on the Conserva
tive side of politics as a respecter of tradition and habit In his view, radical innovation and 
violent revolution have consequences which can never be justified on utilitarian grounds, 
since on balance they diminish the general happiness, and are therefore opposed to the 
general objective of moral approbation. 

Hume believed that there were also sound reasons for supporting the sort of government 
which ruled in England during his lifetime. These reasons derive from his theory that the 
ultimate cause of all action must necessarily be * passion', i.e. feeling or desire., and that 
reason, from its very nature, can never be a sufficient motive of any act But, although pas
sion is therefore the ultimate cause of all action, a distinction can be drawn between acts 
resulting from the impulse to satisfy a desire and those resulting from a rational calculation 
how it may be best satisfied. Hence, although reason cannot by itself determine the objec
tives of action it can influence the course of action by drawing attention to the probable 
consequences of alternative courses of action and thus altering the action which is taken. A 
distinction can therefore be drawn between unrefiective passions on the one hand and those 
upon which reason has been brought to bear in the way just described. Hume called the 
uncontrolled passions 'violent' and those which had been influenced by reason 'calm*. 

It is in terms of this distinction between calm and violent passions that Hume tried to 
defend aristocratic government For he thinks that experience shows that the calm passions 
are most likely to replace the violent passions in people whose powers of reasoning have 
been developed by education and whose economic security makes them less likely to suc
cumb to the temptation of seeking immediate, at the expense of lasting, advantage. Thus he 
believed that the most general and enduring happiness for all is most likely to be realized in 
a community where power is placed in the hands of a prosperous and educated minority. He 
also believed that drastic political changes are likely to disrupt the operation of the social 

1 Essay XII, Of the Original Contract. 
2 Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, Appendix HI. 
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traditions which have proved most useful in the past and to weaken the force of habit which 
is the main source of allegiance to a government. 

Hume's defence of political conservatism is, therefore based directly on his Empiricist 
Theory of Morality. If he is right in holding that the ultimate object of men's desires is hap
piness and that moral approval and disapproval are generally based upon an estimate of the 
extent to which the act which is approved or disapproved tends to promote or diminish the 
general happiness, then it follows that the form of government which men ought to sup
port is that which experience has shown most likely to promote the general happiness. It 
is true that the anthropological knowledge on which Hume based his political theory was 
some-what limited and that he proceeded on the assumption that the conditions of life in 
the Britain which he knew were representative of conditions elsewhere and were likely to 
endure. He did not contemplate a future in which the education and culture which were then 
confined to a privileged minority would be enjoyed by the entire population, and might thus 
make the calm passions more general than they were when he lived. 

Although Hume's political conservatism is therefore based on assumptions which do 
not universally apply, it remains an interesting and important example of a theory which 
attempts to justify a specific form of government on the ground of its utility in promoting 
the general happiness. Most political philosophers have based their justification of govern
ment on an a priori set of moral principles and have thus submitted a justification of a 
categorical nature. As Hume's justification is based on empirical premises it is necessarily 
hypothetical in character. If people desire the general happiness, and if government by a 
cultivated minority is the best way of promoting such happiness, it necessarily follows that 
this form of government ought to be supported. But if the truth of these premises can be 
disputed on empirical grounds—as it well may be—the conclusion does not follow. 

Hume's defence of Conservatism, like his defence of any practical creed, is therefore 
based on the principle of utility. A respect for tradition, the avoidance of violent change, 
and the repudiation of all precise and uncompromising dogmas are, in Hume's view, the 
principles which are shown by experience to be the most effective in promoting the hap
piness of a community, and are thereby justified. For the general happiness is the ultimate 
aim of all human activity, and government is therefore justified in so far as it contributes 
to this end. 

Burke's Contribution to Political Thought 

Edmund Burke (1729-1797) could be more accurately described as a philosophical poli
tician than as a political philosopher, but his work deserves consideration in view of the 
influence which he exercised on his contemporaries and the fact that he is usually held 
to have formulated the basic principles underlying the Conservative tradition in British 
politics. His exposition of these principles is rhetorical rather than logical, but he was able 
for that reason to reach a far wider circle than Hume, and beneath the rhetoric it is easy 
to discern the same empirical principles which were defined so precisely by the Scottish 
philosopher. 

Burke was educated at Trinity College, Dublin, and came to England at the age of twen
ty-one to keep his terms at the Temple and prepare himself for the English Ban It was not 
long, however, before he realized that the study of law would stifle his urge to creative 
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thinking in the field of politics, and he soon decided to abandon a legal career for the more 
congenial, if more hazardous, profession of letters. 

In 1755 Burke achieved fame and acquired friendships by the publication of his Vindica
tion of Natural Society. He became Private Secretary to the Marquis of Rockingham, who 
later became Prime Minister. Burke himself entered the House of Commons in 1766 and 
held several high offices of State. 

Burke belonged to the Whig Party, from which the Liberal tradition subsequently devel
oped, but this does not make it inconsistent to regard him as a defender of Conservative 
principles, for the Whigs of his time differed from the Tories mainly on details of policy, 
and Burke's philosophy was applicable to both. In fact, he was not deeply interested in the 
transient issues of party politics, and was more concerned to defend traditions and prin
ciples which he thought vital to the survival of the British Constitution. 

Burke's theories are expounded in three principal writings, each of which was inspired 
by a contemporary issue. His Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents, published 
in 1770, was provoked by the attempt of George in to limit the powers of Parliament and 
extend the royal influence in politics. Burke sought to mobilize both public men and the 
nation at large against what he called 'a faction ruling by the private instructions of a Court 
against the general sense of the people', and his essential argument was that, although 
Parliamentary government had developed from obscure origins in a way which was not 
wholly intelligible, the fact that it had so developed could be taken as proof that it fulfilled 
a function of vital importance. To reverse the course of its development, as George III 
sought to do, was, hi his view, to oppose fundamental developments of vital importance to 
the community as a whole. 

Burke expressed his opposition to all such attempts to interfere with the natural course 
of constitutional development in a memorable passage: 

Our constitution stands on a nice equipoise with steep precipices and deep waters upon 
all sides of it. In removing it from a dangerous leaning towards one side there may be a 
risk of over-setting it on the other. Every project of a material change in a Government 
so complicated as ours is a matter full of difficulties, in which a considerate man will 
not be too ready to decide, a prudent man too ready to undertake, or an honest man too 
ready to promise.1 

In these words Burke gave vivid expression to his basic conviction that a state is not a man-
made machine but an immensely complicated organism, which the efforts of individuals 
have certainly helped to shape, but whose evolution and destiny cannot be wholly under
stood by any individual. Burke believed that the way in which a state evolves and develops 
is largely determined by forces which no individual can fully comprehend, and that when 
men make changes they should do so with restraint and caution, since the consequences of 
their actions cannot be foreseen and may conflict with the most fundamental interests of 
the community as a whole. 

Burke's next great work was his Speech on Conciliation with America (1775), in which 
he sought to avert the tragedy of war with the American colonists. In this speech he attacked 

Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents. 
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with vigour the doctrine of natural rights, and argued that considerations of commonsense 
and expediency were better guides in politics. He agreed that it might be maintained that, 
as a matter of constitutional right, the British Parliament was the sovereign body in relation 
to the Colonists, and was therefore legally justified in taxing them. But he argued that it 
was not self-evident that this theory of sovereign rights should apply in all circumstances, 
and that in the circumstances of the dispute with the Colonists its application was likely 
to have consequences which both sides would deplore. Burke argued that in such a case of 
conflict between two parties taking incompatible views of what is right, the solution which 
contributes most to the happiness of both is a compromise which goes some way to meet 
the different points of view. On the other hand, he maintained that an uncompromising 
insistence by Parliament on what had hitherto been regarded as its right would result in 
the loss of the Colonies and thus ultimately injure the interests of Britain herself. And he 
summed up his argument in the famous words, * Magnanimity in politics is not seldom the 
truest wisdom, and a great Empire and little minds go ill together."' Burke's advice was not, 
however, accepted, and -the Colonies were lost to the Empire, as he had predicted. 

But the event which made the deepest impression on Burke, and called forth the most 
eloquent exposition of his theory, was the French Revolution. Here, he felt, was a clear 
example of men confident in their own insight and judgment and determined to reconstitute 
society in accordance with their ideals and without thought for the lessons of history or 
respect for the accumulated wisdom of the centuries embodied in the existing constitu
tion of France. Burke was not without sympathy for the practical objectives of the French 
Revolution, but he felt that the violent and unconstitutional method adopted by the revo
lutionaries was not the way to achieve them, and would have disastrous consequences for 
the community as a whole. He predicted that, although the Revolution might temporarily 
remove some of the more glaring injustices in French society, it would fail to achieve the 
real liberty at which it aimed, and would culminate—as in fact it did—in a military dicta
torship. These views were eloquently expounded in Burke's Reflections on the Revolution 
in France (1790), which had a wide sale both at home and abroad, and exercised a consid
erable influence in confirming the opposition of the vast majority of British people to the 
methods, and even the ideals, of the revolutionaries. 

Burke's writings are, for the most part, variations on a single theme, and were addressed 
more to the public at large than to those whose interest lay in the philosophical founda
tions of political theory. Moreover, the exposition of his theory is too diffuse and rhetorical 
to make it clear exactly what his assumptions and deductions are. Yet it seems clear that 
the fundamental principle underlying the arguments which he applied to contemporary 
problems is the principle of utility—the principle that both in public and in private life 
the greatest happiness of the greatest number is the ultimate standard by which duty and 
justice must be determined, and that arbitrary assumptions about * natural rights' must not 
be allowed to stand in the way of this overriding objective. The stress which he laid on the 
limitations of the individual's understanding of social and political laws was not, as has 
been sometimes suggested, because he thought of society as an organic individual with a 
general will but because he recognized the empirical character of the problem of achieving 

On Conciliation with the Colonies. 
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the greatest happiness of the greatest number, and repudiated all suggestions that it could 
be solved by some simple and selfevident process that did not need to be tested in practice 
and could ignore the accumulated wisdom of tradition. 

Empiricism and Conservatism 

Burke's writings and speeches may therefore be justly regarded as the application of politi
cal empiricism to the leading political issues of his age. And it is because Empiricism is 
the logical and philosophical basis of modern Conservatism that Burke has been com
monly regarded as the leading philosopher of the Conservative faith. For Empiricism can
not justify change except where experience gives ground for supposing that change will 
increase the general happiness. Today, Burke's principles do not appear to be specifically 
the principles of Conservatism so much as the principles of constitutional democracy in 
general He would clearly have opposed the revolutionary methods of modern Commu
nism and extolled the fidelity of both the Conservative and Liberal Parties to constitutional 
traditions. Whether he would have been equally satisfied by the record of recent Socialist 
Governments in Britain is more open to doubt In so far as these Governments have worked 
through the traditional machinery of Parliament they would have met with his approval, 
but he would almost certainly have viewed with suspicion, if not active disapproval, their 
ambitious schemes of social reform and industrial reorganization inspired by the abstract 
ideal of social equality. When Burke died the industrial revolution had scarcely begun, and 
these problems had not arisen. If he had witnessed the consequences of that revolution in 
the nineteenth century he might have adopted a more progressive attitude to social reform 
than in fact he did. None the less, he would probably still have adhered to his view that 'the 
nature of man is intricate, the objects of society are of the greatest possible complexity, and 
therefore no simple disposition or direction of power can be suitable either to man's nature 
or to the quality of his affairs*. Such cautious Empiricism is in marked contrast to the 
uncritical dogmatism which Rationalism tends to encourage, and it remains a conspicuous 
feature of the Conservative outlook at the present day. 



CHAPTER XI 
Hegel's Idealist Theory of the State 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) Was born at Stuttgart, and received his early 
education in the local grammar school. In the autumn of 1788 he proceeded to the Univer
sity of Tubingen as a student of theology, but did not achieve any distinction. Subsequently, 
he worked for a time as a private tutor, first at Berne and later at Frankfort, where he was 
able to devote considerable time to study, and to work out the outlines of his general phi
losophy. The death of his father in January 1799 gave him a modest inheritance, and he was 
able to give up his tutoring and go to Jena. There he became a close friend and collabora
tor of the philosopher Schelling, and was soon appointed to lecture at the University in an 
honorary capacity. In 1805 he was appointed to an extraordinary professorship at Jena, but 
he drew little money from the post, and had to look for other work when Napoleon's inva
sion in 1806 brought the life of the University to a standstill. After working for a year as 
a newspaper editor he became Rector of the Aegidien-Gymnasium in Nuremberg, a post 
which he discharged with considerable success until August 1816. 

During the eight years which he spent at Nuremberg Hegel had been working steadily 
at his philosophy, and the first two volumes of his Logic appeared in 1812. In 1816 he 
seized the opportunity of returning to university teaching as Professor of Philosophy at 
Heidelberg, and two years later he accepted a similar appointment at Berlin. It was here 
that he published, in 1821, his theory of moral and political philosophy in the Philosophy 
ofRight. 

Hegel's fame spread far and wide during his tenure of the Chair at Berlin, and a Hege
lian school of disciples soon began to form. In 1830 he was made Rector of the University, 
and in 1831 he was decorated by Frederick William III But the revolution of 1830 was a 
great shock to him, and he viewed the prospect of more democratic forms of government 
with deep anxiety. His whole philosophy was based on the principle that the state is more 
important and more real than the individual, and prescribes the ideals of individual con
duct. Hegel was not, however, destined to witness the aftermath of the revolution, for he fell 
a victim to the cholera epidemic which attacked Europe in 1831, and died, after one day's 
illness, on 14 November in that year. 

Hegel's political theory has been variously referred to as an 'Idealist' or 'Metaphysi
cal' or 'Philosophical' Theory of the State. Of these adjectives, the most specific and illu
minating is 'Idealist', since it describes one of the characteristic features of the general 
philosophy upon which Hegel's political theory is based. The adjectives 'Metaphysical' 
and 'Philosophical' indicate that this political theory depends, in a particularly direct and 
obvious way, upon a general 'metaphysical' or 'philosophical' theory of the universe; and 
a brief outline of its essential features must first be given if the foundations of the political 
theory are to be properly appreciated. 

Hegel's Idealism 

Hegel's idealism is essentially the logical development of Kant's doctrine of the categories. 
Kant had been convinced that certain synthetic judgments—in particular, causal and moral 
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judgments—are a priori, and had traced this a priori character to the operation of the cat
egories in terms of which the mind was, in his view, bound to synthesize the raw material of 
its experience if that experience was to take a significant form. The validity of the catego
ries had therefore to be postulated as a necessary condition of significant experience. But 
in Kant's theory the categories were only the formal conditions of experience; its material 
conditions were constituted by unknowable things-in-themselves. Hegel rejected the notion 
of a thing-in-itself, which lies behind and does not enter into experience, on the ground 
that it is a self-contradictory notion; for it seemed to him obviously self-contradictory to 
speak of that which, by definition, cannot be known. Hegel therefore concluded that the 
categories must constitute the material as well as the formal conditions of experience, i.e. 
must determine both the raw material of experience and its relational characteristics. For 
if the matter of experience is not determined by something which lies outside experience 
it must be determined, like the form of experience, by the necessary pattern of experience 
itself. There can be no external realm of * things' or 'facts' by which the judgments which 
constitute experience can be accounted for or their truth confirmed. Indeed, the usual con
ception of truth as a sort of correspondence between judgment and reality must be replaced 
by a new conception according to which the truth of a judgment is defined in terms of its 
relationship to the only entities to which it can be related, namely other judgments. Truth, 
according to this latter view, means coherence, i.e. a judgment is true in so far as it is con
sistent with other judgments, and more true the wider the range of judgments with which 
it is consistent The only judgment which is wholly true is therefore a judgment asserting 
everything about everything,1 for only such a judgment embodies, and is thus consistent 
with, the numerous judgments which, viewed from a narrower perspective, appear to be in 
some measure inconsistent with each other. 

Thus Hegel rejected the distinction commonly drawn between knowledge and reality. 
Knowledge is reality and reality is knowledge, for if the two were separate reality would 
be unknowable and knowledge would be illusory. And since this implies that reality could 
not be other than it is—for it embraces everything in space and time, in imagination and in 
conception—knowledge could not be other than it is, and the contradictions which exist at 
the level of finite experience must disappear when viewed from the universal perspective of 
the Absolute. Hence, in Hegel's famous words, the real is rational. 

Identity of Knowledge and Reality 

The basic difference between Hegel's Rationalism and Empiricism obviously lies in the 
denial of a 'reality* outside experience. The possibility of such a reality is denied on the 
ground that its assertion would be self-contradictory. For, Hegel maintains, reality is nec
essarily part of experience in so far as any assertion whatsoever is made about it; and, if 
nothing is asserted about it, it does not in any intelligible sense exist. And from this general 
premise the Coherence Theory of Truth necessarily follows; for if the truth of a judgment 
cannot be defined in terms of its relationship to that which is not a judgment, then its truth 
must be defined in terms of its relationship to another judgment or judgments. It will be 
true in so far as it is consistent with other judgments assumed to be true, but the truth of 

1 Or, as Hegel put it, the Absolute's knowledge of itself. 



102 An Introduction to Political Philosophy 

these other judgments will in turn depend upon their relationship to yet other judgments, 
and so on ad infinitum. Hegel denied that this process involves a Vicious circle*; on the con
trary, he maintained that if it were pushed to infinity by asserting every judgment which is 
consistent with every other judgment the result would be one coherent system of judgments 
which could not be other than it is, and which would thus constitute absolute and a priori 
truth—or the Absolute, as he called it And while it is in practice impossible for a finite 
mind to achieve this absolute coherence, it is possible, by applying the test of coherence to 
an ever widening sphere of experience, to approach more closely to it, and thus achieve a 
higher degree of truth than formerly. 

This amounts to saying that the conception of thinking held by the earlier rationalists 
was fundamentally mistaken. According to them thinking is a process of linear inference 
from a priori premises by a priori inferences to a priori conclusions. Hume had effectively 
refuted this theory by pointing out that, where the premises afford grounds for drawing 
valid conclusions about the nature of the experienced world, they must necessarily assume 
a synthetic form and thus be without any a priori necessity themselves. Kant tried to save 
something of the older Rationalism by arguing that the more important synthetic gener
alizations (such as the laws of causality and morality) are necessary in a transcendental, 
though not in a logical, sense, meaning that their necessity is a necessity of experience 
though not of logic. 

It was, however, left to Hegel to recognize the full implications of Hume's analysis and, 
in particular, to recognize that since the truth of a synthetic proposition is never an inherent 
characteristic of such a proposition it must be determined by the relationship of that propo
sition to other propositions. This, Hegel believed, is the only self-consistent conception of 
truth which can be applied to synthetic propositions, for any attempt to define their truth 
in terms of correspondence to 'facts' or other alleged features of 'reality' conceals within 
itself the very concept which is supposed to be defined1 Hegel would have agreed that 
purely analytic propositions are, in a different sense, necessarily true, namely in the sense 
of being tautologies; but he saw that human thinking cannot be reduced to the repetition of 
tautologies, and he set himself to show how thinking can be at once rational and construc
tive. This, as already observed, he claimed to do by giving truth a novel interpretation in 
terms of coherence, and by arguing that such an interpretation is the only one which can 
avoid some form of self-contradiction. 

Hegel thus claimed to show how thinking can be at once rational and fruitful by defining 
truth in terms of the logical relationship of propositions to one another and by portraying 
thinking as a process, not of linear inference, but of dialectical evolution. He thought it 
obvious that the greater part of human thinking does not consist in the assertion of tautolo
gies but in the opposition of thesis and antithesis, and the evolution of a synthesis which 
marks a genuine advance on the thesis, and does not merely assert it in different language. 
But he differed from empiricists like Hume in holding that, although such thinking is not 
tautologous, neither is it the completely irrational sequence with which they identified 
it On the contrary, he believed that the apparently contingent features of the history of 

1 For example, the distinction between what is a fact and what is not a fact can be defined only in 
terms of the distinction between a true and a false judgment that *X is a feet'. 



u t s a | rka:23kD6+5LVp03HLC5wQ=| 1283982331 

Hegel's Idealist Theory of the State 103 

thought would, if viewed as a whole by an infinite mind, appear as the partial revelation of 
a logically necessary whole—the Absolute. 

Hegel's theory is therefore something of a compromise between the older type of Ra
tionalism and Hume's Empiricism. Like the earlier rationalists, Hegel believed that "the 
real is rational*, but he agreed with the empiricists that its rationality is not apparent at the 
finite level of human experience, and that thinking does not start from self-evident and a 
priori premises. The novelty of his theory lies in his contention that human experience 
can be made progressively less irrational by making it more comprehensive and coherent, 
and that beyond it there lies the unattainable ideal of an infinite experience from which 
the last vestige of irrationality would be removed. If, in other words, we knew everything 
about everything we should recognize that everything must be exactly as it is. 

Fallacies in Hegel's Theory of Knowledge 

Hegel's claim that human experience can be made progressively less irrational obviously 
requires the postulation of an 'Absolute* embodying absolute truth, since otherwise there 
would be no standard by which to measure the relative truth of judgments made at the level 
of finite experience. Yet it is just this ultimate postulate which he fails to justify. However 
comprehensive an experience may become there is no rational ground for saying that it 
could not have been otherwise. It may, indeed, be conceded that an infinite experience, in 
virtue of its infinite comprehension, must be coherent, but this does not rule out the pos
sibility that it could take an indefinite number of different forms, and could therefore be 
completely coherent in an indefinite number of different ways. In claiming that the whole 
truth about anything would be necessarily true Hegel is, in fact, asserting a purely ana
lytic proposition. He is saying that, if the universe is defined as the object A possessing 
the characteristics X, Y, Z, etc., then the judgment that A is X is necessarily true; but this 
is obviously an analytic judgment of the form 'A-which-is-X-Y-Zetc. is X*. Thus Hegel's 
theory that all truths would be recognized as necessarily true by an infinite mind is noth
ing more than an assertion of the truism that if the Absolute is defined as the whole truth 
about everything then it necessarily implies the partial truth about everything. But there is 
no categorical reason why the Absolute should be constituted as it is constituted. 

For these reasons Hegel failed to provide a foundation for experience which is at once 
synthetic and necessary even at the level of infinite experience. All he showed is that 
human thinking at the finite level does, in fact, follow a certain pattern and that this is 
explained by the fact that all thinking takes the hypothetical form familiar in the natural 
sciences, and proceeds by formulating progressively more comprehensive hypotheses to 
account for the more primitive judgments known as the facts of experience*. This, Hegel 
believed, was the real nature of all the philosophical systems which had preceded his; 
hence his famous dictum that "philosophy is the history of philosophy*. But he failed to 
show why the history of philosophy should have taken just the course which it has taken, 
or why the Absolute Spirit should have manifested itself in just the way that it has. 

If the foregoing criticism of Hegel's theory is valid it is fatal to his whole system, for it 
is essential to the latter to maintain not only that the whole of experience implies any part 
of experience but that from any part of experience it is possible to proceed by dialectical 
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thinking to the whole. And this is what Hegel failed to establish. In so far as his dialecti
cal process extends beyond the limits of analytic inference it is a synthetic process which 
widens experience only in so far as it proceeds beyond what is necessarily implied on a 
priori grounds. In so doing the dialectical process may constitute a useful and illuminating 
account of how the Absolute is constituted, but it can never show how the Absolute must be 
constituted, and if it cannot do this it cannot provide any real alternative to Hume's Empiri
cism. 

The fundamental inadequacy of Hegel's dialectical method for the task which he sets 
it to accomplish can be illustrated by an analysis of the very first triad in his deduction of 
the categories. These 'categories' are the most general characteristics which apply to the 
whole of reality, and the dialectical method can therefore be applied most plausibly to the 
deduction of their relationships. If this application is found to be invalid it will be safe to 
conclude that the method cannot be used to deduce the truth about the more concrete and 
less general features of experience. 

Now Hegel's first triad consists of Being as the thesis. Nothing as the antithesis, and 
Becoming as the synthesis. Hegel regards Being as the original thesis because it is the most 
general and universal characteristic of everything in experience. Everything in experience 
necessarily is in the most general sense of the word 'is'. But, Hegel argues, something 
which merely *is' without further specification would be nothing at all. Everything which 
'is' must have some further determination—must, for example, be material or mental, ani
mate or inanimate, and so on. Hence, he argues, mere Being would be the same as Noth
ing. 

The synthesis of the opposition between Being and Nothing is Becoming, By this Hegel 
means that Being 'passes into' Nothing and Nothing) in turn, 'passes into' Being. Such 
'passing into' is not, of course, a temporal but a logical process. What Hegel means is 
that the thought of 'Being' is identical with the thought of 'Nothing' and that the thought 
of 'Nothing' is identical with the thought of 'Being'. The two categories are therefore at 
one and the same time identical and different, and the synthesis of the dialectical triad to 
which their opposition leads is called Becoming. Becoming is the unity which contains 
within itself the difference found within the identity of Being and Nothing. And because 
it contains and preserves this difference it is a relatively concrete universal—in contrast 
to the abstract universals of traditional philosophy which specifically exclude what is not 
common to all the members of a class. 

This initial triad of Hegel's dialectic introduces two of his most important and character
istic doctrines. In the first place, it shows that Hegel believed that even the most complete 
opposition—that of Being and Nothing—has an underlying unity; and, in the second place, 
it introduces the important doctrine of the concrete universal, according to which univer
sals of the most abstract character contain within themselves, and logically imply, the most 
specific characteristics of their concrete instances. 

It is obvious that this doctrine of the concrete universal is the key to Hegel's whole phi
losophy, for if it is valid it implies that it is possible to deduce species from genus progres
sively until the most specific determinations of experience are reached. And this is what 
Hegel claimed to do. But the very first triad illustrates—though not so obviously as some 
later triads—the fallacy which vitiates the whole process. It is true that Being is equivalent 
to Nothing in the sense that Being in itself has no specific determinations such as mental 
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being, physical being, animal being, etc.; but this could not be deduced from reflection 
upon Being unless we were already aware of some of the concrete manifestations of Being. 
It is only because we have already experienced some of these manifestations that we can 
say that mere Being is not equivalent to any of them, i.e. is Nothing; but this is an analytic 
inference from concrete experience and not, as Hegel contends, a synthetic inference from 
mere Being. 

Examination of any of the other triads in the dialectic would illustrate the same point, 
namely that in so far as Hegel % deductions proceed from the relatively abstract to the rela
tively concrete they are invalid unless the relatively concrete is already experienced as that 
which the relatively abstract characterizes. We cannot infer that mere Being is equivalent to 
Nothing unless we already know that Being frequently characterizes something; and what 
it characterizes cannot be logically deduced from it. 

One of Hegel's modern interpreters seems to admit as much when he says: 

Hegel's solution consists in showing that Being is not an undeduced beginning because 
its foundation is the Absolute Idea; and the Absolute Idea is not an undeduced begin
ning because its foundation is Being. Both orders of deduction are, therefore, neces
sary.1 

Certainly the Absolute Idea—the most complex of all the categories—is the * foundation* 
of Being in the sense that Being can be logically deduced from it; but how can Being be the 
foundation of the Absolute Idea in this sense? Professor Stace fails to show how the more 
concrete and more specific can be logically deduced from the less concrete and less spe
cific. His description of the concrete universal as the genus, which 'contains its differentiae 
and its species within itself, so that they can be extricated from it by a logical deduction,*2 

simply begs the question, for the whole point at issue is how a logical deduction can extri
cate from a universal what is not already explicitly contained within that universal 

Hegel therefore failed to show that the more concrete categories can be logically deduced 
from the more abstract. The important principle which he did establish is that the truth 
of a synthetic proposition must be defined in terms of its coherence with other synthetic 
propositions. The rational foundation of a synthetic proposition is, therefore, necessarily 
hypothetical, ^proposition P implies proposition Q and if proposition P is true, it follows 
that proposition Q must be true; but it is never possible to eliminate the ultimate *if' unless 
the dialectical process is valid. 

Hegel's Moral and Political Philosophy 

These conclusions have an important application in Hegel's political philosophy, which is 
an attempt to use the dialectical process to demonstrate the comparative morality of dif
ferent types of political institution. If his logic can be defined as an exposition of the prin
ciple that "the real is the rational*, his political philosophy can be defined in corresponding 
terms as an exposition of the principle that "the right is the rational*. According to Hegel, 
the essence of moral conduct is found when the individual acts not in accordance with 
1 The Philosophy of Hegel, by W.T.Stace, p. 112. 
2 op. cit, p. 84. 
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particular impulses and desires but in accordance with universal reason—the reason which 
is shared by all rational beings. Hence Hegel rejects as wholly false all forms of a Utilitar
ian Theory of the State on the ground that they find the ultimate sanction of policy in the 
desires and interests of individuals. According to Hegel the 'will of the state* represents the 
true will of the individual, and only in so far as the latter coincides with the former is the 
individual acting morally. 

Thus Hegel draws a sharp distinction between Civil Society and the state. Civil Soci
ety is that form of political organization which follows logically from the disruption of 
the family due to children growing up and becoming independent persons. At that stage 
they become dependent for various necessities upon other people, and thus accept a form 
of organization which embodies appropriate arrangements for mutual support But Hegel 
believes that no rational man can rest content with such a form of political organization 
since it assumes that every individual is seeking his own personal ends and regarding others 
simply as means to these ends. He can only be finally content with the higher form of orga
nization, called the state, which expresses the rational will of every individual contained 
within it, and in serving which every individual therefore finds the realization of his true 
will. 

Thus Hegel, like Rousseau, finds the criterion of political morality in the general will of 
the state. He readily admits that some states may not be perfect, and that it would be going 
too far to respect the authority of every ruler or government; but all contain at least an ele
ment of rationality in their fundamental purposes. Thus Hegel comments: 

Although a state may be declared to violate right principles, and to be defective in vari
ous ways, it always contains the essential moments of its existence, if, that is to say, it 
belongs to the full-formed states of our own time.... Evil can doubtless disfigure it in 
many ways, but the ugliest man, the criminal, the invalid, the cripple, are living men.1 

These observations certainly answer the criticism that Hegel held the will of any state to 
be a good will. But they give no indication how we may discriminate between good states 
and bad ones. If the dialectic process were realty able—as Hegel thought it was—to pro
vide valid deductions of the more determinate from the less determinate, then it might be 
possible to deduce from the conception of the state more specific criteria of its rationality. 
But, for the reasons already given, such deduction does not appear to be possible, and the 
conception of the 'will of the state* is therefore just as open to arbitrary interpretation and 
practical abuse as it was in Rousseau's theory. 

The Rational Will 

The truth is that Hegel is no more able than was Kant to give the good will a "content*, 
i.e. specific objective, unless it is possible to deduce the more determinate from the less 
determinate. To say, as Hegel says, that the good will is the 'rational* and 'universal* will 
does not tell us what it wills unless it is possible to deduce from the concepts of 'rationality* 

1 Philosophy of Right, Section 258, addition. 
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and * universality* the nature of the objectives at which the rational and universal will must 
aim. And this is impossible unless the dialectical deduction of the relatively determinate 
from the relatively indeterminate is possible. For the reasons set forth above, Hegel fails 
to show that such deduction is ever possible, and therefore his whole conception of moral-
ity is based on a fallacious assumption. In particular, he fails to provide any criterion for 
distinguishing between good states and bad ones, and thus makes it possible for the most 
arbitrary acts of government to be justified as the "will of the state*. 

Hegel, like Rousseau, distinguished the 'general will' or the "will of the state' both from 
the 'will of the majority' and from the 'will of air—in fact, from any actual will. They did 
so because by the 'general will' they meant the 'rational will', i.e. an ideal will which is not 
necessarily expressed by the will of the majority or, indeed, by any actual will at all. But 
while it is easy to talk of such a will it is impossible to define its objectives in a way that is 
not purely arbitrary, just because a will which is not, in the end, the expression of irrational 
desire is not a will at all In other words, the conception of a will which may be nobody's 
will is self-contradictory and cannot therefore constitute a rational basis for morality or 
politics. 

Hegel therefore fails, as Hume would have said he must fail, to provide a rational basis 
for Morality and the State. His dialectical triad of Abstract Right—Morality—Social Eth
ics can at most claim to be a description of different manifestations of the moral sentiment 
It cannot be, as Hegel thought it was, the progressive evolution of a more rational concep
tion of morality, since morality from its very nature is not of a rational character. 

Similarly, Hegel's conception of world history as the progressive revelation of the Abso
lute Idea does not exhibit any rational necessity. It is impossible for a finite mind to deduce 
the future from the present, and to say that it would be possible to do so if only we knew 
the Absolute Idea in its entirety is equivalent to the analytic proposition that if the whole of 
history takes such and such a form, then any selected period of history necessarily takes a 
certain form. If history has, in fact, developed by a sort of dialectical process with sufficient 
regularity to justify a generalization, that generalization is an empirical and not a logical 
principle, for it is without any sort of logical necessity. 

The final judgment on Hegel's philosophy must therefore be that, like Kant's philosophy, 
it fails to refute the Empiricism of Hume. In particular, it fails to establish that synthetic 
judgments can possess logical necessity. And if it fails to do this it leaves the essential prin
ciples of Empiricism inviolate. For Hegel's Coherence Theory of Truth is just an alternative 
way of stating the empiricist principle that the only basis for a synthetic generalization is 
a 'fact', but that the generalization so reached is devoid of rational necessity. There is no 
reason why the empiricist should not accept the Hegelian definition of the truth of such a 
generalization in terms of its consistency with the less general propositions which are said 
to describe the 'facts' upon which it is based Where Hegel claimed to have advanced on 
the empiricist position was in showing that the ultimate and all-inclusive generalization— 
the Absolute Idea—is true in an absolute and categorical sense since it is both based upon, 
and in turn implies, every judgment included in total experience. But this, as previously 
shown, is simply equivalent to the tautology that if experience as a whole is constituted in 
a certain way, then every part of experience must be constituted in a certain way. It does 
not eliminate the ultimate hypothesis that experience is constituted in just that way, nor, 
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therefore, does it constitute any reason why experience as a whole should not have been 
differently constituted. 

This conclusion does not, of course, imply that Hegel's philosophy was not a powerful 
stimulus to fruitful speculation in the historical and social sciences, or that the processes of 
thought and history which his dialectic claims to express do not have a considerable basis 
in fact. But it does imply that those illuminating generalizations, which appear to correlate, 
and in some sense 'explain', the movements of human thought and history, are just the 
'natural beliefs' of Hume's Empiricism, and are completely devoid of the rational necessity 
inherent in analytic thinking. Their application to reality is therefore of a hypothetical and 
not a categorical character, since it is conditional upon the assumption of their truth. And if 
the mental processes which result in these generalizations are to be described as 'thought', 
then it is necessary to draw a sharp distinction between such 'thought' and the very differ
ent type of thought to be found in logic and mathematics. The rational necessity inherent 
in the thinking of logic and mathematics does not characterize the formulation of empiri
cal generalizations, and Hegel's attempt to deduce the latter from an all-comprehensive 
and self-justifying generalization must be pronounced a failure. In particular, he failed to 
provide a rational basis for the ultimate principles of morality, or for the doctrine that these 
principles are most perfectly expressed by the 'will of the state'. 



CHAPTER XII 
The Utilitarian Theories ofBentham and Mill 

Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) are the outstanding expo
nents of the theory known as Utilitarianism, which was destined to exercise a profound 
influence upon both political and economic thought in England during the first three-quar
ters of the nineteenth century. The theory stands in sharp contrast to the idealism of Hegel 
in the stress which it lays upon the primacy of the individual and the artificial character of 
the state. 

Bentham was born in London on 15 February, 1748, and was educated at Westminster 
School and Queen's College, Oxford, which he entered at the age of thirteen. He was called 
to the Bar in 1769. At Oxford he had acquired a considerable interest in natural science, and 
he soon realized that his true inclination lay not in the practice of law but in the examination 
and criticism of its moral basis. He therefore decided to devote his life to working out a 
scientific system of jurisprudence and legislation. A private income made this possible, and 
he published a considerable number of books, of which the best known and most impor
tant is the Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. In this work Bentham 
sought to work out a scientific basis for a legal code. The book brought him an international 
reputation, and his advice on legal codification was sought by several foreign governments. 
At home, apart from his literary interests, he was engaged for nearly twenty-five years in 
negotiations for the erection of a * Panopticon*, or model prison in which all convicts could 
be observed by an unseen inspector; and when this scheme was finally abandoned Bentham 
claimed, and received, £23,000 by way of compensation from the Government Other var
ied activities engaged him in his later years. In 1823 he established the Westminster Review, 
and later put forward schemes for canals through the isthmus of Suez and the isthmus of 
Panama. He died on 6 June 1832 in his eighty-fifth year. 

Mill was born on 20 May 1806, the eldest son of James Mill (1773—1836), historian and 
philosopher, who ultimately became head of India House, the head office of the East India 
Company. He was educated by his father, who was a strict disciplinarian, and subjected his 
son to an arduous training which involved starting the study of Greek at the age of three 
and Latin, Euclid and algebra at the age of eight. Mill's subsequent studies covered logic, 
psychology, political economy, and law. His father had intended that he should practise at 
the Bar, but in 1822 he entered India House, of which he became head in 1856. The com
pany was dissolved in 1858 and its powers transferred to the Government, notwithstanding 
Mill's eloquent and closely reasoned defence of its record. 

Mill subsequently entered Parliament as Member for Westminster in 1865 after a highly 
unconventional election. In strict accordance with his principles, he refused to canvass, to 
pay agents to canvass for him, or to promise to attend to the local business of the constitu
ency. Indeed, it was with considerable reluctance that he agreed to address a meeting of 
electors. Although he never held ministerial office, he made a certain impression in Parlia
ment by his speeches, but he was defeated in the general election of 1868, and thereafter 
retired to a literary life in a cottage which he had acquired at Avignon. 
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In spite of his official duties, first in India House and subsequently in Parliament, Mill 
found time for writing throughout his life, and published a long series of books and articles 
on a variety of philosophical, political, and economic subjects. His most important philo
sophical work was his System of Logic, published in 1843, in which he sought to establish 
that induction—the inference from particular instances to general principles—is the logical 
pattern which all fruitful thinking takes. He subsequently published a treatise on Political 
Economy in 1848, in which he propounded what was at that time the novel suggestion that, 
although the conditions of production depend on unalterable laws, the distribution of what 
is produced can with advantage be brought under human control. After that he devoted 
himself to the writing of three important political dissertations which are of fundamen
tal interest to the political philosopher— On Liberty (1859), Representative Government 
(1860), and Utilitarianism (1861). Mill died on 8 May 1873. 

Utilitarianism 

The theories of Bentham and Mill mark a return to the individualist principle of which 
Hobbes and Locke were earlier exponents, and which still remains the dominating tradition 
of British political theory. It is the principle that the state exists for the sake of the individ
ual, not the individual for the sake of the state, and that the justification of government is to 
be found in the service which it renders to the individual, whether in satisfying his desires 
or protecting his rights or realizing his ideals. If, as usually happens, the desires of differ
ent individuals differ, then, as Locke realized, it is necessary for government to satisfy one 
desire rather than another, and the satisfaction of the desire of the majority of individuals is 
generally assumed, in these circumstances, to be both right and inevitable. 

Bentham and Mill both held that the primary human desire is for pleasure or happiness, 
and that the primary duty of both individuals and governments is to increase pleasure, and 
to diminish pain, as much as possible. They therefore held that the tightness of an act is 
measured by its usefulness in promoting pleasure. It is for this reason that their theory is 
called Utilitarianism. It differs fundamentally from all forms of Intuitionism, which asserts 
that acts are intrinsically right or wrong without regard to their consequences. According 
to Utilitarianism, an act should be approved or condemned according to whether it tends 
to promote or to diminish pleasure. Only an Intuitionist could consistently assert that it is 
always wrong to tell a lie. A Utilitarian believes that it is wrong to tell a lie if doing so is 
likely to diminish pleasure; but that it is right to tell a lie if this is likely to increase plea
sure. On the Utilitarian Theory lightness and wrongness are thus definable in terms of the 
goodness or badness of the consequences of acts; and the goodness or badness of these 
consequences depends upon whether they are pleasant or painful. 

The fundamental premise of Utilitarianism is therefore the proposition that pleasure 
alone is intrinsically good, i.e. good in itself and not merely as a means to something 
else which is intrinsically good. But although Utilitarians always accept this proposition 
in some sense, they do not always make it clear whether they regard it as an analytic or as 
a synthetic proposition. Of the two Utilitarians whose theories are being discussed in the 
present chapter, Bentham makes a number of statements which suggest that he understood 
the proposition analytically and believed that when people call a thing 'good' they really 
mean that it is "pleasant*, and when they call a thing "bad* they really mean that it is 'pain-
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ful'; whereas Mill appears to regard the two epithets as quite distinct in meaning, although 
synthetic ally connected. 

Bentham s Utilitarianism 

Bentham introduces his theory in the following words: 

Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and 
pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine 
what we shall do.... In words a man may pretend to abjure their empire: but in reality 
he will remain subject to it all the while. The principle of utility recognizes this subjec
tion, and assumes it for the foundation of that system, the object of which is to rear the 
fabric of felicity by the hands of reason and of law.1 

The principle of utility is more specifically defined as follows: 

By the principle of utility is meant that principle which approves or disapproves of 
every action whatsoever, according to the tendency which it appears to have to aug
ment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question.2 

If Bentham means, as he seems to mean, that all action is determined by desire for pleasure 
or antipathy towards pain, the majority of modern psychologists would disagree with him. 
And they would do so for substantially the same reasons as those put forward by Bishop 
Butler in his celebrated refutation of the doctrine in his Sermons on Human Nature, What 
Bishop Butler pointed out is that action is usually determined not by the desire for pleasure 
but by the desire for certain conditions, e.g. the satisfaction of hunger, or the achievement 
of power over others. It may be that the satisfaction of these desires is in fact pleasant, but 
Butler maintained that the object of a desire is not the same thing as the pleasure which 
results from attaining it. For example, he said that the object of hunger is not pleasure but 
food, although the satisfaction of hunger does, in fact, result in pleasure. He would have 
recognized the existence of a direct desire for pleasure if a man had fasted deliberately in 
order to make his hunger more acute and thus cause the pleasure resulting from the satis
faction of his hunger to be more intense; but Butler held that the majority of human actions 
are in fact caused by the desire for certain things or conditions and not by desire for the 
pleasure which results from attaining these things or conditions.1 

There is, in short, an important distinction between the desire for pleasure and the desire 
for things or conditions which cause pleasure when attained; and it is now generally agreed 
that pleasure is not usually the direct object of desire, although it is a normal concomitant 
of the satisfaction of desire. But the recognition of this distinction does not mean that Ben
tham's theory is invalidated at its foundation. For if it is admitted—as most psychologists 
would admit—that the satisfaction of desire is pleasant, then, even if pleasure is not usually 
the direct object of action, it is possible to make the pleasure which results from successful 
1 Principles of Morals and Legislation, Chap. 1,1. 
2 ibid., 1,2. 
1 For a fuller discussion of these points see Professor CD. Broad's Five Types of Ethical Theory, 

Chap. III. 



112 An Introduction to Political Philosophy 

action and the pain which results from frustrated action serve equally well as criteria of 
moral conduct It is no longer possible to say with Bentham that pleasure and pain always 
determine what we shall do, but it is still possible to make the pleasure or pain which results 
from an action the criterion by which the rightness or wrongness of that action is judged. 

In any case, Bentham's principle of ethical hedonism—that all action ought to conform 
to the principle of utility—suggests that some actions do not conform to this principle, 
and that the essence of moral conduct is to achieve this conformity; and it is this principle 
of ethical hedonism that is the really fundamental one in his system. Like Hobbes, who 
defined "good* as 'the object of desire' and "evil* as "the object of aversion*, Bentham 
defines the basic moral conceptions in terms of non-moral conceptions: 

Of an action that is conformable to the principle of utility one may always say either 
that it is one that ought to be done, or at least that it is not one that ought not to be 
done. One may also say that it is right it should be done; at least that it is not wrong 
it should be done: that it is a right action; at least that it is not a wrong action. When 
thus interpreted, the words ought, and right and wrong, and others of that stamp, have 
a meaning: when otherwise, they have none.1 

In other words, Bentham believes that to say that an action is * right* means that it conforms 
to the principle of utility, i.e. augments (or at least does not diminish) the happiness of the 
party whose interest is in question; while when an action is said to be wrong this means 
that it does not conform to the principle of utility, i.e. diminishes the happiness of the party 
whose interest is in question. More shortly, a right action is, roughly speaking, one which 
increases or does not diminish happiness while a wrong action is one which diminishes 
happiness. Bentham admits that such an interpretation of the meaning of ethical terms may 
not appear to be consistent with the common usage of these terms, but he argues that this 
interpretation is the only possible one if moral terms are to have an objective significance. 
Only when morality is defined in terms of utility does it amount to more than the * averment 
of unfounded sentiments*.2 

Bentham is here repudiating all claims that moral judgments express a priori knowledge 
and arguing that they are in fact empirical judgments of utility which must be verified by 
the scientific tests of observation and experiment. Morality, he contends, is a science, and 
its judgments are therefore subject to the usual criteria of the natural sciences. The con
trary assumption that moral judgments are a priori judgments leads in practice to all sorts 
of inconsistent judgments being made without hope of reconciliation, and to all sorts of 
claims that certain practices are justified in the name of "natural rights* or "natural law*. 
And Bentham thinks that "natural law* is just a name for irrational prejudice. His object is 
to replace it by the principle of utility and thus provide an empirical basis for human con
duct and its reward or punishment. 

In all this Bentham was rebelling against the prejudices and superstitions which he 
found embedded in the law and morality of his time. Both appeared to him to be irrational 
in origin; and his contention was that they would remain so until they became applications 

1 Principles of Morals and Legislation, Chap. I. 
2 ibid., 1,14. 
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of the principle of utility. Law, in particular, would remain an incoherent collection of 
arbitrary conventions until it was subordinated to the ultimate purpose of promoting the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number. 

The Calculus of Pleasures 

Bentham realised that it may frequently be difficult to calculate the quantity of pleasure 
or pain which will result from an act, but he argued that there is no insurmountable dif
ficulty of principle in doing so, whereas there is no rational way whatsoever of ascertaining 
whether an act or law is right or wrong if 'right* and * wrong' are not defined in terms of the 
resulting pleasure or pain. And he thinks that the calculation of the quantity of pleasure or 
pain resulting from an act is sufficiently accurate to constitute a useful measure of that act's 
tightness of wrongness provided that account is taken of four respects in which pleasures 
and pains may vary, namely (i) their intensity; (ii) their duration; (iii) their certainty or 
uncertainty; and (iv) their propinquity or remoteness. Bentham thinks that in measuring the 
utility of an act account must also be taken of the fecundity of the pleasure or pain in which 
it results, i.e. the chance which it has of being followed by sensations of the same kind; and 
its purity, i.e. the chance which it has of not being followed by sensations of the opposite 
kind. But all these characteristics are, Bentham thinks, essentially quantitative. The qualita
tive distinction sometimes drawn between 'higher' and 'lower' pleasures is, in Bentham's 
view, quite irrelevant to the calculus of pleasures and the objective theory of morality 
which he is advancing. As he puts it succinctly, 'Quantity of pleasure being equal, pushpin 
is as good as poetry.' It is the balance of pleasure or pain resulting from an act which, Ben
tham thinks, is alone relevant to the determination of its rightness or wrongness. 

Bentham does not suggest that an elaborate calculation of consequences must be made 
before every moral judgment or legislative or judicial operation1; the rightness or wrong
ness of many acts is generally accepted in terms of their known pleasurable or painful 
consequences. What he thinks is important is that the calculus of pleasures, and not some 
arbitrary conception of 'moral law', should be appealed to when the rightness or wrongness 
of an act or law is in dispute. 

For the same reason it is not any underlying 'moral' law which gives a binding force 
to the laws of a community. The latter are upheld by sanctions, by which Bentham means 
inducements to obey the laws or deterrents against disobeying them. And such sanctions 
must, he naturally thinks, be based on the only two motives for action which he recogniz
es—pleasure and pain. For the only possible motives which, according to Bentham*s psy
chology, can help to promote respect for these laws is the expectation of pleasure if they are 
obeyed and the fear of pain if they are disobeyed. Such rewards and punishments Bentham 
calls sanctions, and he thinks that they may take either a physical or a political or a popu
lar or a religious form according as the anticipated pleasure or pain would result from the 
operation of natural laws, or from judicial punishment, or from another individual's spon
taneous reaction, or from the action of a superior invisible being. In other words, people are 
less likely to do something if they believe that this will bring them pain from one or other 
of these sources, and they are more likely to do something if they believe that by so doing 
they will be rewarded by pleasure from one or other of these sources. 

ibid., IV, 6. 
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Bentham s Theory of Punishment 

A punishment is obviously a familiar example of a sanction as conceived by Bentham, 
and, like sanctions generally, can be justified only by the principle of utility if the latter 
is accepted as the basis of morality. In particular, since punishment involves the infliction 
of pain it can be justified only if it prevents the occurrence of a greater pain. As Bentham 
expresses the point: 

All punishment in itself is evil. Upon the principle of utility, if it ought at all to be 
admitted, it ought only to be admitted in as far as it promises to exclude some greater 
evil.2 

Bentham therefore rejects the theory that punishment ought to be retributive, i.e. that its 
justification lies in the moral propriety of making the sinner or criminal suffer on account of 
his sin or crime. In primitive societies this has always been the primary, if not the only, jus
tification of punishment, whether or not it has also been held to have useful consequences 
in preventing the repetition of crime. The so-called Retributive Theory of Punishment is 
therefore essentially a moral theory in its contention that a sinner or criminal deserves to 
suffer, and therefore ought to suffer, on account of his sin or crime. And Bentham's funda
mental objection to this theory of punishment is the same as his fundamental objection to 
conventional morality in general—that it is arbitrary and irrational without either objective 
basis or internal consistency. Some may believe that a certain crime ought to be punished 
by flogging; others that it ought to be punished by five years' imprisonment; still others 
that a sentence of six months* imprisonment would be adequate; and Bentham believes that 
there is no possible way of justifying any of these arbitrary judgments until the purpose of 
punishment is defined in terms of utility, and the infliction of punishment therefore deter
mined in accordance with the ultimate object of promoting the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number. Thus he concludes that the conception of punishment as retributive must 
be completely abandoned if any rational justification of its infliction is to be given, and that 
a new conception of punishment as a method of preventing the occurrence of a greater evil, 
i.e. more pain than is involved in the punishment itself, must be substituted. 

Bentham works out the application of this principle in great detail. He lists the various 
kinds of pleasures and pains which may be experienced1 and thirty-two kinds of "circum
stances affecting sensibility*2 which must be taken account of if the effect of punishment 
is to be accurately estimated. No summary could give an adequate impression of the thor
oughness with which Bentham works out this application of his principle of utility. 

Assessment of Bentham s Theory 

To the political philosopher the question of primary interest is whether, in fact, utility is 
the only rational basis for conduct. Certainly Bentham's argument that the judgments of 
ordinary morality are subjective and arbitrary is difficult to refute. But if it be admitted 

2 ibid., XH1,2. 
1 ibid., V I and 33. 
2 ibid., VI, 45. 
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that the approbation or disapprobation of an act can be rational only if it is based on an 
estimate of the probable effects on happiness, the question arises whether such approbation 
or disapprobation does not depend upon the acceptance of an ultimate moral judgment, not 
based on the principle of utility, about the goodness or badness of the consequences. It is 
by no means clear whether Bentham is, in fact, assuming the truth of an ultimate synthetic 
judgment that "pleasure is good", or whether he holds that this judgment is analytic, i.e. that 
by calling a thing 'good* we simply mean that it is pleasant. If he held that the judgment 
is analytic then he was, by implication, reducing morality to the science of happiness, and 
judgments of approbation and disapprobation to scientific calculations about the probable 
consequences of actions. But if he held that the judgment is synthetic he was retaining 
an irreducible element of morality in his analysis of experience, and transferring to the 
judgments about the goodness and badness of ends all the arbitrary and subjective char
acteristics which he tried to remove from judgments about the rightness or wrongness of 
means. In other words, the judgment that a certain act is right may be verified objectivety if 
by calling it 'right' we simply mean that it will increase human happiness; but there can be 
no genuinely moral sense in which one ought to do what is in this sense right unless it be 
assumed that human happiness is good in a genuinely moral sense. If this assumption is not 
made there can be no categorical reason why one ought to do anything, but only the hypo
thetical reason that one ought to do certain things //one wishes to promote happiness. 

The conclusion to which Bentham's theory points—although he does not himself draw 
it—is that action can, indeed, only be justified by its consequences; but that these conse
quences cannot, in the end, themselves be rationally justified The immediate consequences 
of an act may, of course, be justified as necessary means to the ultimate consequences 
which are aimed at. Preparing for war, for example, may be justified as a necessary means 
(if in certain circumstances it is a necessary means) to the preservation of peace. But there 
is no method by which, on Bentham's theory, the ultimate ends of action can be justified 
They must be chosen, and the choice of ultimate ends is not a rational act. 

The conclusion which Bentham could have drawn from these considerations, and which 
Mill did, perhaps unconsciously, draw,1 is that since the choice of ultimate ends cannot be 
rationally justified it cannot be rationally condemned either; that individuals should there
fore be left free to choose their ends in so far as this freedom does not restrict the enjoyment 
of a similar freedom by others. And this, of course, has become the basic assumption of 
political democracy. If the people desire a society based upon free enterprise, then, accord
ing to democratic theory, they ought to get it; but if they desire a society based upon central 
planning and control, then they ought to get that And if, as often happens, they disagree 
about what they desire, then the will of the majority must prevail, as it represents what 
Locke called the 'greater force'.2 These are obviously the broad assumptions upon which a 
democratic society is based, and they all follow from the assumption that the ultimate ends 
of desire and action cannot be rationally justified and that action can be rational only in the 
sense that it is likely, in the light of scientific generalizations based upon previous experi
ence, to promote the ends which are in fact desired 

It may be thought that Bentham's theory oversimplifies the ends of action in describing 
them as simply 'benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness' (all of which, as he says, 
2 ibid., VI, 45. 
1 In his defence of individual liberty of thought, speech, and action. 
2 Of Civil Government, 11, 8. 
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"comes to the same thing*).3 In so far as his theory is a psychological theory—as it is when 
he says that pleasure and pain alone 'determine what we shall do'4—this criticism is justi
fied. For it is a common observation that men desire many things besides pleasure, and that 
the attainment of some of the things which they desire does not bring them pleasure. But 
as a philosopher Bentham is concerned not with what men actually desire but with what 
it would be rational for them to desire, and the underlying assumption of his theory seems 
to be that it is rational to desire the things which satisfy desire, i.e. result in satisfaction or 
happiness. In other words, for the common moral distinction between what men desire and 
what men ought to desire Bentham substitutes the distinction between what they desire 
and what they would desire if they correctly estimated the consequences in terms of plea
sure. The difference between his analysis and that of many modern psychologists is that 
he asserts that pleasure and pain are always the objects of actual, as well as of rational, 
desire; whereas this seems plainly not to be the case. It may be true that the only rational 
answer to the question *Why do you desire to realize X?* is * Because the realization of X 
would be pleasant", and that the realization of ends which do not cause pleasure does not 
satisfy desire; but that does not imply that people are incapable of desiring changes1 which 
do not, in point of fact, prove to be pleasant It does not, therefore, appear that Bentham 
was justified in saying that pleasure and pain alone 'determine what we shall do*, although 
they may alone determine what it is rational for us to do, i.e. what in Bentham*s sense, we 
'ought* to do. 

Pleasure and pain are the effects of certain conditions or changes, and it appears to be 
psychologically true that these conditions or changes are frequently the direct objects of 
desire, and that it is only at the reflective level, when an attempt is made to distinguish ratio
nal desires from actual desires, that it may be true to say that the object of every rational 
desire is pleasure. And Bentham *s principle of utility is simply a recognition of the fact that 
the only objects which it is rational to desire for their own sake are the things which bring 
happiness, since desire is satisfied only when its fulfilment brings happiness. 

These general principles can be illustrated by the following example. Shipwrecked sail
ors without supplies of fresh water may, as a matter of psychological fact, desire intensely 
to drink brine; but past experience has shown that to do so would greatly aggravate their 
thirst, and that the realization of this desire would therefore not bring happiness, It would 
therefore be irrational for them to drink brine, and if they behave rationally they will not do 
so. In other words, the immediate object of desire may be distinguished from the ultimate 
object of desire, which is to increase pleasure and diminish pain. Action can therefore be 
defined as 'rational* when it takes the form which, in the light of scientific generalizations 
based on past experience, appears most likely to increase pleasure and reduce pain. 

5 Principles, 1,3. 
4 ibid., 1,1. 
1 As Professor Broad has remarked in his discussion of Butler Is theory, 'The object of an impulse 

is never, strictly speaking, a thing or person; it is always to change or to preserve some state of a 
thing or person.* (Five Types of Ethical Theory, p. 67.) 
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Mill's Account of the Utilitarian Principle 

Mill's Utilitarian Theory is less consistent than Bentham's. Bentham recognized that if 
pleasure and pain alone determine what we ought to do, the source or quality of the plea
sure is irrelevant to the determination of the rightness or wrongness of an act—that, as he 
put it, * quantity of pleasure being equal, pushpin is as good as poetry'. But Mill rejected 
this doctrine. To him it appeared that some pleasures are "higher*, and therefore better, than 
others, even if, as pleasures, they are equal: 

It would be absurd that while, in estimating all other things, quality is considered as 
well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed to depend upon quan
tity alone.1 

It is clear from the examples which Mill gives to illustrate this principle that what he calls 
the 'quality* of a pleasure depends upon its source. This, however, is inconsistent with the 
principle of utility, which states that the quantity of pleasure in which an act results, and 
that alone, is the measure of its rightness. It is still more clear that Mill is, in effect, reject
ing the principle of utility altogether when he asserts that some states of positive dissatis
faction are better than other states of satisfaction: 

It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates 
dissatisfied than a fool satisfied And if the fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, 
it is because they only know their own side of the question. The other party to the 
comparison knows both sides.2 

It is obvious that if in certain circumstances it is better to be dissatisfied than to be satisfied, 
the principle of utility has been abandoned altogether and some new quality, quite distinct 
from the pleasantness of the situation, is being accepted as the moral criterion. The fact is 
that Mill was very conscious of the extent to which Bentham's utilitarian theory appeared 
to conflict with the austere morality of the Victorian Age, and he was anxious to effect a 
compromise which would reconcile them. But in making this attempt he abandoned the 
principle of utility, and returned in some measure to accept moral dogmas of the sort which 
Bentham had attempted to eliminate. 

Apart from this attempted compromise with the outlook of contemporary morality. 
Mill's definition of the principle of utility is far from clear in view of the use which he 
makes of the word 'desirable': 

Pleasure, and freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as ends; and., .all desir
able things (which are as numerous in the utilitarian as in any other scheme) are desir
able either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means to the promotion of 
pleasure and the prevention of pain.1 

1 Utilitarianism (Everyman edition), p. 7. 
2 ibid., p. 9 
1 ibid., p. 6. 
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For it is clear, when Mill goes on to offer an alleged proof of this principle, that he is using 
the word 'desirable* in two distinct senses. Thus he says: 

Hie only proof capable of being given that an object is visible, is that people actually 
see it. The only proof that a sound is audible, is that people hear it: and so of the other 
sources of our experience. In like manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is possible 
to produce that anything is desirable, is that people do actually desire it.... No reason 
can be given why the general happiness is desirable, except that each person, so far as 
he believes it to be attainable, desires his own happiness.2 

This argument is vitiated by the ambiguous use of the word 'desirable*, which may mean 
either 'capable of* or 'worthy of* being desired. The fact that people actually see an object 
proves that it is visible in the sense of'capable of being seen*; and the fact that people hear 
a sound proves that it is audible in the sense of 'capable of being heard*. Similarly, the 
fact—if it be a fact—that people desire happiness proves that happiness is desirable in the 
sense of 'capable of being desired*. But it does not prove that happiness ought to be desired 
in any genuinely moral sense. The only proposition of practical importance which Mill 
could have validly inferred from the fact (if it be a fact) that everyone desires his own hap
piness is that everyone ought (in the rational sense of 'ought*) to desire the things which 
bring him happiness; but it does not follow from this that anyone would be acting wrongly, 
although he would be acting irrationally, if he sought the things which did not bring him 
happiness. 

Having proved, to his satisfaction, that everyone desires happiness, Mill next tries to 
prove that nobody ultimately desires anything else, although, as he admits, 'it is palpable 
that they do desire things which, in common language, are decidedly distinguished from 
happiness. They desire, for example, virtue, and the absence of vice, no less really than 
pleasure and the absence of pain.*1 But this consideration does not, in Mill's view, contra
dict the principle of utility: 

The principle of utility does not mean that any given pleasure, as music, for instance, 
or any given exemption from pain, as, for example, health, is to be looked upon as 
means to a collective something termed happiness, and to be desired on that account. 
They are desired and desirable in and for themselves; besides being means, they are a 
part of the end. Virtue, according to the utilitarian doctrine, is not naturally and origi
nally part of the end, but it is capable of becoming so; and in those who love it disin
terestedly it has become so, and is desired and cherished, not as a means to happiness, 
but as a part of their happiness.2 

It is difficult to reconcile the foregoing argument with Mill's earlier statement that 'aU 
desirable things...are desirable either for the pleasure inherent in themselves, or as means 
to the promotion of pleasure and the prevention of pain*.3 It may be psychologically true 

1 ibid., p. 33. 
2 ibid., p. 34. 
1 ibid., p. 6. 
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that virtue conies to be desired because it promotes happiness, but that does not make virtue 
part of happiness. And what Mill is primarily concerned to establish is not a psychological 
theory about what people do desire but a philosophical theory about what it is rational for 
them to desire or (as he says) about what is desirable, namely the theory that "pleasure, and 
freedom from pain, are the only things desirable as ends*.4 And such a theory implies that, 
although people may actually desire other things, such as virtue or power or fame, these 
things are desirable only if, and in so far as, they promote happiness. To hold that they are 
desirable in themselves is to abandon the principle of utility. 

The truth is that Mill's application of the principle of utility was less disinterested than 
Bentham's. To Bentham it was a standard by which the assumptions of conventional moral
ity could be criticized and corrected; but Mill regarded it more as a principle which justified 
these assumptions and made clear their rational character. It is not therefore surprising that 
Mill's account of the principle is less consistent than Bentham's. For the principle of util
ity is, from its very nature, a potential challenge to conventional morality. It repudiates all 
claims to the a priori certainty of moral judgments and assesses their truth by the empirical 
test of utility. It implies that whether an act is right or wrong never depends upon a 'knowl
edge' of right or wrong but only upon the tendency of that act to "augment or diminish the 
happiness of the party whose interest is in question'.1 Thus Mill's account of the principle 
of utility adds nothing of value to Bentham's more consistent exposition; on the contrary, it 
greatly obscures the meaning and significance of the principle by attempting to reconcile it 
at all costs with the assumptions of conventional morality. 

Mill's Essay 'On Liberty' 

It is in Mill's essay On Liberty that his most important and consistent contribution to the 
philosophy of individualism is to be found. For it is here that he draws some of the true 
implications of the principle of utility. And these implications all follow, in the end, from 
the consideration that if happiness is the supreme good, and if happiness is found by dif
ferent people in different ways, then in order to maximize happiness everyone must be left 
free to realize his desires as fully as possible so long as this freedom does not interfere with 
the enjoyment of a similar freedom by others. As Mill puts it: 

The object of this Essay is to assert one very simple principle...that the sole end for 
which mankind are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with the lib
erty of action of any of their number, is self-protection. That the only purpose for 
which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a civilized community, 
against his will, is to prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical or moral, 
is not a sufficient warrant. He cannot rightfully be compelled to do or forbear because 
it will be better for him to do so, because it will make him happier, because, in the 
opinions of others, to do so would be wise, or even right Those are good reasons for 
remonstrating with him, or reasoning with him, or persuading him, or entreating him, 
but not for compelling him, or visiting him with any evil in case he do otherwise. To 

4 loc. cit 
1 Principles of Morals and Legislation, 1,2. 
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justify that, the conduct from which it is desired to deter him must be calculated to 
produce evil to someone else.1 

A later passage in which the same point is emphasized is also worth quoting: 

The only freedom which deserves the name, is that of pursuing our own good in our 
own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive others of theirs, or impede their 
efforts to obtain it.... Mankind are greater gainers by suffering each other to live as 
seems good to themselves, than by compelling each to live as seems good to the rest2 

These passages set forth the essential features of Mill's defence of individual liberty, and 
show that he bases this doctrine on the utilitarian principle that happiness is the measure 
of goodness, and that action must therefore be justified or condemned by its tendency to 
increase or diminish the happiness of individuals. And he emphasizes that interference with 
individual liberty may result not only from the action of a tyrannical minority but also from 
the action of a government expressing the will of the majority. The 'tyranny of the majority' 
may, he thinks, be just as inimical to individual liberty as the tyranny exercised by a minor-
ity government maintaining itself by brute force, if the majority employ their weight of 
numbers to suppress the freedom of the individual. As he argues in a well known passage: 

If all mankind minus one were of one opinion, and only one person were of the con
trary opinion, mankind would be no more justified in silencing that one person, than 
he, if he had the power, would be justified in silencing mankind Were an opinion a per
sonal possession of no value except to the owner; if to be obstructed in the enjoyment 
of it were simply a private injury, it would make some difference whether the injury 
was inflicted only on a few persons or on many. But the peculiar evil of silencing the 
expression of an opinion is, that it is robbing the human race; posterity as well as the 
existing generation; those who dissent from the opinion, still more than those who hold 
it. If the opinion is right, they are deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for 
truth: if wrong, they lose, what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and 
livelier impression of truth, produced by its collision with error.1 

Mill later sums up the case for toleration in two succinct sentences: 'All silencing of discus
sion is an assumption of infallibility.*2 and The usefulness of an opinion is itself matter of 
opinion/3 In short, however much the opinion and will of the majority must be followed 
because of their greater influence, it must never be forgotten that the majority is a majority 
of individuals, and that for the majority to suppress the opinions of the minority is to chal
lenge the very foundation upon which majority rule is itself ultimately based 

1 Essay on Liberty, Chap. L 
2 loc. cit 
1 ibid.. Chap. II. 
2 loc. cit 
3 loc. cit 
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It is clear that in these passages Mill is defining the basic assumptions upon which 
modern democracy is based. For the essence of such democracy is not the uncompromising 
application of the will of the majority but the insistence that this will must be determined 
by the free expression of the wills of individuals, and must tolerate and recognize minority 
wills which diverge from the general consensus of desire. It is for this reason that democ
racies sometimes tolerate the expression and propagation of opinions which, if generally 
accepted, might destroy democracy itself. In Britain, for example, Fascists and Communists 
have generally been accorded the same freedom of speech and political association as the 
parties which accept the democratic principle of toleration; and any special discrimination 
which has been exercised against them—such as the 18B Regulation during the Second 
World War and the more recent restrictions on the employment of Communists in the Civil 
Service—has been regarded with considerable misgiving by many who were not affected 
by it It might, of course, be argued that a democracy has no obligation to tolerate those who 
are themselves intolerant of criticism and opposition, but democratic opinion in Britain at 
least has generally preferred to accord them the normal measure of toleration in the belief 
that the opinions and desires of individuals constitute the only standard by which the form 
and purpose of government ought to be determined. 

Mill's plea for toleration was based on the belief that no one is infallible, and that all 
opinions—at least on matters of morals—are liable to error. He did not, like Hume, raise 
the more fundamental question whether opinions on moral matters are subject to the crite-
rion of truth and falsity at all. His language' suggests that he believed that moral judgments 
are objectively true or false, but that men's minds are incapable of judging with certainty 
whether they are true or false. But Hume would, of course, have said that such judgments 
do not describe an objective act or object but a subjective feeling; that they describe what 
people feel about certain acts or objects, and not how those acts or objects are character
ized. If accepted, this analysis would clearly strengthen Mill's defence of individual liberty, 
for it would imply that the ultimate motives of action are desires; and that there is no 
rational ground for suppressing one desire in favour of another. On this analysis the prob
lem which reason can help to solve is that of facilitating the maximum gratification of the 
maximum number of desires; and that is just an alternative way of describing the utilitarian 
ideal of the 'greatest happiness of the greatest number". 

Utilitarianism and Democracy 

Thus Bentham's theory of Utilitarianism and Mill's theory of Liberty together define the 
essential principles upon which liberal democracy is based For the latter is a form of 
government under which policy is ultimately determined by the tree expression of the indi
vidual's will. It is the antithesis of forms of government in which the will of the individual 
is held to be less real or less true than the will of a group of individuals, whether or not they 

1 E.g. in the passage from the Essay on Liberty, Chap. II, already quoted, where Mill says: *If the 
opinion is right, they ate deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth: if wrong, they 
lose, what is almost as great a benefit, the clearer perception and livelier impression of truth, pro
duced fay its collision with error.' The implication of this passage is that opinions are either right 
or wrong, and that there are ways in which the wrong, i.e. fake, opinions may be recognized and 
corrected 
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are held to constitute an organic whole. On the democratic analysis the individual man or 
woman is the fundamental unit, and the expression of the individual's will is the ultimate 
force which, when combined with the expression of the wills of others, must determine 
policy. 

Such an analysis clearly implies, although the implication is not always recognized, that 
there is no impersonal standard of morality to which the action of men or governments 
ought to conform. Moral standards are created by groups of individuals, and while in prac
tice it is necessary to determine policy in accordance with what Locke called the * greater 
force* of the majority, the freedom of self-expression permitted to individuals or minori
ties who disagree with the majority is an implicit recognition that the will of the majority 
prevails only because it is the will of a majority, and not because it is in any objective sense 
'right*. If the will of the majority were, in an objective sense, right or true, there would be 
no justification for tolerating opinions and movements constituting a potential challenge 
to it. 

These are the general principles embodied in the theories of Bentham and Mill, although 
neither philosopher fully appreciated their significance. The real meaning of BenthanVs 
principle of utility is that there is no independent criterion of morality, that what brings 
happiness to an individual is right—in so far as it does not diminish the happiness of other 
individuals more—and that lightness and wrongness can be defined in terms of individual 
desire and happiness. This, in turn, implies that there is no way of proving, on a priori 
grounds, that some forms of satisfaction are good and that others are bad; they are all good 
in so far as they promote happiness and do not diminish it; and the desire of the individual 
is therefore the ultimate criterion of morality and the ultimate justification of government 
The problem of government is not, according to the Utilitarian Theory, to determine what 
ought to be desired—for the latter is a confused and misleading expression without objec
tive significance—but to determine how the maximum number of desires can be most fully 
satisfied; and the complex machinery of government can be justified, in the end, only by its 
efficiency in realizing this general aim. 

Mill's plea for liberty of speech, thought and action is, as already observed, a direct 
implication of the utilitarian principle. For if the satisfaction of individual desires is the 
criterion of virtue and the justification of government, it follows that anything which dimin
ishes such satisfaction must be condemned except where it is necessary to promote the 
maximum satisfaction on the whole. If the satisfaction of individual desire is prevented 
for any other reason, the individualist basis of government is being abandoned and the 
way opened for government based upon force, exercised either arbitrarily or in the name 
of some alleged moral principle. To the utilitarian all such attempts to found government 
on moral law are attempts to base it on a foundation which cannot be rationally justified 
and are bound to conflict with the rational aim of maximising happiness, except where the 
moral law is itself an expression of the principle of utility. 
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CHAPTER XIII 
Marxism, Communism, and Socialism 

Heinrich Karl Marx (1818-1883) was born at Treves in Rhenish Prussia, the son of a Jew
ish lawyer. He was educated at the local High Grammar School, and at the Universities of 
Bonn and Berlin. It was at Berlin that he became closely associated with the young Hege
lians and began to work out his adaptation of the Hegelian dialectic to a materialist theory 
of human society. Marx had originally hoped to teach at the University of Bonn, but his 
extreme political views made him unacceptable there, and he joined a radical newspaper, 
the Rheinishe Zeitung, becoming one of its editors in 1842. It was, however, suppressed 
in 1843. He then went to Paris, where he met his future friend and collaborator, Friedrich 
Engels (1820-1895). Engels was the son of a rich cotton spinner, who owned a factory near 
Manchester, and he was thus able to make a close study of the English industrial system. 
His observations led him to conclusions very similar to those of Marx, and the two col
laborated closely after their first meeting in 1844. 

Marx's writings were soon viewed with disfavour by the authorities in Paris, and he went 
to Brussels, where Engels joined him. Both participated actively in the socialist working 
class movement and collaborated in the writing of the Manifesto of the Communist Party, 
which was published early in 1848. It had hardly appeared when the revolution of that year 
broke out in France. Marx hoped and expected that this would be followed by a revolution 
in Germany, and he went with Engels to Cologne. There they founded a new daily paper to 
encourage revolutionary measures, and when the King of Prussia dissolved the National 
Assembly later in the year Marx and his associates advocated the non-payment of taxes and 
armed resistance to the King. Marx was subsequently acquitted at a trial for high treason, 
but was expelled from Germany in 1849. After a short stay in France he went to England, 
where he remained for the rest of his life. 

Marx was a voluminous writer, and it is impracticable in a single chapter to do justice 
to all his works. But a general conception of his theory can be derived from his two most 
famous publications. One is the Manifesto of the Communist Party, originally published 
in February 1848, and reissued in Britain in 1948 on the occasion of its centenary with a 
new appreciation by the late Professor H.J.Laski. Its importance was rightly emphasized by 
Professor Laski in the following words: 

It is admitted by every serious student of society to be one of the outstanding political 
documents of all time; in the influence it has exerted it compares with the American 
Declaration of Independence of 1776, and the French Declaration of Rights of 1789. 
Its character is unique, not only because of the power with which it is written, but 
also because of the immense scope it covers in its intense brevity. It is a philosophy of 
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history, a critical analysis of socialist doctrines and a passionate call to revolutionary 
action.1 

The other book to which I shall refer is the famous Capital,2 which develops in detail the 
economic theory briefly referred to in the Manifesto. The first volume of the Capital was 
published in 1867: the other two, which Marx had not completed when he died, were pub
lished posthumously. 

Dialectical Materialism 

As observed in Chapter XI, the philosophy of Marx was largely inspired by Hegel's dia
lectical idealism. Marx agreed with Hegel that reality is a dialectical process, but differed 
in holding that this process is of a material, and not a logical, character. Hence Marx's 
philosophy is often referred to as dialectical materialism. It is called materialism because 
Marx held that the dialectical process is a process, not of thought, but of the material real
ity which thought reflects. Hegel was an idealist because he believed that thought is the 
fundamental reality, that there is no 'external' reality to which thought corresponds, and 
that the criterion of truth must therefore be found in the coherence of thoughts and not in 
their correspondence to 'things'. Marx was a materialist in the sense that he repudiated this 
doctrine of the primacy of thought and believed that the nature of thought is determined by 
the material reality of which it is the reflection. By calling this reality 'material' he did not 
mean that it is 'physical' as distinct from 'mental'. His material reality embodies the whole 
universe of so-called 'physical' and 'mental' processes, and the object of calling it material 
is to emphasize that it is that to which thought must correspond if it is to be valid. Thus 
Marx's theory is not a theory of physical determinism in the narrow sense, but a theory 
according to which the physical and mental interact in accordance with laws which must 
be empirically discovered. 

The use of the word 'dialectical' to describe Marx's materialism suggests that the evolu
tion of the material process is necessary, just as, according to Hegel, the dialectical evolu
tion of thought is necessary. And some of Marx's interpreters have taken this view. Thus 
Professor Sabine says that 'the question is whether dialectic, either idealist or materialist, 
can avoid Hume Is proof that all necessity is merely conditional, and all value merely a rela
tion to human propensities'.1 But there are two objections to this interpretation of Marx's 
theory. In the first place, as observed in Chapter XI, Hegel failed to show that synthetic 
thinking can ever possess logical necessity, or therefore that dialectical thinking, which is 
synthetic thinking, can be logically necessary. Secondly, even if synthetic thinking were 
logically necessary it would not follow that a material process—which is not a logical 
process at all—could possess the essentially logical characteristic of necessity. If Marx is a 
materialist he cannot consistently attribute necessity to the material process which, on his 
theory, constitutes reality. As a material process it is a process whose laws—if it conforms 
to laws—must be wholly empirical and devoid of any logical necessity. And if the word 

1 Manifesto of the Communist Party, p. 31. (Allen and Unwin: 1948.) 
2 Vol. I is conveniently available in two volumes of the Everyman Library, translated by Eden and 

Cedar Paul, and with an introduction by Professor G.D.H.Cole. 
1 History of Political Theory, p. 698. 
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* dialectical* is used to describe the progress of its evolution it must be recognized that this 
does not imply that there is any necessity in the evolution so described. 

So interpreted, Marx's theory is not a challenge to Hume's Empiricism but an expression 
of it Like Hume, Marx is saying that no judgment claiming to be about the real world—no 
scientific or moral or religious judgment—has any logical necessity, and that the truth of 
such judgments depends on their correspondence to observable parts of the material pro
cess. For Marx, as for Hume, necessity can characterize only analytic judgments and from 
these nothing can be deduced about the characteristics of the real world Marx, however, 
has little interest in analytic judgments—except the fundamental one that reality is a mate
rial process—for such judgments do not, in his view, contribute anything to the shaping of 
history or the understanding of its laws. And his object, as he once expressed it, was not to 
interpret the world (i.e. in the a priori sense) but to change it1 Thus for Marx it is science, 
and science alone, which can extend man's understanding of the real world. Other alleged 
sources of knowledge, such as religion and philosophy, are of no importance except in so 
far as they influence action, and provide data for scientific generalizations about action. 
Thus the religious belief in the existence of a Divine Being is, on Marx's view, without 
foundation or significance except in so far as it has a practical effect on the actions and 
reactions of those who accept it, or unless there is some scientific evidence for its truth.2 

Similarly, moral convictions are without objective validity because there is no scientific 
way of demonstrating their truth. There is no evidence by which the belief that (X is right* 
may be verified or refuted: the fact that A believes that 'X is right* is not evidence that X is 
right but only that A believes that X is right. Thus all that the scientist can do in the field of 
morality is to discover what moral beliefs different people or groups of people hold and to 
ascertain whether there are general laws describing the causes and consequences of these 
beliefs. But these general laws, like all scientific laws, will be purely empirical and devoid 
of any rational necessity. 

The implications of Marx's theory for philosophy are similar. He would, I think, have 
been in full agreement with modern Logical Positivists in denying the * possibility of meta
physics*. That is to say., he would have denied that metaphysical generalizations about the 
universe claiming a priori, as distinct from scientific, validity can ever have objective sig
nificance. For such generalizations are synthetic propositions, and synthetic propositions 
can never be a priori. They can be justified only by experience, and there is no experience 
which can confirm or refute a metaphysical proposition. If a proposition can be confirmed 
or refuted by experience it must be a scientific, not a metaphysical, proposition. On the 
other hand, Marx would probably have raised no objection to the positivist's conception of 
philosophy as the study of the logical relationship of propositions, since these relationships 
are independent of actual experience and apply to experience only in a hypothetical sense. 

If the foregoing interpretation of Marx's 'materialism' is correct the word 'dialectical', 
when applied to his theory, must simply mean 'causal' in the purely empirical sense. The 
purpose of using the word 'dialectical* is to emphasize that the causal process is one of 
interaction between what are usually referred to as the 'material' and "mental* spheres, so 

1 Theses on Feuerbach, XL 
2 As some modern mathematicians and astronomers have suggested, e.g. Sir Edmund Whittaker in 

his Space and Spirit. But Marx held that there was no such evidence. 
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that material conditions modify mental conditions, and mental conditions in turn react on 
material conditions. But on the materialist hypothesis all such action and reaction is, of 
course, purely empirical. There is no a priori necessity in it, and it is for the scientist—the 
social scientist—to discover the empirical laws to which social evolution conforms. The 
main difficulty which confronts him in doing so is the obvious one that he himself partici
pates in the social process which he is trying to describe, and may therefore find it difiicult 
to take the detached view which is essential if his description is to be accurate. 

Thus the fundamental difference between the theories of Hegel and Marx is that on 
Hegel's theory reality is a logical system while on Marx's theory it is a causal system, i.e. 
a system which develops in accordance with laws of a purely empirical character. To Hegel 
dialectical logic is the key to truth while to Marx the scientific method is the only one by 
which knowledge of the real world can be established. Thus Marx's theory is, strictly speak
ing, not a philosophical but a scientific theory. Its only philosophical implication is that 
philosophy (except in the purely analytic sense) is impossible, and that science provides the 
key, and the only key, to the understanding of both nature and man—including the various 
moral and philosophical systems in which man has from time to time believed. The validity 
of Marx's theory must therefore be judged by the criteria of science and, in particular, by 
its success in describing the facts of social and political evolution. It attempts to do so by 
the hypothesis that these facts are determined by economic relationships, and consideration 
must now be given to the basic principles of Marx's economic theory. 

Mane's Economic Theory 

Marx's economic theory is a development of the "Labour Theory of Value' which was origi
nally formulated by Locke and popularized by the economic writers of the early nineteenth 
century. Locke expressed the basic principle of the theory as follows: 

Whatsoever, then, he [a man] removes out of the state that Nature hath provided and 
left it in, he hath mixed his labour with it, and joined to it something that is his own, 
and thereby makes it his property. It being by him removed from the common state 
Nature placed it in, it hath by this labour something annexed to it that excludes the 
common right of other men. For this 'labour' being the unquestionable property of the 
labourer, no man but he can have a right to what that is once joined to, at least where 
there is enough, and as good left in common for others.1 

In short, by working on the raw materials of nature a man adds something to them which 
is unquestionably his own, and thus makes the finished product his personal property. It is 
also, Locke thinks, this labour which creates the greater part of the product's value: 

If we will rightly estimate things as they come to our use, and cast up the several 
expenses about them—what in them is purely owing to Nature and what to labour—we 
shall find that in most of them ninety-nine hundredths are wholly to be put on the 
account of labour.2 

1 Of Civil Government (Everyman edition), p. 130. 
2 ibid., p. 136. 
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This was the principle which was accepted and developed by the early nineteenth century 
economists, who saw in a system of private enterprise, free from government interference 
and control, the most effective way of ensuring that every man received the proper return 
for his labour. The main qualification which they introduced arose from reflection on the 
facts of exchange and from the observation that the prices at which goods are actually 
exchanged are determined by factors other than the labour which has contributed to the 
production. Of these additional factors the most obvious are demand and monopoly. The 
price at which something can be purchased may be greatly increased both by an increased 
demand and by a monopoly of supply, but there are advantages in distinguishing that part 
of the price due to the labour expended in producing the article in question. Adam Smith 
called this part of the price the natural value, Macculloch called it the real cost, and Marx 
called it the exchange value, although he recognized that it is not the value at which goods 
usually exchange in existing societies. 

In spite of his pretensions, however, Marx's economic theory is not purely scientific. A 
purely scientific economic theory would attempt to discover how economic value is de
termined and influenced. And an examination of this sort would show that several factors 
besides the amount of labour expended in producing a manufactured article contribute to 
the determination of the price at which it is exchanged But Marx, like many other economists, 
had a moral as well as a scientific object in view. He was anxious to show not only how 
price is determined, but also how it ought to be determined, and his view, briefly stated, is 
that goods ought to be exchanged at their 'exchange value*. For only if this is done will 
the labourer receive a fair return for his labour, and each labourer own the wealth to 
which his labour entitles him. He may not, of course, retain the actual goods which his 
own work has produced, but he should, if he exchanges them, obtain an equivalent value 
of other goods in their place. In thus arguing Marx is, of course, developing, in the light of 
the facts of exchange, the fundamental principle of Locke's theory—that the labourer cre
ates value by working on his raw material, and that he has a right to the possession of the 
value so created. Marx is simply adding that, in a more advanced society where manufac
tured goods are exchanged, the labourer who sells the product of his labour should obtain 
in exchange something upon which an equivalent quantity of labour has been expended 

The Labour Theory of Value is, therefore, in part scientific and in part moral. It is in 
part moral because it does not merely state how price is determined in existing society but 
also how it would be determined in an ideal society; and this distinction rests upon the moral 
assumption that certain conditions would be ideal and that actual conditions may fall short of 
this ideal. Marx believed that in ideal conditions a man would receive, in exchange for the 
product of his labour, something on which an equivalent quantity of labour had been expended 

The early nineteenth century economists believed that this fair exchange of goods would be 
ensured by a system of laisser-faire, i.e. a system of completely free enterprise in which 
industry would be free from all forms of government restriction and private monopoly. In 
such circumstances they believed that the demand for goods would have the result that 
every man would obtain in return for the goods which he produced an equivalent value of 
goods produced by others. Marx believed that, on the contrary., a system of free enterprise 
would have just the opposite result And he thought that this would be due to two distinct, 
but related, factors, namely (i) the private ownership of capital (i.e. the means of social 
production), and (ii) the practice of buying and selling labour power for the creation of 
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new capital. These two factors, Marx thought, would lead to a growing inequality of wealth 
which would in turn lead to class war between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, whom 
Engels defined as follows in a footnote to the Manifesto of the Communist Party: 

By bourgeoisie is meant the class of modern capitalists, owners of the means of social 
production and employers of wage labour. By proletariat, the class of modern wage 
labourers who, having no means of production of their own, are reduced to selling their 
labour power in order to live. 

These definitions incidenlally make it clear that by 'capital' Marx denotes 'the means of 
social production', i.e. the material equipment, such as land, factories, and machinery 
which are necessary to produce goods for which there is a social demand. He does not 
mean 'property' in the sense of personal possessions. Indeed, he specifically denies that 
Communists desire to abolish 'the right of personally acquiring property as the fruit of a 
man Is labour'.1 It is not property in this sense which Marx wishes to abolish but 'capital, 
i.e. that kind of property which exploits wage labour, and which cannot increase except 
upon conditions of begetting a new supply of wage labour for fresh exploitation'.2 Thus a 
man's garden is not by itself capitai, but it becomes capital if he employs a gardener at a 
fixed wage to work it, and sells the produce at a profit to himself. 

Marx thinks that the existence of capital prevents the labourer from securing the just 
reward for his labour because the owner of the capital, merely in virtue of that owner
ship, receives some of the value which the labourer has created This is because under the 
capitalist system labour has itself an exchange value for the capitalist, who pays for it by 
wages, the level of these wages being determined by the cost of the food, shelter, clothing, 
etc. which the labourer and his family require in order to live. 

Now Marx contends that under the capitalist system the labour-time necessary to pro
vide the needs of the labourer may be, and usually is, less than the time which the labourer 
has to work in order to earn the wages with which to buy these necessities. If this is so the 
labourer must be working for only part of his day in producing the equivalent of his wages; 
during the remainder he must be producing what Marx calls surplus value, and this goes 
into his employer's pocket Surplus value may be shortly defined as 'the value produced 
by the labourer over and above the cost of his keep', and is roughly identical with what is 
commonly celled profit Such profit is, of course, usually shared by a number of capitalists, 
such as bankers and landlords, in addition to the owner or owners of the factory where the 
goods are being manufactured. But in all cases it constitutes, in Marx's view, a return to 
people who do not actually contribute to the work of producing the goods, which is the real 
process of creating value. 

From these considerations Marx concludes that the capitalist and the labourer have 
opposite interests in industry. The capitalist's interest is to increase his profit by reducing 
wages or lengthening hours or intensifying the speed of work so that he gets a better return 
for the wages which he pays. The labourer's interest, on the other hand, is to secure higher 

1 Manifesto of the Communist Party, p. 143 (Edition of 1948: Allen and Unwin). 
2 ibid. 
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wages or reduced hours or lower productivity, so that his wages produce less surplus value. 
This opposition of interests will, Marx believes, result sooner or later in a revolutionary 
attack by the proletariat upon the capitalist class, followed by the seizure of their capital, 
and the establishment of a proletarian dictatorship which 'sweeps away by force the old 
conditions of production".l 

But it is not, in Marx's view, merely the opposing interests of capitalist and worker 
which make probable the transfer of power to the proletariat; the change is also determined 
by the fact that the worker's position becomes progressively worse owing to the acquisi
tive and competitive character of the capitalist system. Thus the capitalist keeps part of his 
profits to expand production by the purchase of new machinery, and this is liable to result 
in over-production leading to economic slumps and unemployment. Again, the competi
tion between capitalists necessitates the cutting of costs either by reducing wages or by 
intensive mechanization or by the merging of several companies into combines. And these 
latter measures are likely to create redundancy among the workers. Thus Marx believes that 
the capitalist system, if not controlled in the interest of the workers, will lead to a progres
sive worsening of their condition which will provoke them to seize power and organize the 
system of production in accordance with their interests. 

It is here that the dialectical contradiction, which Marx believes to be inherent in the 
capitalist system, becomes manifest For it is, according to Marx's analysis, a system which 
prevents the majority of its members—the proletariat—from receiving the due reward for 
their labours, and, once this becomes apparent to them, they will, in Marx's view, inevitably 
condemn what they believe to be the injustice of their situation, and take the necessary 
steps to eradicate that injustice by placing capital, i.e. the means of social production, under 
the control of their own representatives. Thus the evolution and ultimate collapse of the 
capitalist system is determined, in part, by a moral reaction to its economic consequences, 
and cannot be accounted for wholly in terms of economic factors, although the moral reac
tion is itself due to changed economic conditions. 

This analysis shows why Marx does not mean by 4dialectical materialism' a system in 
which moral beliefs are the passive reflection of economic facts. On the contrary, he means 
that economic and moral factors interact so that, while the inequalities of wealth caused by 
the operation of the capitalist system lead to its moral condemnation, the latter in turn leads 
to the radical transformation of that system. There is, however, no logical or a priori neces
sity in these interactions; their necessity is de facto and empirical, and is of exactly the 
same kind as the necessity of the generalizations of the natural sciences. The laws of social 
evolution are, in fact, themselves scientific generalizations, although those who participate 
in that evolution may be able to formulate these laws only in retrospect 

The Socialist Revolution 

Marx was not wholly consistent in working out this theory. He frequently implies, particu
larly in the Manifesto, that revolution in the form of civil insurrection is bound to be the 
culmination of the conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, and that this will 
therefore sooner or later be the fate of every capitalist community. But this conclusion does 

1 Manifesto of the Communist Party, p. 153. 
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not follow from his theory of dialectical materialism, for there is nothing in that theory 
which implies that the conflict must be resolved in the same way in every community. 
It may be true that, if the capitalist class is uncompromising in defending its privileges 
without regard to the interests of the proletariat, a violent revolution is likely. But it is not 
obvious that economic justice cannot be achieved by constitutional and peaceful means in 
a democratic community if the capitalist class yields to the pressure exercised by the prole
tariat through the ballot box. Marx himself seems to recognize this when he writes: 

The first step in the revolution by the working class is to raise the proletariat to the 
position of ruling class to win the battle of democracy.1 

The proletariat will use its political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital 
from the bourgeoisie, to centralize all instruments of production in the hands of the 
state, i.e. of the proletariat organized as the ruling class; and to increase the total of 
productive forces as rapidly as possible.2 

It is obvious that these aims have already been partly achieved in Britain by a constitu
tionally elected Socialist Government, and further steps in the same direction may well 
be taken in the future if the majority of the electorate so desire. Indeed, it is interesting to 
note the extent to which the specific objectives of Communist policy as laid down in the 
Manifesto have already been achieved in Britain and other democratic countries, and the 
extent to which they would now be endorsed even by non-Socialist parties. Marx listed 
these objectives as follows:' 

1 Abolition of property in land and application of all rents of land to public pur
poses. 

2 A heavy progressive or graduated income tax. 
3 Abolition of all right of inheritance. 
4 Confiscation of the property of all emigrants and rebels. 
5 Centralization of credit in the hands of the state, by means of a national bank with 

state capital and an exclusive monopoly. 
6 Centralization of the means of communication and transport in the hands of the 

state. 
7 Extension of factories and instruments of production owned by the state; the bring

ing into cultivation of waste lands, and the improvement of the soil generally in 
accordance with a common plan. 

8 Equal obligation of all to work. Establishment of industrial armies, especially for 
agriculture. 

9 Combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries; gradual abolition of 
all the distinction between town and country by a more equable distribution of the 
population over the country. 

1 ibid., p. 151. 
2 ibid., p. 151-2. 
1 ibid., p. 152 f. 
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10 Free education for all children in public schools. Abolition of children's factory 
labour in its present form. Combination of education with industrial production, 
etc. 

However revolutionary these objectives may have appeared in the middle of the nineteenth 
century, many of them have already been achieved, in part at least, by the ordinary pro
cesses of Parliamentary democracy. Indeed, the essence of the Marxist revolution is not that 
it should be violent but that it should be revolutionary—revolutionary in the change which 
it brings about in the control of the means of social production. In capitalist society these 
means are owned by a privileged minority and (Marx believes) controlled to the disadvan
tage of the vast majority. The primary object of the social revolution, which he both desires 
and anticipates, is to place the means of social production under the control of the state, 
which he defines as the 'proletariat organized as the ruling class*, with a view to ensuring 
that they are used in the interest of the proletariat He describes the change succinctly as 
follows: 

In bourgeois society, living labour is but a means to increase accumulated labour. In 
communist society, accumulated labour is but a means to widen, to enrich, to promote 
the existence of the labourer.1 

In other words, Marx believes that in bourgeois society the surplus value created by the 
labourer goes into the pockets of the bourgeoisie, while in Communist society any value 
created by the labourer beyond what is returned to him as wages will be used, under the 
direction of society, to widen and enrich his life in various ways. He believes that the injus
tices of the capitalist system will be prevented only when the means of social production 
and the distribution of wealth are controlled by the state itself. And during the first stage of 
the revolution he means by 'the state' simply 'the proletariat organized as the ruling class'.2 

At this stage, therefore, all that the application of his theory involves is the substitution of 
government by the organized pro letariat for government by the organized bourgeoisie. 

The Classless Society 

But the stage of proletarian dictatorship is only transitional, and will, Marx believes, be 
followed by a classless society in which 'all production has been concentrated in the hands 
of a vast association of the whole nation'.3 When this happens 'the public power will lose 
its political character'.4 Marx elaborates this point in a passage which is worth quoting at 
length: 

Political power, properly so called, is merely the organized power of one class for 
oppressing another. If the proletariat during its contest with the bourgeoisie is com
pelled, by the force of circumstances, to organize itself as a class; if, by means of a 

1 ibid., p. 144. 
2 ibid., p. 152. 
1 ibid., p. 153. 
4 loc. cit 
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revolution, it makes itself the ruling class, and, as such, sweeps away by force the old 
conditions of production., then it will, along with these conditions, have swept away 
the conditions for the existence of class antagonisms and of classes generally, and will 
thereby have abolished its own supremacy as a class. 

In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms, we 
shall have an association in which the free development of each is the condition for 
the free development of all.1 

This final stage has sometimes been described as one of'anarchy', meaning not a condition 
of lawlessness but one in which a central government has become unnecessary. And some 
of Marx's followers undoubtedly understood it in this sense. But it is doubtful whether 
Marx himself thought that it would ever be possible to dispense with a central government. 
On the contrary, there are passages in the Capital which strongly suggest that in his opin
ion there will always be important functions for a central government, even if it ultimately 
loses its 'political* character. One of the most important of these functions he describes as 
follows: 

Only when production will be under the conscious and prearranged control of soci
ety, will society establish a direct relation between the quantity of social labour time 
employed in the production of definite articles and the demand of society for them.2 

Under the capitalist system there is, in Marx Is view, no such relationship between labour 
and social demand since the economic inequalities arising from the private ownership of 
capital, and the lack of any central planning of the use of capital, alike contribute to the 
perpetuation of an economic anarchy in which the idle demands of the rich may command 
labour more easily than the urgent needs of the poor simply because of the money which 
can be made available to pay for them. 

It seems clear, then, that Marx anticipates a continuing need for a central government 
to draw up a list of what would now be called 'social priorities* and to ensure that the 
resources of the community, both material and human, are effectively utilized to satisfy 
these needs. And he appears to believe that there will be general agreement about these 
social priorities and the measures necessary to satisfy them once the old conditions of pro
duction, i.e. the capitalist system, have been destroyed. Once this has happened 'the public 
power will lose its political character*1 and a genuinely democratic basis for Communism 
will become possible. Opposition to Communism depends, Marx thinks, upon the continu
ance of the capitalist system, and will disappear as soon as that system has been abolished 
by the dictatorship of the proletariat. Indeed Marx believes that true democracy is impos
sible so long as capitalism survives, since capitalism is essentially a system of exploitation 
and inequality. Democratic equality will, he thinks, be achieved only when the economic 
organization of the community is centrally planned and controlled. 

1 loc. cit. 
2 Capital, III, tr by E.Untcmian, p. 221. 
1 Manifesto, p. 153. 
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In countries, such as Russia, where Communist governments are already in control, 
this central planning and control of the economy is a conspicuous feature, but it is asso
ciated with an equally rigid control of speech and publication and political association 
which many would regard as a denial of the most fundamental of all democratic liberties. It 
seems probable that Marx would have defended these restrictions on the ground that exist
ing Communist states are still at the stage of dictatorship, and that it would be premature 
to dispense with this form of government until all vestiges of the capitalist system and 
the bourgeois mentality have been eliminated, and all danger of attack by other bourgeois 
countries has disappeared When, but only when, these conditions are satisfied, will there 
emerge the 'association in which the free development of each is the condition for the free 
development of air and in which everyone freely accepts and supports the ideal of planned 
production for the satisfaction of social needs. 

The Planned Society 

If the emotional prejudices associated with the word 'Communism* can be put aside, there 
is much in Marx's theory which is likely to attract those who recognize the inadequacy of 
laisser-faire and the need for some central planning of production for satisfying the needs 
of the individual in an equitable manner. And they are likely to attach most weight not to 
Marx's theory of surplus value—which is generally recognized by economists to be based 
on an inadequate analysis of value—but to his theory that production is a co-operative 
process, that value is determined not only by the labour of those who work on the raw 
materials of nature but also by the extent to which the finished product satisfies the demand 
of the consumer, and that value is therefore partly determined by social relationships and 
is not an intrinsic quality of a manufactured article. And if these principles are true of a 
complex industrial community it follows that the Labour Theory of Value is inadequate to 
determine the just rewards of labour in such a community. In the simple society contem
plated by Locke, where men supplied their own needs by working on the raw materials of 
nature, it appeared reasonable to say that a man had a right to the product of his labour; 
but in a complex industrial community, where several people generally co-operate in the 
production of manufactured goods, and manufacture them for the use of others, this simple 
definition of a just reward is quite inadequate, and a definition in terms of the social value 
of a man's labour must be substituted. But there is, of course, plenty of room for disagree
ment about what is socially valuable, since this conception cannot be defined in terms of 
individual desire, but only in terms of some general conception of how society ought to be 
constituted. 

But who is to say how society ought to be constituted? And who is to specify the manner 
in which the free play of economic forces is to be restricted? The great theoretical attraction 
of the individualist theory of laisser-faire is that it does not raise these difficult and contro
versial questions but defines a thing's value in terms of what people will pay for it, and a 
worker's value in terms of what he can earn in a free and uncontrolled economy. Yet there 
is unanimous, or almost unanimous, agreement that some departure from laisser-faire is 
necessary in a modern industrial society, and this departure is justified on one or other of 
two grounds. 
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In the first place, it may be justified on the utilitarian ground that the majority of people 
will get more of what they want in a controlled than in a free economy. This is in principle 
the same argument as Hobbes used to justify government generally—that the individual 
will, in general and in the long run, realize more of his desires under government than with-
out government. It is just an application of Hobbes*s argument to the specifically economic 
field for the purpose of justifying a measure of economic government 

Secondly, control of the economy may be justified on the moral ground that a tree econ
omy has consequences, e.g. great disparities of wealth, which are morally evil 

Marx makes no attempt to base his argument on utilitarian grounds, and it is the second 
principle which is the real ground for his condemnation of the capitalist system and of his 
plea for the substitution of a system in which *the labour power of all the different indi
viduals is consciously applied as one single social labour power*.1 Without the assumption 
that economic inequality is morally bad Marx would have no ground for condemning the 
capitalist system as morally bad. And without moral assumptions about the sort of society 
which ought to be fashioned by the 'single social labour power* he would obviously have no 
moral ground for justifying the measures necessary to realize such a social order. 

The Moral Assumptions of Marxism 

Thus moral assumptions are essential to Marx's theory on both its critical and constructive 
sides, yet as a materialist philosopher and a social scientist he cannot consistently make 
such assumptions. In making them he is himself becoming part of the material process 
which he is claiming to describe, and he is failing to distinguish between the process and 
its description. His task, as a social scientist, is to analyse and describe the process of social 
evolution and to formulate the laws in accordance with which that evolution appears to 
proceed; and the resulting description of the way in which society does evolve can never, 
by itself, be a valid basis for the inference that society ought to evolve in that way, and that 
people ought to promote that type of evolution. 

The fact is that Marx, like Hegel, failed to adhere consistency to his own theory. Marx, 
as it has been said, was not a Marxist. He did not recognize that his own theories were sub
ject to the relativity to which, on his materialist premises, all empirical generalizations are 
necessarily subject He did not realize that his condemnation of the capitalist system was, 
on his own materialist premises, determined by the special features of that system during 
his lifetime. And, like many subsequent social scientists, he failed to recognize that, once 
idealism has been abandoned, there can be no rational way of justifying the ultimate ends 
of action. All that science can show is how certain ends can, in practice, be most quickly 
and efficiently attained; it cannot show that these ends, whether desired or not, ought to be 
desired; for science is exclusively interested in what is, not in what ought to be. It can show 
men how to do things, but not why they ought to do them. 

Capital, I, p. 50. Quoted by Lord Lindsay in Karl Marx's Capital. 
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Thus if Marx had remained true to his materialist outlook he would not have written as 
though there were a moral obligation to promote the realization of a Communist society.1 

He would have been content to predict the probability of such a culmination, and, if he 
personally desired it, he might have utilized his scientific analysis to draw men's attention 
to the features of existing society which he believed would inspire them to revolution
ize its character. And this, in effect, is what he actually did His economic analysis of the 
capitalist system underestimates the importance of several factors, such as monopoly and 
demand, which affect price, and places primary emphasis on the factor of surplus value, 
and on the contention that in a capitalist society the worker is deprived of the just reward 
for his efforts. And there is no doubt that this emphasis has exercised an immense influence 
in politics which has extended far beyond the boundaries of official Communism. Indeed, 
much of Marx's analysis has become implicit in the outlook of liberal democracies. For 
example, the need for government control of the capitalist system in the interest of wage-
earners has been generally accepted, and this has been largely due to the political pressure 
exercised by the wage-earners themselves in the belief that they have not been receiving a 
fair return for their labour. 

The Logical Basis of Marxism 

If the moralizing and propaganda in Marx's writings are discounted as inconsistent with 
his primary thesis, two distinct but interconnected questions must be considered: (i) Is 
Marx justified in his materialist assumption that the only possible knowledge about the 
real world, and the only possible ground for rational action in the real world, is scientific 
knowledge? (ii) If the preceding question is answered in the affirmative, does Marx provide 
a reasonably accurate and adequate scientific theory of social evolution? 

The first of these questions is, of course, the fundamental question of all philosophy— 
that of the nature and scope of human knowledge. And the answer to it closely depends on 
the answer to the second, for if Marx's scientific theory of social evolution appears to say 
all that can be said about human society with any pretence to objective truth, that will by 
itself be a weighty consideration in support of his materialist assumption that 'man's ideas, 
views, and conceptions, in one word, man's consciousness, changes with every change in 
the conditions of his material existence, in his social relations and in his social life',1 and 
that moral and philosophical theories, far from having objective significance and providing 
rational guidance, are merely the causal by-products of an irrational process. 

Marx himself does not appear to have appreciated these implications of a materialist 
philosophy. To him the ideal of human equality is obviously not just one possible ideal but 
the right ideal, to which all the strivings of mankind ought to be directed And systems, 
such as the capitalist system, which prevent the attainment of equality ought, in his view, to 
be ruthlessly destroyed Yet the fact that Marx and the vast majority of human beings recoil 

1 As Lord Lindsay has said: 'In spite of Marx's disclaimer of morality, no one can read Capital 
without being aware of the vehemence of moral passion which inspires it His description of 
capitalism is full of moral indignation. His fundamental inspiration is a passion for justice/ (Karl 
Marx's Capital, p. 114.) 

1 Manifesto of the Communist Party, p. 150. 
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from the moral nihilism which a materialist philosophy necessarily involves does not by 
itself imply that rational belief about the real world can be attained by other methods than 
those of science. And the continuing difficulty of reaching any general agreement on the 
large issues of morality and metaphysics is by itself a standing challenge to all who reject 
the materialist view of the subjective nature of these controversies. 

In considering the narrower question of the adequacy of Marx's economic theory, a 
distinction must be drawn between the validity and the influeace of his principles. There 
can be no doubt that their influence has been immense. The theory that the capitalist sys
tem necessarily involves the exploitation of the real producers of value and the denial to 
them of an equitable return for the value which they produce has been one of the primary 
inspirations of Communist and Socialist movements everywhere. But it is a distinct ques
tion whether these movements and their consequences have in practice confirmed Marx's 
predictions regarding the overthrow of the capitalist state and the ultimate evolution of a 
Communist society. If his predictions are understood to imply that every capitalist society 
will sooner or later suffer a violent revolution culminating in a proletarian dictatorship, 
they cannot be said to have been so far fulfilled except in Russia, China and some of the 
smaller states. But if the essence of Marx's theory is held to be that class distinctions, based 
upon economic inequality, will gradually disappear and all production be * concentrated in 
the hands of a vast association of the whole nation*,1 there is considerable evidence that a 
general movement of this character is taking place—admittedly in different ways—in the 
various capitalist societies. For the extreme disparities of wealth which formerly existed are, 
in general, being progressively reduced by taxation, and business enterprise is being gradu
ally brought under stricter control by government While Marx appears to have thought 
that such changes could be brought about only by a bloody revolution, it is consistent with 
his own materialist principles to say that this was a reasonable expectation in the light of 
the economic and political situation in Britain in the middle of the nineteenth century, but 
that in the Light of subsequent developments—and particularly the record of concessions 
obtained from capitalists through parliamentary procedure—it is no longer reasonable to 
predict that violence would be necessary to achieve the Communist State. In other words, 
different material conditions may cause the bourgeoisie of different countries to react in 
different ways to the pressure of the proletariat, so that, while in some countries revolution
ary action may be necessary to bring about the centralized control of industry, in others 
political pressure may be fully adequate. 

If Marx's 'revolution' is interpreted in this wider sense it cannot be denied that the his
tory of modern democracies provides considerable evidence of the tendency for private 
enterprise to be replaced by public control. In Britain, for example, the coal, gas and elec
tricity industries, and a considerable section of the inland transport industry, have, since 
1945, been placed in the ownership and under the control of the "state*. Whether Marx 
would have regarded the Boards, Commissions and Authorities which have been appointed 
to control these industries as satisfactory for the purpose in view may well be doubted, but 
at least the theoretical object of nationalizing industries appears to be fundamentally the 
same as that of the revolution which Marx exhorted the "workers of the world* to carry 

ibid., p. 153. 
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out, namely the planned control of industry for the purpose of ensuring that the economic * 
resources of the community are fully exploited and effectively utilized for satisfying, on an 5 
equitable basis, the real needs of the people. o 

P 
Communism and Socialism * 

iQ 
II 

There is, however, an important difference between the two principal methods of achieving -
a planned society which proves, on analysis, to be the main factor distinguishing Com- « 
munism from Socialism. The difference is that in a Socialist society the social ideals to « 
which the central planning is directed are subject to the criticism and endorsement of a free £ 
electorate. In a Communist society, on the other hand, freedom of thought and association 
is denied and adverse criticism of the policy of the central government is condemned and 
punished In such circumstances there can be no assurance that the aims of the government 
have a democratic foundation, and the claim that they represent the true * will of the people* 
is pure presumption and is exposed to all the objections which can be made to an Organic 
Theory of the State. To a democrat, indeed, the claim of a government to represent the 
* will of the people* must appear wholly unjustified in the absence of democratic machinery 
through which that will can be freely expressed. The fact is that Socialism—or at least the 
present British variety—seeks to reconcile the fundamental ideals of Marx with the demo
cratic machinery based upon the individualist assumptions of the utilitarian tradition. In 
other words, it is attempting to create a society based upon social justice and the satisfac
tion of needs, while leaving to the people's judgment the ultimate decision whether, and 
how far, such a policy is to be carried out The Communist believes that the free judgment 
of the people cannot be trusted to endorse such ideals until they have been realized—that 
until they have been realized those who benefit from economic inequality and privilege will 
oppose these ideals, and may oppose them with a substantial measure of success. But to 
this criticism the Socialist may well reply that this is a smaller risk than the risk of sacrific
ing democracy for ever by denying the basic liberties of thought and political association. 

Marxism, Communism and Socialism 

The three terms 'Marxism', "Communism* and 'Socialism* have different meanings and 
are often confused. Marxism is a theory, partly philosophical but primarily scientific. It 
makes a general philosophical assumption, and thereafter proceeds to formulate the sci
entific, i.e. empirical, laws to which social evolution appears to conform. The philosophi
cal assumption of Marxism is the assumption that the universe is a process of which the 
only possible knowledge is empirical or scientific knowledge. Apart from this fundamental 
proposition—which is treated as an analytic proposition—Marxism consists of a series 
of scientific propositions, of which the most important is that "man's ideas, views and 
conceptions, in one word, man's consciousness, changes with every change in the con
ditions of his material existence, in his social relations and in his social life*1 or, more 
briefly, that 'intellectual production changes its character in proportion as material produc
tion is changed*.2 These are empirical generalizations, for which Marx claims no a priori 

1 ibid., p. 150. 
2 loc. cit 
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certainty. He simply claims that dispassionate observation confirms their truth, and that the 
way to understand men's ideas, i.e. their beliefs (particularly on political, moral and reli
gious questions), is not to seek for some a priori necessity which they do not possess but to 
discover, by scientific enquiry, their empirical relationship to the material environment of 
those who profess them. And he believes that observation shows that these relationships are 
of a constant character, so that laws may be formulated specifying the sort of ideas which 
will result from a given type of material environment. There is, according to Marx, no other 
sense in which these beliefs can be * understood\ 

Marxism may therefore be briefly defined as the theory that (a) the only possible knowl
edge about the universe is empirical knowledge, and (6) scientific investigation shows that 
the evolution of society is determined by the interaction between men's material conditions 
and their ideas in accordance with certain empirical laws which may be discovered by sci
entific investigation. 

While Marxism is thus a philosophical and scientific theory about the nature of social 
evolution, "Communism* and 'Socialism' are words which are usually employed to desig
nate certain political policies, Le. programmes of action devised in order to achieve certain 
ends. The relationship between these policies and Marxism is that they aim, in varying 
degrees, at achieving the ends which Marxism is believed to justify. The difference, in so 
far as there is a difference, between Communists and Socialists is that Socialists accept the 
principle of achieving their ends through the machinery of a free democracy while Com
munists accept this only in so far as it is inevitable, and are ready to resort to unconstitu
tional means to attain their ends when such methods appear likely to be more successful. 
But both policies are mainly shaped by the Marxist ideal of changing existing society into 
one in which 'the labour power of all the individuals is consciously applied as one single 
social labour power* i.e. in which the means of social production are placed under central 
control with a view to ensuring that these means are used for the maximum satisfaction 
of what are assumed to be the * social needs' of the community. Both policies are directly 
opposed to the policy of free enterprise or laisser-faire, which they believe is bound to 
cause injustice and poverty. 

But although these seem to be the ends of both Socialism and Communism, there is no 
ground for the belief that Marxismjustifies these ends in a moral sense, i.e. shows that they 
ought to be pursued. All that Marxism as a scientific theory can say is that men do, or will, 
or must seek these ends because of the motives which determine their action. But to say 
that is quite different from saying that men ought to pursue such ends. A scientific proposi
tion can never be the sole ground for a moral proposition, and according to Marxism moral 
propositions are in any case simply empirical propositions describing the reactions of men 
to their environment They do not therefore provide a justification, but only an explanation, 
of men's actions. They show—in a purely empirical sense—why men do act in a certain 
way; for on an empirical theory the word ought must be defined in terms of empirical con
cepts, Le. propositions containing the word 'ought' must be expressed in terms of proposi
tions which are empirically verifiable. 

Capital ^ p. 50. 
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Thus if Communism is based on certain moral ideals these ideals must be found else
where than in Marxism. The real relationship between Communism and Marxism seems, 
indeed, to be that Communists assume that there is a moral obligation to promote the ends 
towards which Marxism asserts that society is in any case advancing. But Marxism itself 
provides no justification for this assumption. 

Socialists, as already observed, aim at the same general ideals as Communists, but accept 
the necessity of achieving those ideals through the machinery of a free democracy. In other 
words, they accept the individualist and utilitarian theory that the object of government is 
to promote the good of the individual, and that the individual is the best judge of what his 
good is. And they assume, by implication, that at least the majority of individuals in any 
society will, sooner or later, come to support freely the Socialist ideal of a planned society. 
Communists reject this assumption on the ground that until the ideals of Communism have 
been achieved the judgment of individuals will be perverted by the economic inequalities 
which surround them, and progress towards these ideals will therefore be impeded 

The Influence of Marxism 

It is clear from the foregoing discussion that the practical influence of Marx's theory has 
been the exact opposite of its logical implications. His materialist philosophy and scientific 
generalizations should have encouraged the dispassionate scientific analysis of practical 
problems and the rejection of all dogmatic claims that certain ideals are objectively right 
and that others are objectively wrong. But the practical influence of Marxism has been 
very different. Far from encouraging the dispassionate scientific analysis of practical prob
lems, it has inspired the violent condemnation of certain features of existing society and a 
fanatical determination to destroy these features and replace them by a new order. These 
two opposing tendencies are not least in evidence in Marx's own writings, where the clear 
enunciation of the materialist principle is followed by violent condemnation of the capital
ist system. The truth is that in advocating the scientific study of society Marx forgot that 
his own emotional reactions to industrial conditions in the middle of the nineteenth century 
had no logical connection with his science, apart from being yet another illustration of the 
causal relationship between material conditions and human consciousness. 



CHAPTER XIV 
Political Philosophy in Contemporary Politics 

It is obvious that in a country with a democratic constitution the differences of principle 
which divide political parties may be greatly diminished in practice by the democratic 
sanction which necessarily controls the application of those principles. Neither the parties 
of the Right nor of the Left can, as a rule, hope to apply their ideal policies without some 
modification and compromise in deference to public opinion. The Party of the Right usu
ally has to move towards the Left and the Party of the Left usually has to move towards the 
Right when transforming ideals into practical policies. Such compromises are necessary 
because a democratic constitution as such can hope to survive only if the government in 
power avoids measures which appear radically unjust to those who oppose its policy and 
abstains from action which would be strongly resisted by a large section of the electorate. 
Thus a fundamental distinction must be drawn between the philosophies of, say, Conserva
tism and Socialism on the one hand and the extent to which these philosophies have been 
applied when Conservatives and Socialists respectively have been in power in the British 
Parliament 

Rationalism and Empiricism in Politics 

A further distinction of great importance must be drawn before the place of political phi
losophy in contemporary politics can be accurately defined For the reasons set forth in 
Chapter I, the fundamental distinction in political philosophy is necessarily between ratio
nalist and empiricist theories, and that must be the division of truly philosophical signifi
cance behind the controversies of the present time. It is, of course, necessary to bear in 
mind the popular conception of a political philosophy as a series of moral assumptions or 
hypotheses justifying certain political policies and ideals. But that conception, as already 
shown, ignores the fundamental philosophical issue whether these moral assumptions can 
be rationally justified, or are simply empirical hypotheses which can provide only a hypo
thetical justification of a political creed 

Both because the theoretical difference between Conservatism and Socialism is obscured 
in practice by the force of public opinion, and because there are varying shades of opinion 
even among the official leaders of the Conservative and Socialist Parties, it is difficult to 
define their differences in terms of one or other of the fundamental philosophical alterna
tives just noted But it is clear from the discussion in Chapter X that Conservatism is, in 
general, based upon empirical arguments of the sort put forward by Hume and Burke and 
that the difficulty of defining Conservative principles in precise and universal terms arises 
from the fact that these principles tend to vary in accordance with changing circumstances. 
The only principle sufficiently general to apply to all forms of practical Conservatism 
seems to be that of Utilitarianism. Conservative policy in all its manifestations does appear 
to be directed to the promotion of the greatest happiness of the greatest number and to vary 
in accordance with what seems, at a given time, to be the most effective way of achieving 
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that utilitarian ideal.1 Socialist policy, on the other hand, has always tended to assume a 
more rigid and doctrinaire character by insisting on the universal and unconditional valid-
ity of certain principles, such as social equality, or the state control of major industries and 
services. It is, for example, obvious that the Socialist Governments in Britain since the end 
of the second world war have tended to hold that such principles are inherently right and 
justifiable, and to regard as a secondary consideration whether, in fact, their application 
will increase the happiness of all. Such an attitude clearly implies the validity of a rational
ist morality and cannot be justified on empiricist assumptions. 

Socialism and Communism 

A rationalist philosophy has, of course, frequently been cited as the justification of a totali
tarian government in which the right to criticize the moral principles implied by its policy is 
denied. That the British Socialist Party, despite the rationalist implications of its principles, 
has been able to take its place in the traditional two-party system of the British constitution, 
and has found it possible to work within the framework of Parliamentary democracy, is 
explained by the influence of the individualist and democratic tradition of political thought 
in Britain. While Socialists have, as a rule, no doubt about the moral rightness of the prin
ciples which they advocate, one of these principles is the principle of democratic consent, 
and they would therefore regard it as morally wrong to compel acceptance of other prin
ciples, such as the state control of industry, without the sanction of the electorate. On the 
other hand, just because they believe that these principles are the expression of objective 
and universal moral laws, they are confident that their truth will gradually become apparent 
to the great majority of people. 

Thus Socialism of the type at present supported in British politics differs from Commu
nism in its acceptance of democratic and Parliamentary methods for realising the aims laid 
down in the Communist Manifesto. Marx thought that these aims could be achieved only 
by revolutionary action and a dictatorship of the proletariat While one variety of Socialism 
called Syndicalism, which has attracted considerable support on the Continent, resembles 
Communism in its policy of placing industry under the control of trade unions (which, in 
practice, if not in theory, comes very near to the dictatorship of the proletariat), Socialist 
parties have in general sought to achieve their aims through Parliamentary democracy. The 
Communist party has, of course, also been ready to avail itself of democratic machinery, 
but only so long as it has been too weak to use more forceful measures. Thus the fun
damental difference between SociaUsts and Communists is that Socialists beheve that a 

1 Cf. R. A. Butler: 'We regard the State as a trustee for the interests of the community and a bal
ancing force between different interests/ {Fundamental Issues, p. 7. Published by the Conserva
tive Political Centre, 1946.) 

Cf also Quintin Hogg (now Lord Hailsham): 'The whole essence of the type of democracy 
in which they (Conservatives) put their trust is that the public good is attained by the interplay 
of rival forces, of which they recognize themselves to be but one. The whole basis of modem 
Conservatism is the rejection of the absolutist claims of the modern Socialist state/ (The Case for 
Conservatism, p. 13. Penguin Books, 1947.) 
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Communist society, or at least the greater part of it, can be achieved without the sacrifice of 
political democracy,1 while Communists believe that this is quite impossible. 

Another suggested difference between Socialists and Communists is that Socialists regard 
the state ownership and control of the means of production, distribution and exchange as 
a permanent feature of a just society, whereas Communists consider that the state owner
ship and control of industry is only a passing phase which is essential for the political re
education of the individual, and that when this task has been accomplished the state as a 
central organization will 'wither away' and give place, in Marx's own words, to 'an association 
in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all'.2 

What exactly Marx meant by this 'withering away" of the state has been the subject of much 
controversy. The key to Marx's meaning probably lies in his statement that 'political power, 
properly so called, is merely the organized power of one class for oppressing another'. For the 
state is a political organization, and the need for it will therefore disappear when, following the 
elimination of class distinctions, political power no longer serves a purpose. This does not, 
however, mean that there will be no need for some central organization of the processes of 
production. It simply means that this organization will no longer serve a political purpose 
but will, instead, be a purely administrative arrangement for achieving the true will of every 
member of the classless society. Thus the "withering away' of the state does not mean the 
disappearance of all central organization but only the elimination of the political forces by 
which that organization is directed in the capitalist state, and in consequence of which it fails to 
achieve a proper relation between 'the quantity of social labour time employed in the production 
of definite articles and the demand of society for them'.1 In Marx's view Socialists must 
for this reason fail to achieve true social justice so long as they work within a system of 
Parliamentary democracy, for he believes that such a system is bound to perpetuate classes and 
class distinctions. Thus the refusal of democratic Socialists to adopt the means which Marx 
prescribes will, in his view, prevent them from achieving the ends which they profess to seek. 

In Britain, the attempt to achieve Socialism without the sacrifice of political liberty is natural 
in view of the traditional individualism of the British outlook and the extent to which this 
has been given theoretical expression by political philosophers such as Hobbes, Locke, 
Hume, Bentham and Mill. Each of these thinkers argued that the purpose of the state is to 
promote and protect the rights or interests of the individual, and they assumed that there is no 
justification for discriminating between one individual and another. Bentham, in particular, held 
that the maximum happiness of each must constitute the maximum happiness of all, and argued 
that this must be the ultimate object of a rational politics. And when the application of the 
economic principle of laisser-faire resulted in gross inequalities of wealth and happiness, 
the Benthamite ideal was redefined in Socialist terms as 'social equality' and 'fair shares for all'. 

The general form taken by British Socialism is, in short, the result of the individualist's 
emphasis on the happiness of the individual and the Marxist claim that an uncontrolled 
economy prevents the attainment of that happiness. Socialists adhere to the individualist 

» i.e. democracy in the 'liberal' sense. Communists regaid 'liberal' democracy as a travesty of true 
democracy, for the reasons given in Chapter XIII. 

2 Manifesto of the Communist Party, p. 153. 
3 Capital Book in, p. 221. 
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ideal while accepting much of the Marxist prescription for the attainment of that ideal 
Communists differ in holding that the maximising of individual happiness can be achieved 
only by the temporary sacrifice of individual liberty in the political sphere—i.e. the liberties 
of free speech, a free press and free political association. And this difference is ultimately 
an expression of the Marxist theory that a society is an organism, and that individuals may 
misconstrue the real interests of society as a whole. Communist policy therefore assumes, 
by implication, an Organic Theory of the State, and cannot be consistently supported by 
those who reject that theory. For the individualist the Marxist ideal of social equality must 
stand or fall by the judgment passed on it by the individual members of a community, and 
if it is supported it will be supported either because it is believed to be a moral ideal or 
simply because it is desired 

If we discount the Communist theory of an ultimate anarchy, which has so far shown 
no sign of emerging in actual Communist states, the essential difference between Socialist 
and Communist Parties lies not in their objectives but in the methods by which they seek 
to attain these objectives and the reasons by which they seek to justify them. For both the 
primary objective may be briefly defined as "social equality", i.e. the removal, or at least 
the drastic reduction, of the inequalities arising from inherited wealth and private owner
ship of the means of production, distribution and exchange.1 But while democratic Social
ists believe that this objective will ultimately be supported by the vast majority of people 
on grounds either of interest or morality, Communists believe that its attainment will be 
effectively prevented so long as those who benefit from social inequality are tree to exercise 
their political and economic powers in defence of the existing system. Hence, Communists 
argue, the socially privileged must be deprived of these powers by force if social inequality 
is to be eliminated. And this, in practice, means that freedom of speech, publication and 
political association must be withdrawn until the social revolution has been accomplished 
and the 'bourgeois mentality' effectively destroyed. 

Conservatism and Socialism in Britain 

The common foundation underlying the differences of policy between the major parties 
now operating in British politics can be illustrated by reference to the respective attitudes 
of the Conservative and Labour Parties to the major issues of contemporary politics. Both 
accept the principle of the "Welfare State1, even if Conservatives believe that it could and 
should be run more economically. Both agree that it is necessary to control industry, even 
if Socialists believe in carrying such control considerably further than Conservatives. Both 
accept the desirability of some redistribution of wealth, although they may take different 
views of the extent to which, and the way in which, this redistribution should be carried 
out Both support the United Nations Organization and the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza
tion for the purpose of preventing war, and accept the consequent obligation to create and 
maintain an agreed level of armed strength. In short, the differences between the policies of 
the Conservative and Labour Parties in Britain are diiferences of degree rather than of kind 
in the proposals advanced for the abolition of privilege and the promotion of equality. 
1 Cf. Manifesto of the Communist Party, p. 143: "The theory of Communists may be summed up in 

the single sentence: Abolition of private property [i.e. capital].* 
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Similar differences existed between the Conservative and Liberal Parties before the 
Labour Party took its place as one of the two major parties in 1922. It is true that Liber
als—as their name indeed indicates—tended to regard Mill's essay On Liberty as the classic 
expression of their individualist philosophy, and their long and uncompiomising support of 
the economic principle of Free Trade was a notable illustration of this attitude; but in the 
sphere of social reform the Liberal Government which held office between 1906 and the 
outbreak of the first world war carried through many measures of a 'collectivist' character 
which involved interference with the liberty of some individuals in the interest of others. 
On the other hand, while Conservatives have, on the whole, been less disposed to profess 
specific principles, they were the first to accept and introduce the principle of Government 
control of industrial conditions in the interest of the workers,1 and in their advocacy of tariff 
reform they also rejected the principle of laisser-faire. 

For the reasons mentioned earlier in this chapter, these differences of practical policy are 
not necessarily identical with the differences of theoretical principle professed by the par
ties in question. The theoretical differences may in practice be substantially qualified, and 
thus obscured, by considerations of expediency. It is therefore necessary to look beneath 
the superficial differences of party policy if the more fundamental differences of philo
sophical principle are to be accurately defined. And at this level there is a fundamental dif
ference underlying the policies of the Conservative and Socialist Parties of contemporary 
Britain. The impossibility of defining Conservative policy in precise terms, and, still more, 
in terms that do not change from time to time, shows that it must ultimately be justified by 
an Empiricist Theory of Morality. It is not consistent with the "eternal and immutable' prin
ciples of the rationalist The moral ends of politics are, for the Conservative, determined 
by the generally prevailing view of what those ends should be, and the generally prevailing 
view is recognized to be subject to modification and development under changing circum
stances. Such was the view of both Hume and Burke, and its illustration in the history of 
the Conservative Party is obvious. 

It is equally obvious that the theoretical ideals of British Socialism are based upon the 
assumption that moral principles are a priori. The nationalization of essential industries 
and services, the redistribution of wealth, and the abolition of privilege are advocated not 
on the ground that they are generally desired but on the ground that they are intrinsically 
good, and because, even if they involve some sacrifice of happiness, good ends ought to 
be pursued A just society is, to the Socialist, more important than a prosperous or a happy 
one—if it cannot be both at the same time.1 The nationalization of essential industries and 
services is advocated not primarily because nationalization is counted on to improve effi
ciency or to reduce prices or to result in some other material benefit but because it is held to 
be morally wrong that essential industries and services should be under private control and 

1 In the Factory Acts. 
1 Cf. Douglas Jay, The Socialist Case (1947), p. 28: 'The State choosing collectively between the 

welfare of different sets of people must employ some other criterion than a calculus of desires or 
happiness. And the only possible criterion available for the collective choice is the direct judgment 
that this or that state of society, as a whole, is the better.* 
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thus possible sources of private profit No doubt the Socialist believes that the just society 
will, on the whole and in the end, also be the happiest, but if this were not so he would say 
that it was more important to make society just than to make it happy. 

While Socialism—at least of the British variety—thus differs from Communism in 
basing its policy upon moral principles, these principles have, as already observed, been 
largely borrowed from the Manifesto of the Communist Party, The general ideal of'social 
equality" is a Marxist ideal, and Socialists have accepted it as a moral ideal, although it 
cannot be so regarded by a consistent Marxist. Yet although Marx was in theory a material
ist, he defended the ideal of social equality with all the fervour of a moralist, and much of 
what he advocated has, as shown in Chapter Xm , been readily incorporated in the creed of 
modern Socialism. 

Thus the difference between the Conservative and Socialist Parties in modern Britain 
corresponds to the philosophical difference between the Empiricist and Rationalist Theo
ries of Morality. Conservatism is in principle a more flexible, variable and adaptable politi
cal creed. Socialism is inclined to be rigid, uncompromising, and authoritarian. But these 
tendencies are greatly obscured in practice by the necessity imposed on both parties of 
working within the framework of parliamentary democracy. 

Democratic and Authoritarian Types of Government 

It is in communities where the machinery of parliamentary democracy does not operate 
that the political implications of a Rationalist Theory of Morality are most clearly manifest, 
for these implications are not then obscured or modified by considerations of expediency or 
compromise. During the present century these conditions for the uncompromising applica
tion of a rationalist morality have been provided by two opposing systems of government-
Fascism and Communism. Although in some ways sharply opposed, these systems both 
exemplify the authoritarian principle of government and thus stand in sharp opposition 
to all forms of democracy. And although Marxism, as a materialist philosophy, cannot 
consistently admit the possibility of a priori moral principles. Communists in practice 
accord to their ideals the unquestioning and uncritical respect due to moral principles of 
unconditional validity. 

The difference between democratic and authoritarian government can be defined in dif
ferent ways. It is the difference between government by consent and government by author
ity; between utilitarian and moral government; between the conception of the state as a 
useful mechanism and the conception of it as an end in itself; between acceptance of the 
individual's will and judgment as the ultimate directive of action and acceptance of the 
"general will' of the state as the definition of the 'real' will of the individual. And in prac
tice the difference is that between a state in which the ultimate sanction for government is 
recognized to be the will of the majority and that in which a minority of individuals claim 
the right to govern the majority and succeed in getting the majority to admit that claim. 

The philosophical basis of authoritarian government is the Organic Theory of the State 
(or of Society), with its implication that there is a "general wilP defining the moral standard 
to which individuals ought to conform. Even the Marxist adaptation of the Organic Theory 
preserves this essential principle by asserting that the forces which determine social evolu
tion represent the interests of classes and that the interests of classes define the true inter-



146 An Introduction to Political Philosophy 

ests of individual members of these classes, even if individuals sometimes take a different 
view of what their interest is. According to all such theories, the claim of the few to exercise 
authority over the many rests upon the fact that the individual human being is an organic 
constituent of a more comprehensive social unit (whether a state or a class), and that neither 
his real desires nor his real duties can be determined except in terms of his place and func
tion in that more comprehensive unit. Moreover, it is held that the correct determination 
of that place and function must be entrusted to experts, since the individual as such may 
misunderstand what his 'real* desires or duties are. But to supporters of an individualist 
philosophy the insuperable objection to a theory of this sort is the impossibility of deter
mining, except in a purely arbitrary way, who the alleged experts are, and therefore what 
the true interest and duty of any given individual is. In the subordinate function of selecting 
the most effective means for the realization of specified ends, the democrat readily admits 
the place of experts; but he insists that their function is essentially advisory, and that, when 
their advice has been given, one individual has as much right as another to decide what is 
to be done, although, to avoid deadlock, the view of the majority is accepted. This view 
follows logically from the Empiricist Theory of Morality. 

The Authoritarian Theory of Government is at present illustrated almost exclusively 
by Communist states. Before the second world war it was also illustrated by the Fascist 
Governments of Germany and Italy; and some features of Fascism are still found in Spain 
and other countries. The Marxist holds that, whatever the superficial resemblance between 
Communist and Fascist states, the political philosophies upon which they are based are 
fundamentally different in that the authoritarian features of a Communist dictatorship are 
only means—though necessary means—to the achievement of true democracy, whereas 
the authoritarian features of a Fascist state are necessary and permanent elements in a sys
tem where the state h revered as the highest expression of the human spirit, and thus the 
essential foundation of the good society.1 The Fascist state is therefore generally admitted 
to exemplify the authoritarian principle of government, while Communists claim that the 
dictatorship of the proletariat is a transitional stage in the evolution of society. But to sup
porters of democracy this theoretical distinction has yet to be justified, since there is so far 
no sign that the authoritarian governments of Communist states will 'wither away\ On the 
contrary, everything that has so far taken place in these states suggests that, as time goes 
on, the power of their governments will become more absolute and unchallenged, and the 
character of government in a Communist state will thus become indistinguishable from the 
form which it takes in a Fascist state, however different the ostensible objects of the differ
ent systems may be. 

1 Cf. Rocco, *The Political Doctrine of Fascism* in International Conciliation, No. 223, p. 21: 'Fas
cism therefore not only rejects the dogma of popular sovereignty and substitutes for it that of state 
sovereignty, but it also proclaims that the great mass of citizens is not a suitable advocate of social 
interests for the reason that the capacity to ignore individual private interests in favour of the 
higher demands of society and of history is a very rare gift and the privilege of the chosen few/ 

Cf. also Mussolini's definition of Fascism in the Encyclopedia Italiana, Vol. XIV (translated by 
Jane Soames in the Political Quarterly, 1933): * Fascism is a religious conception in which man 
is seen in immanent relation to a higher law, an objective Will, that transcends the particular indi
vidual and raises him to conscious membership in a spiritual society.* 
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The Causes of War 

These alternative forms of government have important consequences for the conduct of 
international relations. If all the world's states were democratic, there is no reason to doubt 
that the democratic method of solving disputes by negotiation and compromise would be 
extended to the international sphere. For all the indications are that the large majority of 
individuals in all nations are opposed to war, and would refuse to sanction resort to war 
except in self-defence, and it therefore seems unlikely that the occasion for self-defence 
would ever arise if all nations had democratic governments. The danger of war arises from 
the existence of authoritarian states in which the decision to make war lies in the hands 
of a few individuals who can count on the rest of the community to implement their deci
sion without question or hesitation. It was this consideration which made Germany and 
Italy standing threats to peace before the outbreak of the second world war; and it is this 
consideration which, in the opinion of many people, makes Soviet Russia and Communist 
China and their satellites constitute a standing menace to peace today, however much their 
rulers may claim to be seeking peace, and however alien to Marxist philosophy the resort 
to international war may appear to be. If, as in the democracies, the individual citizen had 
the final decision to make, all the empirical evidence points to the probability that he would 
refuse to sanction war as a means of settling international disputes, and if the citizens of 
all countries possessed this power and exercised it in this way it follows that governments 
would be compelled to settle their disputes by peaceful methods. 

The widespread fear of war at the present time is explained quite simply by the consider
ation that a large proportion of the world's population lives under Cominunist governments, 
which regard the democratic states with fear and suspicion, while the democratic states 
regard the Communist states in the same way. To the Communist states the democracies are 
bourgeois societies depending upon an economic and social system which can only survive 
if resort is periodically made to war; while to the democracies the Communist states appear 
as totalitarian systems under the complete control of absolute dictators whose actions are 
unpredictable and who are bound, sooner or later, to be corrupted by the absolute power 
which they possess. 

There is no obvious way by which this deadlock of suspicion and distrust can be brought 
to an end. It resembles the 'state of nature' as conceived by Hobbes, with the opposing 
groups of states living, like Hobbes's individuals, in a condition of continuous tension, 
whence the lives of their peoples tend to be 'poor, nasty, brutish, and short'.1 Hobbes would 
have said that this situation can be brought to an end only if the rival states voluntarily lay 
down their "right to do all things' and transfer this right to an international sovereign body 
capable of maintaining the peace; and he would have said that this is likely to occur only if 
the rival powers come to the conclusion that it is in their interest to make this surrender of 
national sovereignty. There has, however, been abundant evidence in recent years that sov
ereign states are most reluctant to make any real surrender of their sovereign powers, even 
when they are not divided by the mutual suspicions which characterize the relations of the 
democratic and Communist states. It therefore seems unlikely that the present tension will 
be removed by the creation of a single international sovereign power. On the other hand, 
both sides may stop short of precipitating war from fear of the incalculable consequences 
which it is likely to have. 

Leviathan, Chap. XIII. 
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Among the democracies themselves the problem of maintaining peace without the 
transfer of sovereignty to an international organization is simpler. For their policies are all 
subject to popular consent, and the available evidence suggests that it would be difficult for 
any government to obtain such consent for aggressive purposes.' The vast majority of the 
citizens of all democracies desire peace and, after the experience of two world wars, are 
unconvinced that there is any purpose, except resistance to aggression, for which it would 
be either justifiable or advantageous to fight Moreover, their experience of the function
ing of democratic machinery at home inevitably suggests to them that it can and ought to 
be employed in the international field as well, and that agreement by compromise is better 
than resort to force as a solution of international disputes. Thus the maintenance of peace 
and the gradual creation of recognized machinery for the solution of international problems 
appears to be perfectly possible, so far as the democratic states are concerned, without a 
formal surrender of their sovereign powers. 

The fact is that the relationship of the democratic states bears a much closer resemblance 
to Locke's conception of the 'state of nature* than to Hobbes*s. The fear, suspicion, and ten
sion which characterized the state of nature as conceived by Hobbes are familiar features of 
the so-called *cold war* which has now existed for some years between the democratic and 
Communist states, and Hobbes's conclusions seem to be in many ways directly applicable 
to their relationship. But the democracies need not be antagonistic and mutually hostile. 
In general, like the majority of individuals in Locke's state of nature, they recognize the 
advantage of observing a moral code, although in their case it is, of course, a code defin
ing the rights and duties of nations instead of the rights and duties of individuals. There 
is, in short, a desire among the democracies to co-operate with one another in a peaceful 
and mutually advantageous manner; and the purpose of expressing this desire through the 
medium of international agreements and organizations is the same as the purpose which, 
according to Locke, made it desirable to establish civil government, namely the 'inconve
niences' which result when men are "judges in their own case4.1 It is obvious that there may 
be corresponding inconveniences' in international relationships if states insist upon being 
"judges in their own case', and an important advantage to all nations in setting up some 
form of government on an international basis. 

National Sovereignty and International Relations 

It has, of course, been made abundantly clear during the past few years that sovereign states 
are still reluctant to make a formal surrender of their sovereignty. The Veto' which any one 
of the five Great Powers may exercise on action approved by the recognized voting proce
dure of the United Nations and the resistance shown—not least by Britain—to all proposals 
to accord the Council of Europe powers which might encroach upon national sovereignty 
are notable illustrations of this reluctance. But, again, this opposition to a surrender of sov
ereignty corresponds exactly to Locke's account of the basis of civil government What the 
democratic states oppose is not membership of international organizations but the surrender 

• This generalization is not contradicted by the periodical use of armed force to coerce subject 
peoples, e.g. in Malaya or Kenya, since such campaigns are essentially police activities on a large 
scale. 

1 On Civil Government, Book II, para. 13. 
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of that power—as expressed in their control over their armed forces—without which they 
would not be able to withdraw from the international organization if it ceased to serve the 
purposes for which it was established As Locke said of civil government:4There remains 
still in the people a supreme power to remove or alter the legislative, when they find the 
legislative act contrary to the trust reposed in them.'2 The democratic states wish to retain 
that power to "remove or alter' the international organizations in which they participate if 
these organizations 'act contrary to the trust reposed in them'; and the power to do this 
would not exist if these states had surrendered the essence of their sovereign power—their 
control over their armed forces—to an international body.1 

But the maintenance of sovereign power by individual states is as already observed, no 
necessary obstacle to the maintenance of peace. Not power by itself but its object is what 
may menace peace. If power is sought and maintained for domination and conquest it is 
bound to be a standing menace to peace. But if those purposes would never be sanctioned 
by a democratic community, sovereign power in the hands of a democracy can be no men
ace to its neighbours. And, of course, the measure of power maintained by the democracies 
during the past thirty years might have fallen almost to the level of token forces but for the 
menace of totalitarian aggression by such authoritarian states as Germany., Italy, and the 
Soviet Union. 

Sovereign power, in short, is by itself a neutral factor in international relations. It can be 
used to foment war, or it can be used to support international machinery for the peaceful 
settlement of international disputes and the organizing of collective resistance to aggres
sion. If the latter are the objects of the democratic states their retention of sovereign power 
will not menace peace and will help to ensure that the international organizations which are 
set up fulfil, and do not disappoint, the purposes for which they were established. 

Although the fear and suspicion which are shown by the democratic and Communist 
states towards each other constitute a serious menace to peace, the danger may well be 
less than it would be if a Fascist government controlled a powerful country. For Com
munists at least profess to seek peace, and it has still to be shown that they are prepared 
to resort to international war—as distinct from revolutionary propaganda and action—in 
the furtherance of their aims. On the other hand, the Fascist conception of government is 
derived directly from the philosophy of Hegel, and accepts war as a desirable and necessary 
measure for bringing about higher and more valuable forms of social life, and ensuring that 
the nation which is most fitted to dominate the world does so. According to this theory, 
any opposition to war by individuals must be ruthlessly suppressed, and no restriction on 
the 'will of the state* must be tolerated in its dealings with other states. As observed in the 
chapters on Rousseau and Hegel, there is no obvious reason why a universal state should 
not gradually emerge from these conflicts, but neither Rousseau nor Hegel appeared to 
think this possible. 

For the time being, however, the dominating feature of world politics is the contrast and 
opposition between the democratic and Communist states, and this contrast is ultimately 
2 ibid., para. 149. 
1 Some surrender of sovereignty is involved in membership of the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza

tion and the European Defence Community; but this, of course, has been brought about by the 
common fear of Soviet aggression and not by a failure to co-operate with other democracies on a 
basis of full national sovereignty. 
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based upon the fundamental philosophical alternatives which have been defined above. The 
question at issue is the question whether the individual or the state is the primary entity, 
and whether the actions of government are therefore to be justified by reference to the will 
of the individual or by reference to the will of the state. It is true that Marxism subordinates 
the individual to society rather than to the state, and regards the state as a temporary and 
transient device of exploitation. But in its subordination of the individual to social forces 
which he cannot, and, in his own interest, should not, attempt to resist, Marxism exhibits 
the essential characteristics of an Organic Theory. 



CHAPTER XV 
The Justification of Government 

If a short and simple phrase is required to describe the essential purpose of political phi
losophy as commonly understood, the justification of government would seem to meet the 
need. For it is clear from the foregoing analysis of a number of important and representa
tive political philosophies that this is, in fact, their primary objective. Politics itself may 
be defined as the organization and regulation of compulsory human relations in a com
munity or, more briefly, as the organization of government; while political philosophy, as 
commonly understood, is an attempt to define the moral principles prescribing what the 
methods and aims of government ought to be. But this, for the reasons given in Chapter I, 
is a somewhat superficial conception of political philosophy, for it ignores the underlying 
question whether these moral principles are a priori propositions of universal validity or 
whether they are empirical generalizations which can only justify hypothetical conclusions 
about what the methods and aims of government ought to be. 

It is quite clear that many of the most important political philosophers have assumed 
that the moral principles which justify government are either self-evident or capable of 
rational demonstration and therefore constitute a categorical basis for its justification. But 
such philosophers—of whom Plato and Locke are typical examples—have not, in general, 
considered the fundamental question whether propositions which are admittedly synthetic 
can be rationally justified. Kant and Hegel and their followers are the only political phi
losophers who have recognized the real significance of this question and have attempted 
to provide a rational justification of synthetic moral propositions. Hegel's solution, as was 
shown in Chapter XI, was to argue that the good will is the rational will, that the rational 
will is the will of the state, and that the nature of this rational will can be dialectically 
deduced from the notion of will as such. 

The fallacies in Hegel's argument were explained at length in Chapter XI and need not 
be reconsidered here. If the reasons there given for rejecting his conclusions are valid some 
form of Empiricism must necessarily be accepted, and this implies that the series of moral 
propositions which have often been accepted as adequate political philosophies are, in fact, 
simply empirical generalizations which can have no universal application or validity and 
may vary from place to place and from time to time. In short, Empiricism implies that the 
only justification which can be given for government is a hypothetical one and that there 
is no possible way of providing a categorical justification at any stage. The justification 
must take the form put forward by either Hobbes or Hume, namely that if certain ends are 
desired, or are held to be 'good', and if certain methods are the most effective for achieving 
those ends, then those methods ought to be adopted But the conclusion that those methods 
ought to be adopted is a hypothetical one depending on the validity of the two hypothetical 
propositions from which it is deduced; and the word * ought' does not possess the categori
cal significance which is usually attached to it 
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Implications of Empiricism 

The most important implication of Empiricism is that there is no rational way of resolving 
ultimate differences regarding political ideals since the assertion that X (e.g. the general 
happiness) is such an ideal is, according to Empiricism, necessarily a synthetic proposition 
and thus devoid of rational necessity. It does not, of course, follow from this that there is 
no rational way of resolving many of the less ultimate differences which actually arise. It 
may often be possible to show that the opposing aims of two political organizations are 
logically inconsistent with some more general aim which is accepted by both. It might, 
for example, be possible to resolve the differences between the Conservative and Socialist 
Parties regarding the extent to which industry should be controlled by government if both 
adhered consistently to a more general aim, such as reducing the cost of living. For then it 
would be possible, in theory at least, to resolve the differences by showing that a specific 
form of government control either does, or does not, tend in practice to reduce the cost of 
living. It is, in general, possible that many disagreements could be resolved by the rational 
process of drawing the logical implications of assumptions held in common by the parties 
to the dispute. But, unless Hegel's theory of reasoning is accepted, there is no ground for 
assuming that this process, however far it is carried, will lead to universal agreement on 
ultimate moral principles and, therefore, no ground for assuming that differences about 
such principles can ultimately be eliminated 

If Empiricism is accepted it therefore follows that there is no rational assurance that 
disagreement about political principles and ideals can be resolved. This in turn implies that 
there is no justification for the common assuinption that the incompatible views of totali
tarian and democratic communities about the rights of the individual cannot both be true. 
Empiricism implies that, in the only sense in which such doctrines can be true, both may be 
trueand that J ultimate and irresolvable difference may therefore exist. 

If this conclusion is accepted, it follows that there is no rational way of eliminating ulti
mate differences of moral principle, and that in practice such conflicts must be resolved by 
one of three alternative methods, namely force, compromise, or toleration. In other words, 
if the different principles accepted by different states result in the adoption of policies 
which ultimately bring these states into conflict, then this conflict can be resolved only if 
one of these states succeeds in dominating the other; or if one meets the other half-way by 
some measure of compromise; or, finally, if they avoid conflict by 'agreeing to differ' in a 
spirit of mutual toleration. In any case, the acceptance of the Empiricist Theory, far from 
promoting conflict, might help to prevent it by showing that such a conflict would simply 
be a conflict of opposing forces and not, as is frequently assumed, a conflict between * right' 
and * might'. 

Implications of Rationalism 

On the other hand, a Rationalist Theory of the kind defended by Hegel implies that in the 
will of the state there is an absolute standard of morality with which no compromise ought 
to be permitted. And this in turn implies that between the wills of two states there may be 
a conflict which ought to be resolved by a trial of strength. No doubt Hegel's theory also 
implies that states may fall short of perfection, and that their wills may not therefore be 
wholly good. But, as was shown in Chapter XI, he provides no criterion for showing how 
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good states may be distinguished from bad ones; and the practical effect of his theory, when 
accepted, has been to strengthen the assumption that "the state can do no wrong*. Hence 
when the wills of different states are in conflict the acceptance of the Hegelian theory tends 
to encourage the adoption of a rigid and uncompromising attitude and a resort to war. And 
to Hegel war was far from being an unqualified evil. As he put it: 'War has the higher sig
nificance that by its agency the ethical health of peoples is preserved in their indifference 
to the stabilization of finite institutions; just as the blowing of the winds preserves the sea 
from the foulness which would be the result of a prolonged calm, so also corruption in 
nations would be the product of prolonged, let alone "perpetual" peace/1 In other words, 
the conflict of states shows that none has achieved the ultimate good in its * finite institu
tions', and war has the salutary consequence of promoting moral progress by preventing 
the perpetuation of existing imperfections. 

Hegel's political theory has undoubtedly exercised its influence in this direction, although 
a proper understanding of it should have encouraged a more modest view of the powers of 
finite intelligence. But where Hegelianism has been influential, its insistence on the limita
tions of human judgment has been largely ignored, and the conception of the general will 
eagerly seized upon as providing an absolute standard of moral value. This conception has 
been welcomed in the belief that it provides a universal and objective criterion of moral
ity, and the problem of determining when a will is truly 'general' has been conveniently 
ignored. 

Hume's Empiricism 

The alternative analysis offered by Empiricism is not faced with the difficulty of establish
ing an absolute standard of morality. On the other hand, it need not, and as expounded 
by Hume does not, deny the reality of moral experience. As was shown in Chapter X, 
Hume took special care, particularly in the later exposition of his theory in the Enquiry, to 
emphasize that the 'pleasing sentiment of approbation' in which moral approval consists 
is 'pleasant' in quite a specific sense of that word, since it may enjoin the performance of 
acts which are far from 'pleasant' in the ordinary sense. Thus Hume was able to account in 
purely empirical terms for the distinction commonly drawn between duty and inclination; 
and it is by no means obvious that such an analysis of moral experience is inadequate, even 
though it implies that the laws of morality are simply empirical generalizations about the 
moral feelings of individuals or groups of individuals. 

If moral laws can be reduced in this way to empirical generalizations about the occur
rence of the feelings of approbation and disapprobation, the question arises whether there is 
any general 'law' which describes the circumstances which normally evoke these feelings. 
As was shown in Chapter X, Hume believed that these feelings generally express a natural 
human tendency to feel pleased at what tends to promote happiness (whether in oneself or in 
others) and to feel displeased at what tends to diminish happiness (whether in oneself or in 
others). But this, again, is a purely empirical generalization, and Hume does not think that 
it is universally true. From instinct, habit, or tradition men sometimes approve acts which 
do not tend to promote the general happiness; and although Hume believed that if such men 

1 Philosophy of Right (te by T.MKncx), p. 210. 



154 An Introduction to Political Philosophy 

could be convinced by empirical evidence that such acts did not in fact promote the general 
happiness they would usually cease to approve them, he recognized that this, also, was a 
purely empirical generalization, and that there is no reason why men must approve acts 
which tend to promote the general happiness. As he said in a striking passage: 

Tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratch
ing of my finger. "Tis not contrary to reason for me to choose my total ruin, to prevent 
the least uneasiness of an Indian or person wholly unknown to me. Tis as little con
trary to reason to prefer even my own acknowledged lesser good to my greater, and 
tovLmoreaidentaffectionfortheformerthan^latter.' 

There is, in other words, no reason to explain why the vast majority of people would never 
entertain these preferences. The explanation is the purely empirical one that such prefer
ences are determined not by reason but by feeling (or "sentiment*, as Hume says), and that 
the feelings implanted in human nature are such that the vast majority of people cannot 
help preferring a scratch on the finger to the destruction of the world, or the 'uneasiness of 
an Indian" to personal ruin, or a greater to a smaller personal good In the same way, Hume 
believed that the vast majority of people cannot help approving acts which are shown to be 
useful, or disapproving acts which are shown to be the contrary of useful. He recognized 
that in practice the feelings of approval and disapproval are largely determined by habit and 
convention, but he believed that the application of the principle of utility can do much to 
influence those feelings, and to ensure that acts which, under changed circumstances, cease 
to have the utilitarian value which they formerly possessed are no longer approved. For he 
held that few, if any, people would approve an act which they believed to be contrary to the 
principle of utility. 

These considerations show where the ultimate difference between the Rationalist and 
Empiricist Moral Theories lies. The Rationalist Theory implies that virtue is its own reward 
and its own justification. The Empiricist Theory implies that moral judgments, as synthetic 
propositions, could conceivably have been other than they are, and offers an empirical 
explanation why they are what in fact they are. The explanation offered by Hume is that 
moral judgments are what they are because experience has shown that certain habits of 
conduct tend to promote the general happiness and because such conduct is the sort of 
conduct which usually evokes the feelings of moral approval. But this association between 
the feeling of moral approval and the utilitarian tendencies of an act is empirical and con
tingent, and does not imply that the feeling of moral approval can never be excited by acts 
which have no utilitarian tendency, or that there is any a priori sense in which it 'ought' to 
be excited by acts which do have a utilitarian tendency. 

One important consideration which supports the Empiricist Theory is that it can account 
so simply for the varying and often inconsistent moral judgments which are actually made. 
Such inconsistencies are particularly striking when the moral codes of different communi
ties or different epochs are compared, but they may be found within a single community as 
well. In contemporary Britain, for example, different people take opposing views about the 

Treatise of Human Nature, II, iii, 3. 
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morality of gambling, divorce, and blood sports, and express these views in contradictory 
moral judgments. Such disagreements are easily explained by the Empiricist Theory, which 
asserts that they are based upon the different moral feelings aroused in different persons by 
contemplation of the same activity. The Rationalist Theory, on the other hand, implies that 
such activities are either good or bad quite independently of the feelings which they excite, 
and it must therefore provide some criterion for determining which of two contradictory 
moral judgments is true and which is false. And this, of course, is just what Rationalist 
Theories from the time of Plato onwards have failed to do, and what, in Hume's opinion, 
they could not conceivably succeed in doing. 

The fact is that any moral theory which claims to be adequate must offer some explana
tion of the undeniable facts of moral controversy. People do frequently disagree about what 
is right and what is wrong, and the Rationalist Theory, which asserts that conflicting moral 
judgments are logically inconsistent, must obviously show how to distinguish between 
those which are true and those which are false. On the other hand, the Empiricist Theory is 
not faced with this problem, if it regards these incompatible moral judgments as judgments 
describing the different feelings excited in different persons by contemplation of the same 
act or situation. The Empiricist Theory may, of course, indicate a method by which such 
differences may be eliminated if it can show that moral approval is generally excited by the 
contemplation of acts which tend to promote the general happiness, for it may then be pos
sible to distinguish, in the light of well established empirical generalizations, between acts 
which really have this tendency and those which are falsely believed to have it 

Meaning of Justification* 

It follows from the foregoing considerations that the sort of 'justification' which can be 
offered for government takes a fundamentally different form according to whether a Ratio
nalist or Empiricist Theory of Morality is adopted The Rationalist Theory implies that 
there are moral principles of an a priori character which constitute an objective and uncon
ditional justification of certain forms of government The Empiricist Theory implies that 
moral principles are necessarily of a synthetic and empirical character., and that the jus
tification of government which they provide is therefore conditional on the truth of these 
principles in the particular context to which they are applied For, since these principles 
are synthetic propositions, they are devoid of rational necessity, and it is for experience to 
say whether, in a given context, they are, in fact, true. For example, the moral principle— 
generally accepted in some form by democratic peoples—that a human being has certain 
absolute rights which any government ought to respect is, if true, an important criterion for 
determining whether a certain form of government is, or is not, justified. But the Empiricist 
Theory of Morality implies that this principle is without rational necessity, and may not, 
therefore, be universally true. And if in some contexts it is not true, it will be possible to 
justify forms of government which do not observe it In terms of Hume's particular appli
cation of Empiricism, a form of government which does not recognize the principle of 
individual rights can be justified in so far as the denial of that principle does not arouse the 
sentiment of moral disapproval. 

But Empiricism need not, of course, take the form which was defended by Hume. It 
may, as in the theories of Machiavelli, Hobbes and Bentham be combined with a Natural
istic Theory of Morality. Such a theory asserts that the basic moral concepts of good, bad, 
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right, and wrong can be defined in terms of non-moral concepts such as pleasant, painful, 
expedient and inexpedient It asserts, in other words, that moral terms are synonymous 
with non-moral terms, and that there is nothing specific or peculiar in what is commonly 
described as moral experience. 

This naturalistic interpretation of morality does not, however, affect the issue of primary 
interest to the philosopher. Whether or not moral experience is unique and irreducible is a 
question for the psychologist to determine; and however he answers that question the issue 
which concerns the philosopher is whether moral or quasi-moral propositions are a priori 
or empirical. For, if they are empirical, they are without rational necessity, and cannot 
afford more than a hypothetical justification for action. Whether or notf the good' means 
simply 'the desired', the proposition 4X is good' cannot constitute more than a hypothetical 
justification for seeking X if it is an empirical proposition, for the justification will then be 
based on the hypothesis *ifX is good'. Only if the proposition (X is good' is a priori, and 
thus necessarily true, will the justification for seeking X be categorical and unconditional 

Justification, in short, means moral justification, and, like morality itself, has a meaning 
whether or not moral concepts can be defined in terms of non-moral concepts. Government 
is said to be justified if its methods are * right' and its ends are 'good', whether or not 'right' 
and 'good' can be defined in non-moral terms. The question of philosophical importance is 
whether a categorical or only a hypothetical justification of government can be given, and 
this, as already shown, depends on whether moral propositions—however interpreted—are 
a priori or empirical. The justification of government can be an unconditional and categori
cal justification only if moral propositions are a priori in character. If these propositions are 
synthetic and empirical their truth in any given context cannot be assumed. Only experi
ence can show whether they are true in a given context. What sort of experience is relevant 
to their truth depends, of course, on the nature of the moral experience which such proposi
tions describe. If Hume was right in holding that moral experience consists in the feelings 
of approval and disapproval which certain acts, characters or situations arouse, then a moral 
proposition will be true or false according to whether it accurately describes the moral feel
ings which are aroused in a given situation. And Hume's theory therefore implies that the 
justification of government must depend on the moral feelings which it arouses, and that a 
specific form of government may be justified in the opinion of one individual or community 
and not in the opinion of another. 

Hume thought that his theory was quite consistent with the fact that the members of a 
given community are, as a rule, in general agreement about the form of government which 
they approve, for he thought it only natural that the combined influence of tradition, habit 
and self-interest should tend to evoke in them the sentiments of approval and disapproval 
towards the same things. Where this general measure of agreement does not exist, he would 
have said that conditions are ripe for revolution, and that the latter is very likely to occur 
unless one of the opposing factions is of negligible strength and can be effectively sup
pressed. 

It may be said in criticism of the Empiricist Theory that it bases the justification of 
government on moral principles which can be defined in the light of experience but which 
can never be justified by the necessity of reason; and that some form of Rationalist Theory 
must therefore be preferred in view of the final and categorical nature of the justification 
which it claims to give. But to this the empiricist may reply that none of the attempts made 
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by rationalists from Plato onwards have succeeded in demonstrating the rational necessity 
of moral propositions, or of resolving the existing conflict between the moral principles 
of different races, nations and individuals, except where they have shown that some of the 
accepted principles are logically inconsistent; and of course empiricists are equally entitled 
to say that logically inconsistent principles cannot all be true. In short, the empiricist can 
argue that the rationalist has not, in practice, been any more successful than the empiricist 
in rinding ultimate and self-evident moral premises which are universally accepted, and 
that his failure to do so at once illustrates and justifies the empiricist's contention that such 
premises are, from their very nature, empirical in character and without rational necessity. 

Justification of Different Forms of Government 

The essential distinction between authoritarian and democratic forms of government is the 
distinction between government by those who claim authority through superior knowledge 
and government by those who claim authority through popular support, and this distinc
tion is, in the end, an expression of the distinction between the Rationalist and Empiricist 
Theories of Morality. For a Rationalist Theory of Morality implies that government ought 
to be authoritarian, and an Empiricist Theory implies that it ought to be democratic in these 
senses. A Rationalist Theory implies that government ought to be authoritarian because it 
implies that there are moral laws which are necessarily and universally true, and that anyone 
who apprehends those laws clearly and applies them consistently enjoys an authority which 
others ought to respect and obey. This was the form of government which Plato defended 
just because he believed that only a minority of people were capable of apprehending the a 
priori truths of morality. On the other hand, according to the Empiricist Theory of Moral
ity moral laws are empirical generalizations, and no such generalizations are necessarily 
universal. No one, therefore, can claim that his moral judgments are universally applicable 
and authoritative; for a different and apparently incompatible judgment made by someone 
else may be equally true in the only sense in which such judgments can be true. 

The democratic practice of permitting the free expression of individual opinions, while 
accepting the opinion of the majority as the ultimate directive of policy, is an implicit 
recognition of these principles of Empiricism. It would, of course, be untrue to say that 
all supporters of democracy are aware of the underlying philosophical principle, but it is 
true to say that the Empiricist Theory of Morality implies that a moral judgment cannot be 
rejected as false on the ground that it is prima facie inconsistent with one which is accepted 
as true. Two logically inconsistent judgments cannot, of course, both be true, but on the 
Empiricist Theory one man's judgment that X is good and another man's judgment that X 
is not good may both be true in the sense that the contemplation of X excites the feeling 
of moral approval in the one and excites the feeling of moral disapproval in the other, i.e. 
the two judgments are not really inconsistent. Thus the Empiricist Theory of Morality sup
plies the ultimate justification for the moral toleration which is the essential feature of the 
democratic way of life. 

Which of the various moral judgments actually made is accepted as * authoritative' 
depends, in a democracy, upon which receives the widest support. In other words, the judg
ment of the majority is accepted, in practice, as authoritative; but this does not imply that 
the judgment of a minority is not an equally true and valid moral judgment, and does not 
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therefore justify the suppression of a minority opinion on the ground that it is false. The 
authority of a democratic government is therefore quite different in character from that of 
an authoritarian government, which derives its authority from conformity to the a priori 
moral laws by which alone it can be justified. The authority of a democratic government 
originates in the support of the majority and is therefore based not on an assumed a priori 
right but on power—on the recognition that, as Locke put it,4 it is necessary the body [com
munity] should move that way whither the greater force carries it*.1 On the other hand, it 
may also be possible to justify the authority of a democratic government on grounds of 
utility if it is true that the realization of the will of the majority promotes the greatest hap
piness of the greatest number.1 

Political Theory and Political Practice 

A distinction was drawn at the beginning of this chapter between the exercise of govern
ment and its justification. The distinction is important, although the two aspects of govern
ment are closely related. The exercise of government always involves in some measure the 
control of the many by the few, and such control necessarily depends on the consent of the 
many. Such consent may be, and often is, wholly irrational, being based mainly upon habit 
and tradition. But questions have always been asked by some about the rational justification 
of the institutions and practices supported by these irrational forces, and it is to these ques
tions that the political philosopher attempts to give an answer. Even if the answer is—as it 
must be for an empiricist—that government can be justified only by non-rational consid
erations, that is itself a rational proposition of the first importance, and there will remain 
for reason the important function of discovering and prescribing the most effective means 
by which the non-rational ends of government may be achieved. If, on the other hand, the 
answer is—as the rationalist believes—that there are rational norms by which government 
must be justified or condemned, there will be rational grounds for prescribing the ends of 
government as well as the means employed to realise them. 

The broad alternatives in political theory which have been distinguished in the preced
ing chapters are therefore based upon the Rationalist and Empiricist Theories of Morality 
respectively, and these alternative Theories of Morality are in turn based upon Rationalist 
and Empiricist Theories of Logic. It would, of course, be untrue to say that these alterna
tives have always been defined and distinguished in political theory; but they are the logical 
alternatives between which a choice must be made. The justification of government is a 
moral justification, and the form which it takes therefore depends upon the form and logi
cal status of moral propositions. If, as Plato, Aquinas, and Kant would all have said, moral 
propositions possess the rational necessity of mathematical propositions, a categorical jus-

1 Of Civil Government, Book H, para. 96. 
1 As was shown in Chapter X, Hume himself thought that government by a cultured minority was 

more likely to promote the greatest happiness. But support for such a form of government is not 
inconsistent with democratic liberty if the government receives the spontaneous support of the 
majority of citizens. This situation is, in fact, illustrated by all modern representative democracies 
where it is generally recognized by the people as a whole that the detailed business of government 
must necessarily be conducted by a minority of statesmen and their advisers, and that 'public 
opinion* can offer useful guidance only on the most general issues. 
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tification of government can be given; but if such propositions are synthetic and empirical 
a hypothetical justification is all that can be looked foi A categorical justification is the 
logical foundation of government by authority, while a hypothetical justification is the only 
possible justification of those forms of government which recognize the right to freedom 
of opinion and accept the need to govern within the limits of general consent Which form 
of justification is valid depends, in the end, on whether moral propositions are a priori or 
empirical. And, since such propositions are in any case synthetic, the issue ultimately turns 
on whether synthetic propositions can be a priori. 

The ultimate question is therefore Kant's famous question: Are synthetic a priori propo
sitions possible? And the answer to that question must itself be an a priori proposition, for 
no empirical facts could be relevant to its truth. As an a priori proposition it will be true 
if it could not conceivably be otherwise, and false if it could not conceivably be so, i.e. is 
self-contradictory. And it is on this ground that the empiricist ultimately takes his stand. He 
contends that the conception of a synthetic a priori proposition is self-contradictory, and 
the assertion that a synthetic proposition can be a priori therefore necessarily false. To the 
empiricist the synthetic, in virtue of its very meaning, excludes the necessary, and the nec
essary excludes the synthetic. For him a synthetic proposition means a proposition which 
can be denied without self-contradiction, and of which the truth can therefore be estab
lished only by experience. If these contentions are valid, the ultimate premise of rationalism 
must be rejected as selfcontradictory, and Empiricism accepted as the true account of the 
nature of thought. And from this it will follow that the justification of government must be 
hypothetical in character, and conditioned by whatever moral assumptions are made about 
its proper aims and methods. 

But even if this conclusion has to be accepted, it does not imply that reason has not a 
function of great importance in the practical life. Even if moral generalizations are without 
rational necessity, they may exhibit patterns of empirical uniformity which can be studied 
scientifically and made the basis for the rational control of social forces. It may even be 
found, as Utilitarians contend, that the promotion of the general happiness is the ultimate 
object of all moral approval; and, if that be so, a principle will exist by which conflicting 
moral judgments may be reconciled in a rational manner. In short, it does not follow that, 
if moral judgments lack rational necessity, they are likewise devoid of empirical consis
tency. 

Indeed, the empiricist maintains that it is only when the inherent limitations of reason 
are recognized that it becomes possible to control action in a rational manner. It is only 
when reason, in Hume's words, is recognized to be the "slave of the passions' that the ratio
nal control of action issuing from the 'passions' becomes possible. Otherwise, in the view 
of the empiricist, reason is likely to be perverted to the futile task of seeking some a priori 
justification of the ends of action, when its only possible function in the practical life is that 
of deducing the conditions and consequences of attaining specified ends, and thus perhaps 
modifying action by changing its anticipated results. 

For the empiricist, therefore, the function of reason in the practical life is essentially 
utilitarian. It cannot, from its very nature, determine or prescribe the choice of ends. It can 
only specify, in the light of causal generalizations based on past experience, what means are 
likely to be most effective for the attainment of the ends desired, and what the attainment of 
these ends is likely to involve. The problems of politics, to the empiricist, are therefore sci-
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entific problems, and the true functions of the rational statesman those of a social scientist. 
The ends which he promotes must be discovered by a scientific study of human desires, and 
the means which he adopts by a scientific study of the conditions under which those desires 
can be most fully satisfied. For the rationalist, on the other hand, reason has directive as 
well as instrumental functions, and can prescribe the ends which ought to be pursued as 
well as determine the means by which specified ends may be attained. To him the problems 
of politics are moral as well as scientific problems, for he recognizes an a priori distinction 
between what is and what ought to be, between desires and duties; and he holds that the 
ideal statesman is one who is aware of this distinction, and who seeks to realise, as far as 
may be, the pattern of the ideal state. 
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