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ENGLISH
POLITICAL THEORY

CHAPTER I

THE NATURE OF POLITICAL THEORY

O begin with defensive measures may savour of
a guilty conscience, but there is nothing to be

gained by denying the existence of an enemy.
Political theory is undoubtedly regarded in certain
quarters as an abstract and a barren subject, useful only
for professors who live by taking in each other’s ideas
and destroying them in the wash. That, treated in a
certain way, political theory is both abstract and barren
itisidle to deny ; that, sensibly handled with a common-
sense attitude to the real values of social life, it is
both a concrete and a fruitful study it is my purpose to
maintain. Political theory, like political practice, has
suffered from the excessive attention of lawyers; and
these lawyers have narrowed down to such an academic
question as the nature of sovereignty what should be
the widest and most vital of inquiries. For we are to
ask not only what is the origin of society or community,
but also what is its purpose and how that purpose can
be most effectually realized. And these surely are
questions of sufficient size and urgency not merely to
justify the pursuit of political theory, but to make that

I I



2 ENGLISH POLITICAL THEORY

pursuit a necessary feature in the mental training of
every citizen.

The fact is not that political theory is too limited,
but that it is too difficult to limit. At one moment it
seems to be verging upon sociology and political history,
at another it is encroaching upon the sphere of economics ;
or, again, it is being confounded with ethics, the study of
moral values, and the philosophy of conduct. At the
outset some rough distinctions must be made. A
business man has been bitterly described as one ‘ who
knows the price of everything and the value of nothing ’.
This generalization, whatever its intrinsic worth, does
help us to separate economics from politics. ‘ The dismal
science ’ is concerned with things, politics with people.
Economics must, of course, include consideration of
people, but it considers them not as ends in themselves,
but only in relation to the things they make, sell, and
use. Politics equally must take things into considera-
tion, but it does so only in relation to human or moral
values. How, then, can politics be distinguished from
ethics? Only in quantity, not in quality; for politics
is but ethics writ large. While ethical theory endeavours
to abstract the individual from his environment, and to
decide what is good or bad for you and me as more or
less isolated men (complete isolation is, of course, almost
unthinkable), social or political theory regards us
primarily as associated units, whether our blood be
national or international, religious or racial, industrial
or territorial. Ethical theory is incomplete without
political theory, because man is an associative creature
and cannot live fully in isolation ; political theory is idle
without ethical theory, because its study and its results
depend fundamentally on our scheme of moral values,
our conceptions of right and wrong. For if we can
come to some agreement on the nature of a good
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life as the result of our ethical reflections, we cannot
then cut short our philosophy and close the book.
We must pass from ethics to politics in order to dis-
cover the most fitting methods for extending our
ideals from man to society, and for realizing in the
organization of our community the various aspects of a
good life.

Sociology is a word in common use, and by it most
people designate the study of society’s growth. It
investigates the conditions of savage life and traces
from these first beginnings the evolution of communities
until it merges in ordinary political and social history.
Or it may shade off into psychology and endeavour to
answer the question, * How do people behave as members
of society ? How does the fact of association condition
their conduct ? What is the difference between A in
his home and A in a crowd ? ° But sociology, whether
it be interpreted historically or psychologically, is
concerned with what has happened or does happen, not
with what ought to happen. It may thus lay claim to
be called ‘a science’, since it is susceptible of exact
results. But a thousand ‘ares ' do not make a single
‘ought ’, and political theory is concerned with what
ought to be done. It should thus be classified with
ethics as philosophy not with sociology as a science.
Naturally ‘ oughts’ cannot be considered in complete
isolation from, or ignorance of, the ‘ares’ and ‘have
beens’; thus political theory cannot neglect history
altogether. It must make use of history only to trans-
scend it. The historian’s task is not to pass moral
judgements ; he may do so if he chooses, but that is not
the essence of his work. But the political theorist is
bound to do so. That is where he joins hands with
the moral philosopher and parts company with the
sociologist and economist.
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Political theory is thus intensely practical and in-
tensely important. This is a controversial statement,
liable to the charge commonly brought against ethical
theory. ‘It is all very well,’ says the man in the
street, ‘ for you to theorize about moral conduct and to
lay down your categorical imperatives, your laws of
this and duties of that. A man may take the best
degrees in moral philosophy and yet be the least reliable
of persons when it comes to taking action. Itisn’t only
that he may be a Hamlet, thinking too precisely on the
event ; he may act only too often and too vigorously,
revealing himself as an arrant blunderer. The writer
of the most acute treatise on egoism and altruism, in
which the nobility of the former is proved beyond a
doubt, may turn out to be a crudely selfish individual.
So, when it really comes to getting things done, give me
a good common-sense fellow, uncorrupted by midnight
readings of Kant and T. H. Green; he will prove in
the end to be the best of friends and the best of men.’
This common protest contains a certain amount of
truth. Nobody can deny that common sense (the
Aristotelian ‘ prudence ’) is an essential part of morality.
But the claim on its behalf goes altogether too far. The
fact that common sense is important does not prove it
to be the only important thing; its value depends
almost entirely on a simultaneous grasp of first prin-
ciples. It is the very basis of right conduct that men
should have their moral terms defined and analysed.
and should not rely upon the ethical tradition of the
community and their own hazy and often conflicting
intuitions. Undoubtedly there are nature’s gentle-
men, untaught and unreflecting, virtuous by some
divine good luck ; but they are the rare exceptions.
Equally undoubtedly there would be far less moral
strife and angry disillusion if people were not content
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with meaning well, and were also resolute to think
clearly.

Just the same dispute occurs over political theory.
The demand for Business Government is one expression
of the so-called practical man’s attitude. In his passion
for ‘ getting things done ’ he demands the substitution
of company-promoters for statesmen ; this, it is sup-
posed, will lead to rapid decisions and firm government.
Now nobody in his senses wants slow decisions and weak
government, but what every sane man wants is the wise
decision. And wise decisions have no necessary con-
nexion with ‘getting things done’. The trouble is
that the people who specialize in getting things done so
rarely know what sort of things to do. That is because
they are not statesmen ; they have no philosophy, no
scheme of moral values. When it comes to framing
a policy, they turn not to the first principles that govern
society, but to the source of their momentary power—
the man in the street. And they legislate in obedience
to the popular catchword. Like the unthoughtful
moralist they rely upon tradition and haphazard sug-
gestion. So doing, they may sometimes strike the right
line, but their success is a matter of luck. A natural
bent for political theory may not necessarily produce a
good statesman, but the habit of reading and reflecting
on the relations of man and society can certainly do no
harm. The demand for Business Government is the
demand for the demoralization of politics in the strictest
sense of the word. It is a confusion of non-moral
economics with the essentially moral task of states-
manship.

The argument that political theory is impractical
is based on a complete illusion. The fact that some
philosophers procrastinate is no more a reason for
condemning philosophy than the fact that some bald
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men are mad justifies the segregation in asylums of
all the bald. A wide training is no infallible guarantee
of good statesmanships but it is obvious that if a man
has certain definite and reasoned ideas and ideals
about society, if he has watched their growth and
considered their suitability to the environment of the
day, he is more likely to be a wise governor than one
who relies upon the mere dexterity of common sense
and a just reputation for ability to ‘get a move on’.
Let no one imagine that political theory is an Open
Sesame to the cave of all the virtues; nor let anyone
be infected by the tragically common delusion that
thought is action’s murderer and reflection the monopoly
of idle and unprofitable dreamers.

It is sometimes urged against political, as against
ethical, theory that it is incapable of giving definite
answers ; for instance, it is said that if you hold some
view strongly about the nature of liberty or the rights
of the individual or the spiritual value of democracy
you cannot prove your position to an opponent with
the same finality with which you can prove a proposition
in geometry. This is perfectly true, and this is one
very good reason for avoiding the term * political
science . Science, rightly or wrongly, is a term usually
applied to spheres of knowledge where exact results
are obtainable, as in mathematics, and thus the use
of the phrase ‘moral and political science’ is open
to serious misconception. Admittedly in ethics and
politics you cannot in the last resort, prove your
opponent to be wrong; if he likes to maintain that
selfishness is plain common sense, that ordinary morality
is conventional humbug, and that right is might in
all forms of society, you cannot demonstrate his error
as you can show up the fallacy of one who believes
equilateral triangles to have unequal angles. The
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difference is this. Geometry lays down a series of
postulates and axioms, about which there is a general
concordance of opinion ; from these it works straight
forward to certain, demonstrable results. But in
ethics and politics there may be a fundamental dis-
agreement about first principles, since one man’s virtue
is another man’s vice. These first principles cannot
be proved, but are the result of a direct intellectual
judgement or a mere emotional intuition. But that is
no reason for abandoning as useless all study of ethical
and political theory. What these studies can achieve
is to bring men together in a common field of reflection
and discussion, and, when this has been done, something
fruitful has been accomplished. They begin to define
their terms and to understand each other’s standpoint ;
they may not in the end agree, nor is it desirable that
all men should always agree. That it takes all sorts
to make a world is both true and happily true. What
we have to avoid is unnecessary misunderstanding.
The Tory Imperialist and the International Socialist
will never lie down in intellectual amity, nor will one
ever prove the other to be wrong. But large numbers
of men who disagree will, by studying the opinions of
others and the history of those opinions, realize where,
how, and why they disagree. Thus the resulting
contest, instead of being a blind, happy-go-lucky
struggle on the lines of catch-as-catch-can, will become
orderly and purposive, conducted according to some
sensible rules of the ring. And if the result is not
unity but a mutual respect and toleration, the study
of moral and political theory is more than justified.
There is no science of politics any more than there is a
science of aesthetics. If you cling to Millais and I to
Millet as the finest painters of all time, and neither
can persuade the other to a change of faith about
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first principles, then we must agree to differ. We
can argue till our heads ache, and from that argument
much good may spring; but we cannot prove.
Similarly, if one man holds to Junkerism and another
to pacifism as the panacea, neither can achieve a
mathematical demonstration of right and wrong. But
it would be utterly foolish on that account to desist
from all reflection on the nature of the beautiful in
art or the nature of the good in politics.

The plain man accordingly has no valid reason for
despising or distrusting political theory. If it is some-
times barren and sometimes abstract, it is not alone
in being the victim of pedants. On the other hand,
political practice touches and affects us all at nearly
every minute of the day, and, where there is practice,
there should theory be also, just as there should be no
theory without practice. The current habit of laugh-
ing at all theory and reflection is the ugly and foolish
product of an industrialized society, whose tastes are
warped, whose values are vitiated. There has been a
marked tendency among those adult workers who
desire further education to demand ‘economics’ first
and last and all the time. Luckily this tendency is
decreasing, for the eagerness to study economics in
isolation and in specialist’s detail may result in a
certain narrowness of outlook. Political theory, being
the natural companion of economic theory since man
is simultaneously citizen and producer, subject and
consumer, certainly demands an equal attention. Nor
need anyone imagine that the study of political theory
condemns him to the absorption of constitutional practice
and parliamentary manipulation; if he chooses to
devote himself to the machinery of politics, if he
has a preference for political institutions over political
ideals, the materials are ready to hand and here is a
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subject susceptible of complete accuracy and pre-
cision ; here is the sphere of a genuine political science.
But if he is in search of excitement he should not pass
by political theory; in any healthy state of society,
where the taint of corruption has not killed the vitality
of common life by its slow poison, politics are found to
be exciting. Politics, in the excellent and concise
definition of Mr. Delisle Burns, is concerned with
‘ moral judgement on the facts of relationships between
individuals and groups’.! In other words, when we
discuss politics we are discussing right and wrong.
And a discussion about right and wrong, properly and
enthusiastically treated, can be the most exciting thing
in human experience.

In this book English political theory is regarded
historically ; but that must not be taken to imply a
purely chronological method, a discursive description
of what this man said and how that man answered him.
My ambition is to trace the development of our main
political ideas from the Middle Ages to the present
day, concentrating primarily on their English origin
and English aspect, but never ruling out the reper-
cussion on our national thought of foreign events and
philosophies. Sometimes it will be found that facts
are the parents of thoughts, history moulding theory.
Medieval political theory, for instance, was largely
the product of medieval ecclesiastic and social institu-
tions, while the contract theory of society gained
strength with the growth of mercantilism and
the increase of contractual relations in commerce.
On the other hand, the thought of Rousseau was
revolutionary, not evolutionary. His philosophy broke
sharply away from the tradition of his century, typified
by Montesquieu in France and Burke in England.

1 C. Delisle Burns, Political Ideals, 3rd ed., p. 339.
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His ideas consequently made history and did not
follow it. The French Revolution was doubtless caused
by a multitude of concurrent causes—economic, social,
and political. But it was helped to birth by Rousseau’s
Soctal Contract, a book which was far more the work
of individual genius than a product of social tendencies.
In the same way those who reflected his thought and
re-echoed his opinions in England were isolated from
their age, leaders not led. At all times it is extremely
difficult to decide how far a philosophy creates history
and how far that philosophy is simply the inevit-
able expression on paper of forces and activities
already at work in society—an intriguing question,
and not one that is capable of a definite solution.
None the less, the investigation of the history of
ideas is always of interest, and always helps to illu-
minate whatever in those ideas may seem dark and
cloudy.

It may be asked what are the actual questions which
political theory attempts to answer. As was observed
before, the difficulty is to narrow down these questions
rather than to find enough of them. In general, we
are asking how can the best life be realized in and for
communities. This leads to the problem of the origin
of society and the foundations of authority and govern-
ment. We pass thence to the position of individuals
in society, their rights and relationships, and the
dependence or independence of the unit in the group.
This necessarily involves the discussion of liberty and
equality and of all the fundamental ideas that lie at
the basis of democracy. Over and above this are the
conflicting claims of various forms of community and
the rivalry of Church and State, national and super-
national authority, Trade Union and Trust, consumers
and producers. Thus the problem is not simply to
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adjust the individual to society, but also to adjust
innumerable corporate bodies in one social harmony.
Assuredly our task is not lacking in complexity,
nor in matters of living interest and burning con-
tention.



CHAPTER 11

ENGLISH POLITICAL THEORY IN THE
MIDDLE AGES

a theory of the State. That is true, for the

simple reason that the State, as we understand
it, did not exist. The Schoolmen, lacking the prac-
tice, could have no theory. But Society existed, of
course ; and as a result there were definite medieval
theories of society. These theories evolved with the
evolution of society and attempted to solve only those
problems which would naturally confront men living
either on the land or else in extremely small urban
communities and bound together in unity by the ties
of religion and of industry rather than of nationality.
‘In the Middle Ages the Church was not a State: it
was the State; the State or rather the civil authority
(for a separate society was not recognized), was merely
the police department of the Church.” !

The earliest English political theory is accordingly
ecclesiastic both in source and in tendency. Education
being the concern of the Church, thought was ushered
along the narrow paths of orthodoxy ; and philosophy,
though it admitted Aristotle, was the handmaiden of
religion and was kept strictly in this ancillary position.
As a result, theory concerned itself with the two great
questions of vital importance to communities whose chief

1 J. N. Figgis, From Gerson to Grotius, p. 5.
12

IT is commonly said that the Middle Ages lacked
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foundation was membership of the Christian Church :
firstly, with the ethical-political problem of poverty
and a man’s duty to his neighbour ; and, secondly, with
the legal-political problem of sovereignty and the
rivalry between religious and secular authority. The
latter dispute lay primarily between the Popes and the
Emperors, and it naturally had its reactions in Catholic
England ; but it has, I think, been over-emphasized
in the textbooks; and to the average English burgess,
concerned with his workshop, his craft guild, and his
municipal affairs, remote from European wars both
of sword and principle, this battle for supremacy must
have meant extremely little. But the other problem—
the problem of poverty—was an intensely real onme.

It is certainly wrong to regard the Middle Ages in
England as static. While it is true that manners and
methods of life and thought did not change with the
speed of to-day, it is plain that from the time of the
Crusades to the time of the Renaissance, English
society was in a continual, though gradual, state of
flux. Craft Guilds succeeded to Guilds Merchant, and
themselves sank into dissolution and decay. Feudalism
fell slowly to pieces, and a parallel process of pauperiza-
tion was taking place in urban and in rural life. The
transition from the old agriculture to the new pasture,
from the small equilitarian Guild to the large trading
and aristocratic Guild, was bound to create enormous
social gulfs and to set face to face with the new lords
of commerce a genuine proletariat on modern lines,
a mass of men without rights or property, selling their
labour as best they could. Let us once and for all be
rid of the complete illusion, sedulously planted by
Catholic propagandists, that England was always
merry until the Protestant came with the chimney-
pots of industrialism and the chimney-pot hat of
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Puritanical repression. John Ball was a leader of
propertyless men, of landless peasants and victimized
workers, and he fought his battle against the econ-
omic pressure of ever-increasing forces. ‘It was a
rebellion of obsolescent communistic associations against
the tightening legal and commercial grip of lords and
abbots.’ 1 The peasants fought and failed. John
Ball was hanged for his pains at St. Albans in 1381, a
century and a half before the Protestant arrived to
create, as we are told, the problem of poverty. This
problem, caused both by the substitution of wagedom
for serfdom in the country and by the dangerous
financial and social divisions within the Craft Guilds,
grew in intensity from the thirteenth century onwards
and naturally attracted the attention of all speculative
thinkers.

The philosophy of the Church had accepted and
assimilated many of the ideas of Rome and with them
had adopted the conceptions of Natural Law and the
Law of Nations. The idea of Natural Law is based
on the faith, common to most nations in their infancy
of civilization, that man has fallen into his present state
of distraction, into his wars and robberies, his luxury
and destitution, from a past blissfulness built upon an
instinctive and unchallenged communism. Naturally
this conception was most acceptable to the religious
thinkers, who linked it at once with the ecclesiastical
doctrine of the Fall of Man. Society had once been
perfect, but had been corrupted by the sinfulness of
man. Private property is in no sense an ordinance of
God; it is the very reverse. ‘Meum et tuum ex
iniquitate procedunt.” It proceeds from sin.

We are faced, then, with this extremely important
fact. English political theory has its roots in the same

1 Beer, History of English Socialism, p. 20.
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social problem that is vexing us to-day—the problem
of private property and public poverty. And English
political theory made its answer to the question, * What
must we do to be saved ? ’ by pointing back to Natural
Law, to the imagined state of equality, liberty, and
peace, and by insisting that only with the destruction
of individual ownership can human happiness and
freedom be guaranteed. Let us pass by the evidence
of John Ball as being the oratory of an interested
agitator. But Wycliffe, who died three years later
with a European reputation as a reformer and philo-
sopher, made no hesitation in proclaiming his theory
that society must be unified. But the unification which
he demands is of a double nature. The breakdown of
feudalism and the growth of large and wealthy towns
was destroying the static nature of the old agricultural
society, breaking the balance of forces, and leading
England to that chaos of baronial jealousy and
mercenary warfare which culminated in the Wars of
the Roses. A hundred years before those wars and a
hundred and fifty years before the Tudor monarchs
entered on their national policy Wycliffe had seen
the necessity for cohesion and for the gathering of
powers into the grip of one central authority. He
therefore decided that the best form of government
is a monarchy with plenary powers, against which there
can be no resistance on the part of the subject because
this, though a civil power, is ordained by God. Into
the intricacies of the theological problems involved
we need not enter; it is sufficient to notice that
Wycliffe demands the unification of a decaying and
disruptive society under a virtuous and omnipotent
monarch. But he also sees that the roots of the social
problem go far deeper than that. The mere construc-
tion of external authorities may be extremely useful,
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but it cannot achieve a real alteration in the constitu-
tion of man. To do that we must effect not only a
unification of authority, but also a unification of interest.
Strife must be checked from above and causes of
strife must be removed from below. ‘Therefore all
things must be held in common.” The importance of
Wycliffe to English political theory is not that he
fought Papal claims and must be admitted an Erastian,
not that he may take his place in the long line of
adherents to the Divine Right of Kings, but that he
really had a complete and logical theory of society.
If society exists to enable men to live well, then it must
guarantee a basic unity in order to prevent eternal
strife. To do this it must construct an authoritative
body or acknowledge an authoritative person; but
merely to do this is not nearly enough. There must be
community of purpose within society and this cementing
purpose is not guaranteed by a mass of selfish wills
accepting peace as the least evil ; it is only guaranteed
by social institutions which remove the cause of dis-
sension, that is to say, by the abolition of private
property.

Other philosophers before Wycliffe had approached
the question and compromised. St. Thomas Aquinas,
alluded to by Lord Acton as the first Whig in history,
Alexander of Hales, and William of Ockham had
accepted poverty themselves, but had explained that
in a society corrupted from the state of nature and
debauched by the Fall of Man communism could not
be fairly demanded. They admitted the dictum of
Adam Smith, that the affluence of the few supposes the
indigence of the many, and they explained that this
could be got over by the application of a discreet
charity. Ockham, indeed, is in advance of his time
(the first half of the fourteenth century) because he
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justifies private property only if it be supported by
public opinion. This introduction of ‘the consent
of the governed’ is unusual in medieval thought
which, springing from a custom-bound rather than
a contractual society, worked usually in terms of
unchallenged authority, human or divine. Wiycliffe,
succeeding Ockham in the struggle with Rome and in
the leadership of political and religious thought, burked
the question of political obedience, which John Ball
was answering in no doubtful fashion with the appeal
to arms and which Ockham had referred to democratic
contract, but committed himself firmly to a pacifist
communism. How it was to be attained we cannot
tell, for Wycliffe did not apply himself to practical
detail of this kind. But what is of extreme importance
is the fact that English political theory before the
Renaissance finds its highest level with Wycliffe ;
and with Wycliffe it is not a barren dispute about
secular and religious sovereignty, not a triumph of
ecclesiastical legalism, but an honest approach to
everyday life and an honest attempt to solve the
social problem on the lines of moral and material
unity.

England prior to the Renaissance was an economic
and religious rather than a political unit. The main
problems of the average citizen were economic, and his
status in the guild or on the land meant a great deal
more to him than his status in the nation. But the
guild itself was a deeply religious association, and again
the citizen’s status in the Church was of extreme im-
portance. Medieval thought consequently did not
run along the lines of modern political theory. It was
concerned with ecclesiastical problems and with econ-
omic problems, and in this it was profoundly right.
Thinkers like Sir Frederic Pollock are impatient of

2
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any political writer who does not at once separate
ethics from politics and make of politics a legalist study
of sovereignty. But the medieval thinkers, taking life
as they found it, had to make their social theory a
blend of ethics, politics, and economics. And in
stressing the economic rather than the political aspect
of their work they were behaving in a perfectly natural
and reasonable way. For instance, medieval thought
did not work in terms of liberty for two reasons. In
the first place, a religious society is always extremely
authoritarian ; and, in the second, the economic status
of the average man in the medieval rural and urban
economy did guarantee him as much liberty as he cared
for (and we may admit that the passion for liberty was
neither very deep nor extremely common). Accord-
ingly when that economy was in the process of dis-
solution the dispossessed worker did not demand
political right : he demanded either property for all or
property for none. In so doing he displayed, uncon-
sciously perhaps, a vast amount of common sense. The
proletarians of the nineteenth century demanded and
gained political rights and, since these rights had no
economic foundation, they proved almost worthless. As
a result the working class had to begin their struggle
over again and to organize themselves on an economic
basis in the ranks of Trade Unionism.  But the medieval
worker, having no conception of politics as we know
them, either surrendered helplessly to the triumphant
invasion of capitalism or fought his battle by the side
of John Ball or Jack Cade in an economic and quasi-
military sphere. He was beaten, but the political theory
of his age, worked out by the leading Schoolmen in
terms of natural law and communism, not in terms of
positive law and political right, was a genuine expression
of the minds of men. If it is urged against English
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political theory of the time that it is not political at
all but a jumble of ethics and economics, the only
answer to be made is that medieval life was a jumble of
ethical and economic relations and only political in a
rapidly growing but still quite minor sense. Should
the critic object that we have no business to use the
words ‘ political theory’ in connexion with Wycliffe
and thinkers of his type, the point might be conceded
and the words ° social theory ’ substituted.

The coming of the Renaissance flooded Europe with
ideas new to medievalism, but old to humanity. All
the traditions of Hellenism came sweeping over the
West and challenged often to destroy, the accepted
faiths of the Christian communities. Not only faiths,
but institutions as well, went down before this unique
invasion, but the main fact to notice is that the Renais
sance, instead of checking or even mitigating the growing
cancer of capitalism that was eating away the old life
of guild and borough and manor, only served to aggravate
the scourge and to hasten its destructive work. ‘It
follows logically that the education it instituted, which
was founded on a study of Greek and Latin, drew a
clear line of demarcation between the children thus
brought up, who were destined to hold the highest
social positions, and the others doomed to inferior
tasks or studies. It will therefore be understood that
the Renaissance influenced the condition of the workers.
It swelled the tide which was carrying society towards
class division ; it helped to separate still further the
tradesman and the manual worker ; and, above all, it
separated the artist and the craftsman, those twin
brothers, who till then had shared the same life and the
same ideals. . . . In these days the craftsman remained
a working man, lost in the crowd, watching from afar
and from his lowly station his successful comrade, who
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no longer recognized the poor relation he had left
behind.’ ?

Accordingly, it is only natural that the first great
expression of English political thought which was a
definite emanation of the new classicism should yet
deal with the concerns of the English people in a typi-
cally English way. The Utopta of Sir Thomas More, a
great scholar as well as a great statesman, is not an
essay in political theory in the Aristotelian manner, nor
a scientific treatment of the bases of society. It is
rather the fruit of Platonism wedded to the earlier
English communism of the Church. It is inspired not
only by philosophic reflection on the ultimate good of
man, but also by a very real acknowledgement of the
economic distress that was ravaging the community.
Consequently More’s Utfopia is likewise not a purely
political treatise, but a jumble of ethics and economics :
thus it is passed over by Sir Frederic Pollock as being
more of a poem than a serious contribution to political
theory. But for those who are prepared to interpret
the term ‘ political ’ in a generous sense, More’s Utopia
must always be a striking storehouse of political
wisdom.

More’s work is at once a slashing criticism of current
events and a picture of social possibilities whose value
is for all time. It might have carried as a sub-title the
name of Mr. Holmes’ notable book on modern education,
What Is and What Might Be. As a social theorist he looks
behind and looks ahead ; back to that destruction of the
medieval economy which Tudorism was so effectually
completing, forward to a new regime of ethical and
industrial peace and plenty. But, quite apart from
the facts of history, he looks behind and before in
another sense. For in him are mingled the old ideas of

1 Renard, Guilds in the Middle Ages, pp. 91, 92.
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medieval ecclesiasticism with the new ideas of Renais-
sance rationalism. More than that, his theory of
society is neither religious nor municipal nor industrial,
but quite openly national. For More’s Utopia is a
state : it covers a large area of territory and it has a
central authority; it is divided up into fifty-four
cantons, which have a large measure of self-government,
for the centralization that we know to-day was quite
beyond the comprehension of a sixteenth-century
statesman. But sovereign power, should disputes
arise between the component units, lay with the Central
Council sitting at the capital. Wiycliffe had talked in
terms of monarchy, but More in terms of a democratic
federation, differing but slightly in strictly constitutional
affairs from such a modern nation-state as Switzerland.
Thus while the Tudor monarchs were clearing up the
debris of a dissolving society and building with the
scattered materials the new model of the nation-state,
More, who was at once an old-time Catholic and a
servant of the Crown, constructed in his leisure hours
a society of dreams, where the old communist ideals are
linked with the new national unity. Doubtless Plato’s
influence largely moulded his outlook ; but, at the same
time, it is fair to say that More both looked back to the
socialism of John Ball and forward to the statecraft
of Elizabeth.

This is not the place to enter into a description or
a criticism of More’s Utopia ; we are concerned only
with the sweep of political ideas as England was carried
forward to a new economic and political life. All
through the Middle Ages the governing idea was that
of the lost State of Nature, the tus naturale of the
Romans, the theological Age before the Fall. More
did not reject this concept ; indeed, it was at the basis
of his communism. The discoveries of the voyaging
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adventurers only served to increase this belief, since
they brought back stories of peaceful savages who
held all things in common. Whether the blissful
State of Nature is a historical truth is not a matter
of primary importance. After all, our attitude to the
State of Nature depends very much on our own tastes,
and judgements of taste are not capable of definite
proof or disproof. If a man maintains that savage
life is utterly damned because it has no underground
railways and no ‘ triumphs of modern surgery ’ he has
a perfect right to his opinion : despising simplicity of
relationships and admiring speed, size, and science, he
will naturally have little sympathy with what he con-
siders to be ridiculous sentimentality. But another
may argue that we only need underground railways and
triumphs of modern surgery because we are both
industrially and physically diseased in a degree of
horror utterly unknown to the savage. If belief in
Natural Law leads us into an unquestioning idealization
of savage life it can only do harm ; but if it checks the
hideous complacency of science and commercialism it
can do much good. Discussions on the State of Nature
are valuable because they do bring us face to face with
the necessity of reviewing all our values and asking
seriously what after all this much-vaunted civilization
has done for us.

The fault of ardent believers in Natural Law is that
they idealize instinct. But there was no virtue in
man’s sinlessness before he had attained the knowledge
of good and evil. Better a community of men who
choose virtue than a community where all are good by
habit because sin has never occurred to them as a
practical proposition. The State of Nature is not
moral ; it is non-moral. It brings man to a level with
the animals : that level may be a great deal higher than
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the level of a modern profiteer. The sparrow-hawk
patrolling the hedges and swooping on his prey is non-
moral ; he is conforming to the law of his being. But,
the merchant patrolling the markets and swooping on
his particular and equally helpless prey is immoral;
he is outraging the law of his being. He confesses this
in so far as he always pretends that his conduct is
quite the reverse and that he is really benefiting his
victim hugely. But our aim is to create not a non-
moral community, virtuous by undisputed habit, and
certainly not an immoral community, rejecting virtue
wittingly ; our goal is the moral community, where men
know the right and the wrong and pursue the right.
This obviously is a higher ideal, and opens out far more
possibilities for humanity than the notion of a naturally
perfect community which never looks upon error because
its instinctive virtue is utterly blind.

The danger, then, of the theory of Natural Law is that
in its quite justifiable criticism of what we call progress
it may go too far and decry the merits of choice. We,
with all our attainments and our reflection, could do
far better than the savages who live largely by instinct,
if only we used our gifts aright. But we have failed
miserably in our task and allowed all our talents to be
prostituted to money-getting, and the machines, which
were to be our servants, have become our masters.
Hence we are being carried headlong on the runaway
horse of Progress, and it seems most unlikely that our
destination is Utopia. It is this failure which Natural
Law drives home to our minds, and that is why Natural
Law is always the basis of revolutionary political
thought. Man is by nature good, and society should be
a blessed union of peace ; but somehow man is bad and
society has become a miserable farrago of strife and
emulation. Why is that ? Because man has ceased to
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be true to his own nature and has become the wretched
victim of his own institutions. Rousseaun, proclaiming
to a tortured world, ‘ Man is born free and everywhere
he is in chains ’, took his stand by the medieval School-
men who subscribed to the doctrines of Natural Law.

With the Reformation we pass into a new world
animated, rightly or wrongly, with new ideas and new
ideals. The old unity of the Church was destroyed, and
efforts were made to set the new unity of the nation in
its place. The old guilds had been tiny trusts, but they
had striven to be trusts in the true sense of the word—
trusts you could really trust in. They had tried, and
not always in vain, to make monopoly moral ; but the
new adventurers of competitive commerce did not
bother their heads about morality. Consequently
with this shattering of the old environment philosophy
must alter its tone and its tendency. So far political
theory had eschewed politics in the modern sense,
because such politics did not exist. It had concerned
itself, and rightly, with the theology of the natural
state and with the morals of social economy. In
the new life, imbued with Hellenism and the spirit of
inquiry, it turns to historical and legal speculation.
It is still religious, but secularism is creeping in; it
is still ethical, but no longer predominantly so. Sir
Thomas More, who died in 1535, stood at the watershed
of opinion. His Utopia is mainly a valedictory address
to the communist morals of the medieval group-society ;
but it is also a salutation to the administrative unity
and secular powers of Tudor nationalism.



CHAPTER II1

TUDOR NATIONALISM AND THE BEGINNINGS
OF CONTRACT

the Reformation could not fail tremendously to

affect political theory in England. Though the
old medieval society of manor and of borough and of
guild had long passed its prime of life and was moving
to inevitable dissolution, its ultimate destruction was
not apparent until these two revolutions—the one of
the mind, the other of the soul—came in as very potent
allies in the cause of economic and social expansion.
The Renaissance brought Europe gradually from blind
faith to a faith in reason; the Reformation brought
the individual from the prison-house of authority and
tradition into the light of spiritual freedom. The man,
not the Church, was to the Protestant the true and
final religious unit; no longer was the sacerdotal go-
between essential to communion with God. Of course,
the English Reformation was the product to a very
great extent of personal interest, political manceuvre,
and economic aspirations. The Church that was so
well worth robbing was worth reformation, if reforma-
tion meant spoils for the King and those around him ;
the guilds, with their religious funds, were equally
worthy of ‘ progressive ' attention. But discredit the
motives behind the Reformation as we may, the fact
remains that the individual was now released from
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SUCH tremendous forces as the Renaissance and
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authority to an extent that he had never known before.
The economic monopoly of the guild and the spiritual
monopoly of the priest were smashed to pieces, and out
of the ruins of medieval society rose the two governing
political concepts of the future—Individualism and
Nationalism. By their side were their economic equi-
valents, Competition and Mercantilism, the two com-
bining to create the irresistible invasion of Capitalism.

Naturally, then, a new theory had to be found to meet
an entirely new situation. For us, accustomed to a
world that moves and changes with extreme rapidity,
it is not easy to realize the effect of the Renaissance and
the Reformation on the minds of medieval men. Those
who had been nurtured in an apparently stable and
coherent tradition saw the very foundations of their
faith destroyed ; they saw the lord enclose the common
land, the merchant corrupting the guild and the Crown
looting it. In 1549 came the last peasant revolt of the
old order ; communism was still in the air, as is shown
by the efforts of Latimer to discredit it. But this is the
death-struggle of the medieval ethical-political creed.
Individualism, of mind and soul and purse, had won
the battle and finally crushed the group-spirit and
association tendencies that had so long prevailed. But
it was a case of ‘ The King is dead ; longlive the King’.
Authority had been routed; unless anarchy were to
prevail, a new authority must be found.

The essence of Tudorism is the creation of that new
authority. The old devolution of social power to
localities and to voluntary associations was replaced by
monarchical centralization. The Crown is no longer
the summit of feudalism, no longer a force that loosely
holds together a number of almost independent com-
munities. It becomes the chief bond of union, and with
its growing power assumes growing responsibilities.
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The control of industry passes from the associated
producers to the individual merchant and to the com-
pany of Merchant Adventurers, or else to the State.
The Elizabethan Statute of Apprentices is not merely
‘ wages-and-hours legislation ’; it is a national effort
to distribute according to national needs the whole
man-power of the community. The same line of thought
lay below the Elizabethan Poor Law, which was intended
to be no mere palliative, but a general measure of
reconstruction aimed at national prosperity. A man
had come to be considered as a ‘national’ and as an
individual, not as a ‘municipal’ and a ‘craftsman’.
Thoroughly and of set purpose the newly risen ‘ State ’,
working through the Crown and the Council, took upon
itself the burden of shaping commercial and industrial
policy. Tudorism was not formally democratic; the
primary impulse had been to avoid chaos and to substi-
tute for the broken rule of custom the strong hand of
purposive centralized administration. But the Reforma-
tion, which carried in its doctrine of individual freedom
of choice the seeds of political democracy, did not create
in a single generation the atmosphere of political liberty.
It was not until those seeds had fallen on ground made
ready by Stuart despotism and Stuart folly that they
could fructify and grow.

The underlying philosophy of Tudor nationalism is
to be found in the writings of Francis Bacon, whose
first political treatise, Advice to Queen Elizabeth, was
written about 1585. His faith was rooted in a strong
monarchy, functioning in many ways. It must not
allow money or power to be concentrated in the hands
of the few, since ‘ money is like muck, not good except
it be spread’. Moreover, it must, if only in self-interest,
acknowledge its social responsibilities and work for
‘ the opening and well-balancing of trade, the cherishing
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of manufactures, the banishing of idleness, the
repressing of waste and excess by sumptuary laws,
the improvement and husbanding of the soil, the regu-
lating of prices, the moderating of taxes and tributes.’
Here is

State-reverence, State-knowledge, State-control,

preached without stint or hesitation. The theory of
Mercantilism is in large agreement with modern patri-
archal Toryism or what remains of it. Both believe
that government should be in accordance with the ideas
of the governed, but desire that ‘accordance’ to be
quite tacit and vague, never finding expression in the
concepts of liberalism and genuine self-government.
Both are exclusively  national ’ and distrustful of other
States. For though Grotius was working out principles
of international control at the time when Bacon was
lauding Tudorism to the skies, and though Bacon was a
man of wide scholarship and infinite reflection, he
remained a jealous militarist and a theoretic man of
war. ‘ The opinion of some of the schoolmen is not to
be received that war cannot be made but upon a prece-
dent injury or provocation; for there is no question
but a just fear of danger, though there be no blow given,
is a just cause of a war.’ Moreover, he applauds a
sound national agriculture, not only because it is a good
economic investment, but also because it is fruitful of
sturdy foot-soldiers as well as of rich crops. He, too,
is among the strange company who hold the Condy’s-
fluid theory of war, bloodshed being to him a fine
national disinfectant, a cleanser of pernicious boils and
blains upon the body politic.

His Utopia, The New Atlantis, is very different from
More’s : it rests upon a basis of scientific discovery and
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a resulting material prosperity, not upon an ethical
communism. It is perfectly plain that with the triumph
of Tudor Nationalism political theory has passed right
away from the medieval morality and its dreams of
bliss restored by man’s return to natural law. The idea
of equality was easily overwhelmed by the surging
vitality of this expansionist epoch; it fitted ill with
the despotic Council and ill with the voyaging and
adventuring of a young plutocracy. Shakespeare’s
snobbishness can hardly have been entirely affected for
professional purposes, and his continual contempt for
‘ the base mechanicals ’ rings true. He champions, as
Bacon would have championed, a well-graded society,
not a caste-society where it is impossible to pass from
one rank to another, but an orderly system wherein only
the exceptional men can attain promotion and where
the common rabble knows its place and keeps to it. In
Troilus and Cressida (Act I, Scene iii) Ulysses, arguing
from the processes of nature, gives expression to the
common philosophy of the day.

The heavens themselves, the planets and this centre,

Observe degree, priority, and place,

Insisture, course, proportion, season, form,

Office, and custom, in all line of order :

And therefore is the glorious planet Sol

In noble eminence enthron’d and spher’d
Amidst the other.

Here, indeed, is the very form and fashion of the new
monarchism. He continues :

O, when degree is shak’d,
Which is the ladder to all high designs,
The enterprise is sick | How could communities,
Degrees in schools, and brotherhoods in cities,
Peaceful commerce from dividable shores,
The primogenitive and due of birth,
Prerogative of age, crowns, sceptres, laurels,
But by degree, stand in authentic place ?
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Whether Shakespeare be really Bacon is still a point
some care to argue. Certainly in their political theory
they agree, and in their political theory they are typical
of their time. For they have broken completely with
the faith and fantasies of religious communism and
natural law. They have no backward glances of regret-
ful farewell for the sturdy ethics of John Ball ; they stand
facing the centuries of English ‘ Statism ’, commercial
prosperity, and sternly benevolent Toryism.

One governing feature of the new regime was the
growth of production for profit as well as of production
for use, resulting in the evolution of a powerful merchant
class, usurping the sovereignty of the now enfeebled
guilds and spreading their commercial theory and
practice widespread over the community. Conse-
quently new thoughts and new terms sprang up in the
minds and upon the tongues of men, a fact which was
certain to have reactions upon political theory. The
business world began more and more to acknowledge
the vast importance and the binding validity of signed
deeds and attested agreements. The old happy-go-
lucky trading of local fairs and markets, where custom
and tradition and the popular morality of ‘the just
price * ruled the transactions, yielded to large under-
takings and deeply planned schemes of merchanting
which involved complicated bargains, a fair degree of
organization, and the supremacy of contract. There
had, of course, been elements of contract in the earlier
society ; the charter issued to borough and guild was
a species of contract and so were the numerous ordin-
ances within the guild, but agrarian feudalism rested far
more on the acceptance of status than on scraps of
paper. The medieval economy had been so undeveloped
and so strongly traditional that the sudden growth of
contractual relations must have impressed itself very



TUDOR NATIONALISM 81

strongly upon the general consciousness. Hence, as
society in its economic aspects was rapidly passing from
status to contract, from what was given by custom to
what was ‘denominated in the bond’, so political
society, shaping itself under Tudor Nationalism on
purposive and no longer on traditional lines, began to
be interpreted in terms of business and to be regarded
as the product of a previous ‘ Social Contract ’.

The Social Contract is an idea so obvious after even
an elementary reflection on politics that it was no new
creation of Tudor times. The Greek sophists knew it,
and when William of Ockham, a medieval schoolman
who died a hundred years before the Renaissance,
based civil government and private property on the
consent of the governed, he was in reality making out
a case for the existence of a social contract. But,
apart from Ockham, the medievalists did not express
this philosophy in these terms. Indeed, their phil-
osophy forbade it. For the basic notion of the Social
Contract is that man, being miserable in his primitive
anarchy, comes to an agreement either with his fellows
to make a ruler or with some already existing man of
strength and dominion in order to get out of an intoler-
able situation. But the basic ideas of medievalism
were Natural Law and the doctrine of the Fall, which
pictured modern society as the intolerable situation
and primitive anarchy as essentially blessed. For
this reason medieval theory looked for the salvation
of society not to written bonds and business relations
but to a self-imposed morality and a voluntary adoption
of equality and fraternity. But all the arguing about
Meum and Tuum, all the gentle optimism of the school-
men, and all the faith in ‘natural man’ were dissi-
pated and destroyed by the economic upheaval and by
the appearance of the new plutocracy with their highly
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modern creed of ‘getting rich quick’. As usually
happens in an age of vigorous experiment and swift
expansion, the old order was decried and everything
new accepted as a foretaste of heaven. Naturally,
then, the political theorist would regard the once-
adored simplicity as utter barbarism and an orderly,
organized, contractual community as the noblest device
of civilization.

By Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury this conception
was carried to its logical conclusion, and with his
position, both practical and philosophical, we shall
shortly deal. In the meantime we find the growth
of the contractual idea plainly marked in Elizabethan
ideology long before the great struggle over the Divine
Right of Kings drove every thoughtful person to con-
sider the basis of society and to formulate a philosophy
of government either by or against consent. Richard
Hooker published in 1594 his Laws of Ecclesiastical
Polity, a work which was not only a contribution to
theological controversy, but which ranged at large
over the wide fields of social theory. In the tenth
section of the first book he outlines the Social Contract
in a quite unmistakable fashion. ‘Two foundations
there are which bear up public societies; the one, a
natural inclination, whereby all men desire sociable
life and fellowship; the other, an order expressly, or
secretly, agreed upon touching the manner of their
Union in living together.” And later: ‘To take away
all such mutual grievances, injuries, and wrongs there
was no way but only by growing unto composition
and agreement among themselves, by ordaining some
kind of government public, and by yielding themselves
subject thereunto; that unto whom they granted
authority to rule and govern, by them the peace,
tranquillity, and happy estate of the rest might be
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procured.” . . . ‘ So that in a word all public regiment
of what kind soever seemeth evidently to have risen
from deliberate advice, consultation, and composition
between men.” With regard to the Law of Nature and
the faith in the noble savage Hooker maintains a com-
promise. He did not forestall Hobbes, who scoffed at
the idea as preposterous; neither could he share the
optimism of those who had seen their Paradise by
looking backward. ‘ Howbeit, the corruption of our
nature being presupposed, we may not deny but that
the Law of Nature doth now require of necessity some
kind of regiment ; so that to bring things into the first
course they were in, and utterly to take away all kinds
of public government in the world, were apparently to
overturn the whole world.” Hooker also realized the
essential feature of the representative system, although
representation was shadowy enough in his day, namely,
that we are bound by our representatives and delegates.
Here he becomes involved in problems of a most modern
flavour. ‘Laws they are not therefore which public
approbation hath not made so. But approbation not
only they give who personally declare their assent by
voice, sign, or act, but also when others do it in their
names by right originally at least derived from them.
As in parliaments, councils, and the like assemblies,
although we be not personally ourselves present, not-
withstanding our assent is by reason of other agents
there in our behalf.” But here Hooker steps out upon
very dangerous ground, afterwards trodden by Hobbes
with that resolute rashness and complete contempt of
wavering so typical of the man’s philosophy and so
contrary to his habits of life.

The problem at issue is the question of obedience.
The sovereign exists ; we did not by our own contract
arrange that he should be there; he gives an order

3
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which we feel to be wrong. What are we to do?
Are we to disobey and thus make one step, however
small, towards that state of anarchy which society
was constructed to avoid? Or are we to stifle our
own conscience, and by so doing maintain the social
solidarity ? After all, if the actual sovereign is not
of our election, then the contract is not binding on us
and we can do as we please. But Hooker, anxious at
all costs to avoid anarchy, and influenced no doubt
by the social spirit of Tudor times, was determined
to err, if he must, on the side of authority. We are
bound, he claims, by the original contract unless the
same has been revoked by universal agreement. Plainly
universal agreement would be almost impossible to
obtain, and thus the problem of obedience is simplified
by the drastic implication that any form of disobedience
will nearly always be wrong. ‘ Whereof as any man’s
deed past is good as long as himself continueth; so
the act of a public society of men done five hundred
years sithence standeth as theirs who presently are of
the same societies, because corporations are immortal ;
we were then alive in our predecessors, and they in their
successors do live still.’

Hooker also touches vaguely on the Law of Nations,
which Bacon passed by in disdain. He sees the irre-
sistible logic of the argument that if it is good for the
individual to avoid anarchy and adopt civil society it
cannot be good for nations to live in anarchy and avoid
civil composition.  ‘ The Lacedaemonians, forbidding
all access of strangers into their coasts, are in that
respect both by Josephus and Theodoret deservedly
blamed, as being enemies to that hospitality which
for common humanity’s sake all the nations on earth
should embrace.” But here Hooker was in advance of
his nationalist age, and he did not press his examination
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of internationalism beyond a few pious hopes. ‘But
what matter the Law of Nations doth contain I omit to
search.’

We cannot look to Hooker for solutions of the great
questions that have vexed political theorists throughout
the ages. He was a gentle theologian and a peaceful
scholar, lacking the brutal logic with which Hobbes
carried the doctrines of Contract and Sovereignty to
preposterous conclusions, and lacking, too, the common
sense with which the Whigs got round the difficulty of
basing constitutional government on a contractual
basis. But Hooker was something of a pioneer, and we
do not look to pioneers to level and to develop all the
rough country they have explored and thrown open to
the general community of humdrum cultivators. And
in one regard Hooker was far more sensible than Hobbes :
he realized that society could never have been purely
artificial and contractual. He admitted that man is
instinctively social and that contract must have come
with the grain and not have been forced up against it
by a giant despair. ‘Two foundations there are . . .
a natural inclination, whereby all men desire sociable
life and fellowship; the other an order expressly or
secretly agreed upon.” From the standpoint of
psychology and of historical truth Hooker is here far
in advance of Hobbes with his grossly mechanical
interpretation of the facts of community.

The Social Contract is one of these theories, like the
theory of Human Equality, which have hada tremendous
influence upon history not because they correspond to
a given set of facts, but because they are pregnant with
philosophical truth. Considered from the historical
standpoint they are palpably ridiculous. Men are not,
and never have been, ‘ all alike ’ or equal in stature or
brain or character. Society, as every one now knows,
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moves from status to contract, not from contract to
status. Community is a natural growth and needs no
explanation in terms of cunning device and purposive
self-interest. But we must not confuse ‘ares’ with
‘oughts ’. The fact that men are not equal is no reason
why they should not be given equality of consideration
and equality of opportunity. It is just the appalling
results of human inequality that make one believe
in human equality. In the same way, the fact that
society was not founded upon a historical contract
signed and sealed by the accepting parties does not
prove that the idea of contract, i.e. of mutual trust and
mutual honesty in performance, is irrelevant. It is
just this idea which alone can keep government stable
and society secure. The introduction of the Social
Contract theory was of the utmost importance because
its acceptance involved the belief that government is
based on popular consent. The Contract idea in itself
is a shadowy form and lacks content; anyone could
pick it up and give it what stuffing they chose. One
side filled it with Absolutism and the other with Con-
stitutional Government ; but the important point is
this, that even the Absolutists defended the rights of
kings on the grounds of popular consent. They did
this by the quite ridiculous assumption that the assent
of the fathers is also the assent of the children unto the
third and fourth generation. But this folly could easily
be shown up, and Constitutional Liberalism had no
difficulty in abstracting what was vital from the idea
of Social Contract, i.e. the notion of consent, and
dropping its manifest absurdities, such as the notion
of a historical bond and of the determinate policy of
primitive man. In this sense, then, the doctrine of
Contract, equally with the doctrine of Human Equality,
is no idle frippery of thought but one of the foundations
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of democracy. At the same time, however, we must
admit that its rise under Tudor Nationalism was not
due to any inherent democracy in the Tudor ideal but
simply to the fact that the Renaissance had set free a
flood of ancient authors and called forth a rationalist
spirit ; and this spirit, working in an economic environ-
ment that was becoming continually more determinate
and more contractual, naturally interpreted the facts of
social cohesion in terms of bond and self-interest.



CHAPTER IV

ABSOLUTISM AND DIVINE RIGHT

Q.S we pass on to the seventeenth century social

theory is conditioned far less by economic and

ethical considerations, far more by political
and legal doctrine. For good or ill the old society had
broken up and the old morality had vanished with it.
Equality and communism were real issues only to a
small minority of the Puritan Left ; the main body of
the Parliamentarians were just the very people who
had gained wealth and position by the Tudor policy.
Over the ruins of the manor and the monastery and the
guild they had stepped into estates and prosperous
commerce, and they could have nothing in common with
medieval tradition. It is true that, in a sense, they
were the founders of British democracy, but that is a
statement which must be very carefully defined. The
men who fought the Stuarts were the men who had
profited by Tudorism. The battle was not between
the King and Tom, Dick, and Harry ; it was between
the King and Sir Thomas, Sir Richard, and Sir Henry ;
in as far as the untitled and unmoneyed mob took sides
they stood largely by the throne. From neither side
had the newly risen proletariat anything to gain. When
the Parliamentarians talked about the people they meant
nothing of the kind ; they meant their own particular
class, an arriviste bourgeorste. And when they talked
of government by popular consent they had no intention

38
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of extending the franchise or of consulting anybody but
themselves. On the other hand, an idea is an idea, and
what is true for a narrow definition may be true for a
broad one. When the Puritans killed absolutism and
made it clear once and for all that the basis of govern-
ment was the consent of the governed, they established
a truth of almost infinite applicability. It is true that
the British people as a whole did not seize that truth
and use it as a weapon to gain a genuine democracy ;
but, when the time came, the point was there, ready
established by the long and arduous efforts of the
Puritans. The victory over absolutism was not immedi-
ately exploited; but it did mean that the issue was
settled as between Crown and People, so that there was
no need to tread the wearisome battle-field again.

As we saw in the last chapter, the problem of the
sixteenth century had been the problem of restoring
order. The Wars of the Roses had been to the ordinary
merchant or the ordinary farmer an unqualified nuisance,
and these ordinary men began to realize that law of
some sort is the first essential of human welfare. The
Tudors gave them law and gave them peace: doubt-
less, a modern medievalist, like Mr. G. K. Chesterton,
would echo Tacitus’ epigram, ‘They make a desert
and they call it peace.” But it is not our task to
discuss the social fruits of Tudorism. We have to
recognize that Tudorism was a form of Caesarism, and
that Caesarism depends, first and last and all the time,
on the existence of a real Caesar. In his absence,
Caesarism has all the seeds of unbounded corruption.
Just in the same way the Tudor ideal contained the
seeds of a disastrous despotism. It needed only the
vanity and gaucherie of the Stuarts to bring those seeds
to a fatal fruition.

The struggle was not fought out on the right
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to disobey. No one could have been farther from
anarchistic tendencies than the Parliamentarians. They
believed in law and order as strongly as Hobbes himself,
and they claimed that they were fighting the King’s
person, not the King’s position. In reality there was
a contest between rival theories of sovereignty. During
the Middle Ages, this question had been at issue between
the Papacy and the temporal powers. The Divine
Right of Kings had been urged as a counterblast to
the Divine Right of Popes. But the Divine Right of
Kings was a dangerous phrase and perilously sweet
to the ears of James I. Society, he reflected, in refuge
from anarchy, demands a sovereign power. Who then
could wield it but himself ? But there was another
competitor for the throne, namely Common Law.
And on this point Sir Edward Coke joined issue with
James. He regarded both King and Parliament as
subject to Common Law, which was the truly sovereign
power in the land. But here, of course, he became
involved in complexities. For Common Law demands
interpretation, and must, in fact, be interpreted by the
Judges. The Judges then become the true sovereigns,
a decision more palatable to lawyers like Coke than to
the ordinary man. ‘The quarrel between the Crown
and the Judges was not only the forerunner of the
greater quarrel between King and Parliament : it was
inevitable in the nature of things. The Judges, as
professors of the Common Law, claimed for it supreme
authority, and, had their claim been admitted, would
have made themselves the ultimate authority in the
State. For no one denied their right to interpret the
law. The King, realizing vividly that there must be a
sovereign, claimed naturally enough the position
asserted for the Judges.’! Thus we enter upon the
1 J. N. Figgis, Divine Right of Kings, p. 231.
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long struggle of words and weapons which was to settle
the problem of legal sovereignty, as between Law and
Prerogative, Parliament or King. Into all its phases a
brief history of English political theory cannot possibly
proceed, and a summary statement of the main argu-
ments is all that can be attempted.

The supporters of Absolutism put their case from
two entirely different points of view: Hobbes, for
instance, is philosophically as remote from Filmer as
one pole from the other. On the one side is the theo
logical school, crying, ‘No Bishop, no King,’ and
arguing that secular power is derived straight from God
as much as ecclesiastical power. In this case dis-
obedience to the King is disobedience to God, and equally
punishable. ‘As it is atheism and blasphemy to dis-
pute what God can do, so it is presumption and high
contempt in a subject to dispute what a king can do,
or to say that a king cannot do this or that.” To this
James I and a chorus of bishops and courtiers echoed
an enthusiastic response. Many were found to prove
by scattered text and garbled Gospel the sanctity
and justice of the royal Prerogative. Again Filmer
in his Patriarcha (not published till 1681) had the good
sense to abandon text-mongering (at which pursuit
the Puritans could amply hold their own) and to demon-
strate that absolutism was historically justified, being a
natural and constant expression of human nature.
He rests his argument on a close parallel between the
kingdom and the family, and argues from patriarchy
to monarchy, from the Roman ius patris familiae to
the Divine Right of Kings. As we are children of
God, so we are children of the King and owe him an
equal obedience. The King’s sovereignty passes from
father to son, and we remain eternally children, right-
fully claiming paternal care and rightfully paying



42 ENGLISH POLITICAL THEORY

filial respect. Filmer’s notions are founded partly
on history and partly on a belief in Natural Law.
It is far more true to say that society originates with
the family and with natural patriarchy then to postu-
late an original anarchy and a consequent compact.
Filmer would have nothing to do with the Social
Contract, because, as he rightly saw, it had in it the
roots of popular government. But when he argued
that patriarchy was good because it was ‘natural’,
not because it was created by divine ordinance, he was
on dangerous ground for an absolutist. Suppose
other things should be found to be ‘natural’? Sup-
pose equality and communism and all the institutions
of the noble savage should be claimed as ‘natural’?
As Mr. Figgis points out, ‘the theological conception
of politics is giving way before what may be termed
the naturalistic. . . . In a sense it may be said that
Filmer paved the way not only for Locke, but for
Rousseau.’

Of course, Filmer's parallel between the primitive
patriarchal family and such a state as England under
the Stuarts is purely preposterous. The simile breaks
down wherever it is applied, and it is a strange com-
mentary on the thought of the time that such argu-
ments should ever have carried the slightest weight.
But what is valuable in Filmer is his faith that society
is a natural and organic growth, not a mechanical
edifice founded on contract. But the fact that society
as a whole is natural and may by a metaphor be called
organic, does not prove that all forms of society are
naturzl and organic. Here Filmer makes the same
error as modern Hegelians. They abstract the State
from all the myriad forms of human association and
begin to load it with divinity. But, while the habit
of human association is perfectly natural and needs
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no explanation in terms of self-interest, the growth
of various particular States is often extremely artificial.
Strategic frontiers, geographical accidents, the vagaries
of statesmen, and the exploitation of merchants, have
gone to the construction of States, and as a result the
modern State, built up on a series of treaties engineered
by diplomats, is often entirely a mechanical device
and is by no means a natural and organic form of
association. Any effort to draw exact comparisons
between the individual and the community, or, as
Filmer did, between the family and the Nation-State,
is bound to be disastrous. Such an effort led Plato to
stratify his Republic in a way repugnant alike to taste
and to reason : such an effort turned Filmer from the
possibility of becoming a pioneer in the historic method
in politics, and constrained him to be a mere pamphleteer
for the hour, an honest but a most unconvincing
encomiast of Stuart despotism.

But there was another method of defence, and this
was the method adopted and made immortal by Thomas
Hobbes, whose world-famous Leviathan, distinguished
both by its philosophic depth and stylistic pungency,
was published in 1651. Hobbes was not primarily
a party to the historical dispute, and he succeeded in
making enemies on both sides. He is primarily a
philosopher, dealing, as he believed, with eternal
verities and writing for all time. Nevertheless, though
Hobbes claimed to be a philosopher, not a partisan, he
lived in close touch with the Royalists, presented a
copy of Leviathan to Charles on its publication, and
got into trouble, not for his politics, but for his supposed
atheism. And, judged in abstraction from its historical
environment, the Leviathan is certainly a defence of
absolutism, though that absolutism may be vested in a
body of people as well as in a single person. Hobbes
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was not concerned to justify the Divine Right of Kings,
but he was adamant in defence of their civil and legal
right. As a complete Erastian, demanding entire con-
trol of the Church by the State, he was bound to be
suspect in royal circles: as a complete Absolutist
demanding the entire supersession of Common Law by
Statute Law and the cession of full sovereignty to the
King, denying passionately the right of private judge-
ment, and turning the law of nature inside out, he was
bound to be detested by the Puritans.

To understand Hobbes’ philosophy we must first
understand his psychology. His friendship with the
scientists, who were soon to revolutionize European
thought, had led him to a deterministic and mechanical
view of human nature. He did not believe in freedom
of choice, and he did not believe in original virtue or
the lost régime of Natural Law. The idea of the Fall
that had so strongly coloured medieval political theory
struck him as purely nonsensical. Society does not
begin with bliss, but is created out of a most wretched
anarchy where all men are at war, and there is no
chance of security. Society does not grow naturally :
it is created artificially by an act of contract. And
its creation is caused by one motive and one motive
alone, the desire for security. His Laws of Nature
are based purely on self-interest, and they are  to seek
peace and to follow it’, and ‘ by all means we can to
defend ourselves’. The old conception of the Law
of Nature as being moral edicts he regards as utterly
false : true to his own materialism, he claims that
morality cannot have existed without law, and that
law creates morality. Law has its origin in the eternal
and ubiquitous desire for self-preservation, and morality
comes into being when men create law for their own
benefit. Hobbes, then, is in the fullest sense of the
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much-abused word, utilitarian : morality owes nothing
to natural law, for it is mere convenience. But because
natural law tells us to look after ourselves and because
we can only do so by mutual arrangements for mutual
security (i.e. by law-made morality), morality comes to
be natural.

These mutual arrangements for mutual security take
the form of a social contract. Men, tired of brutish
anarchy and of the continual fear and danger of violent
death, compose a social mechanism on definitely pur-
posive lines. It is no use trusting anybody: it is no
use coming together and hoping cheerfully for concord.
A sovereign power must be created to see that the peace
is kept, and this power must be quite unchallengeable.
That is to say, he must be over and above the contract.
Thus men, in their despair of security, give up all their
rights to a sovereign lord, and demand no condition
from him except that he will maintain their security.
Provided he fulfils this fundamental postulate, he is
not only omnipotent, he can do no wrong. Whatever
he ordains must be done, and the contracting parties
or their descendants (for Hobbes agrees with Hooker
that we are bound in the social contract by our ancestors)
have no rights against him. The people, in fact, by
their counsel of despair, have destroyed their own
separate existence : they are no longer a mob, they are
a man. ‘The multitude so united in one Person is
called a Commonwealth, in Latin, Ctvitas. This is the
generation of that great Leviathan, or rather (to speak
more reverently) of that Mortall God, to which we owe
under the Immortall God our peace and defence.’
Leviathan, then, is the sovereign State, and according
to Hobbes ‘ there is no power on earth which may be
matched against it ’.

But suppose the sovereign fails in his trust and cannot
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guarantee the security which is the basis of his tenure
of power. Hobbes is here driven into confusion,
though one must admit that he has carried his logic
to a very great distance before he is tripped. He has to
admit, for instance, that the sovereign can justly put a
subject to death, because ‘every Subject is Author of
every act the Sovereign doth’. The murder of Uriah
by David was no injury to Uriah, but only to God.
This certainly seems to be a dangerous position, if the
whole basis of society is security. Men to avoid being
killed by their neighbours compose a society in which
the ruler can equally well kill them without any pretext
given ! And then there is the question of revolution.
If the revolution shows signs of being successful, then
plainly the sovereign is not fulfilling his function. His
business is to keep the peace; and if the revolution
prevails against him, then he has failed to carry out
his contract. The moment the balance of force inclines
against him his legal rights vanish. The multitude is
only bound to him who can prevail, and should there-
fore apparently change sides and join the revolution
immediately the scale is turned.

This, however, is not a discrepancy of great impor-
tance. If we accept Hobbes’ assumptions, we find our-
selves committed irrevocably to the vast majority of
his conclusions and to his defence of absolutism. But
his assumptions are indeed fantastic. In the first
place, his psychology is grossly at fault. Men'’s actions
are not all determinate ; their motives are scarcely ever
closely reasoned out. Man acts on instinct and tradi-
tion, and is a bond-slave of ‘that monster, custom %
Society springs up naturally because man, as Aristotle
had pointed out for all time, is naturally a social being :
the fact of human association demands no explanation
in terms of purpose or of cunning. Hooker on this
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point was in advance of Hobbes. Moreover, the desire
for self-preservation is not nearly so strong as Hobbes
insists on maintaining : quite certainly it is not the
sole motive of all human activity. History records
numberless instances of many enduring every risk for
what they believed to be right. How could Hobbes
have explained the existence of warfare at all? His
psychology really collapses with his first postulate,
which is self-contradictory. If men thought of nothing
but keeping themselves alive, it is difficult to imagine
why they were always trying to kill one another.
Surely the safest thing could have been to sit still and
do nothing. Hobbes cannot be accused of insisting
strongly on the historical nature of the contract, but his
whole conception of the nature of society is completely
mistaken, and no modern thinker would attempt to
justify either his psychological or his sociological
assumptions.

It may accordingly be asked why Hobbes achieved so
great a reputation, and why the Leviathan, apart from
the pregnancy of its style, has lived on as a classic in
political theory. The answer is that he was the first
great philosopher of discipline. Those who think
about political affairs and about the nature of society
fall, both intellectually and temperamentally, into two
main schools. One party believes that the most
essential elements of society for human welfare are
law and order; the other party stresses the ultimate
value of individual liberty, seeing that if liberty does
not exist in and for individuals, it does not exist at all.
The latter are not anarchists, but they believe that in
disputed cases it is better that individual liberty should
be preserved at the risk of endangering social cohesion ;
while the former, who are not lovers of despotism,
believe that this social cohesion, based on a reverence
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for law, is of tremendous value, outweighing the claims
of liberty. This is, of course, a question of ultimate
values, and neither side can ever prove the other to be
logically wrong : difference of opinion on this matter
will live as long as social organization lives, and probably
the world is all the better for such dissentience. Now
those of the law-and-order school see in Hobbes the
first Englishman to give a complete and logical expression
to the doctrine of sovereignty, whereby society may be
bound in a vice. The Reformation had encouraged
freedom of choice, and the old ideas of Natural Law
lived on in the decisions of Common Law and in ecclesi-
astical judgements. Hobbes saw rightly the danger to
a community of such division of sovereignty, and the
necessity for prescribing one sovereign power. Accord-
ingly he constructed his Leviathan in which there was
nothing but unquestioning obedience and unquestionable
unity. All associations within the State are regarded
by him as ‘ worms in the entrails of Leviathan ’, worms
to be purged drastically away: an equally serious
and poisonous disease was the doctrine, essentially
Puritan, ‘ That every private man is judge of Good
and Evill actions.” Hobbes thus becomes the first
philosopher of what is now called Prussianism, the
encomiast of State-sovereignty, and the bitter foe of
individualism. His conception of complete unity
between the State and the citizen, a conception that
finds expression in the statement that ‘every subject
is author of every act the Sovereign doth’, is really
good Hegelian doctrine, though it has been reached by
considering society as a mechanism of self-seeking units,
not as a balanced and harmonious organism. Whether
the sovereign be King or Parliament matters, to modern
readers, verylittle : the argument for complete obedience
holds, however the governing authority may be
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constituted. Thus those who are at present concerned
to maintain the supremacy of Parliament as against
threats of Direct Action or against individualist objec-
tions and resistance on conscientious grounds,! or
against powerful corporations inside the State, can look
back to Hobbes as the great champion of unlimited and
indivisible sovereignty and as the real father of their
faith.

But where Hobbes differs from the Prussian theorist
is in his negative attitude to government. He merely
asks his ruler to keep the peace: the sovereign need
not concern himself with ‘improving’ his subjects, if
such a thing were possible ; he has no positive function
at all. And here our natural sympathies are with
Hobbes. Despotism is bad enough, but naked des-
potism, if despots we must have, is far preferable to
despotism swathed in the garments of self-righteous
culture and wearing the broad phylactery. By all
means let Leviathan provide people with a fair chance

1 Note that this does not refer to all conscientious objection
to military service. The Act of 1916 gave Parliamentary
sanction to conscientious objection, but the Tribunals very
largely refused to apply the Act. Now what was an objector
to do? Leviathan had admitted his right to his views, but
Leviathan, in order to find out what objectors were conscientious,
had to make use of officials who often believed that none of
them were. When the conscientious objector had been refused
exemption by the Tribunals his position was peculiar. If he
accepted military service, as Leviathan, through the Tribunals,
now ordered, he would admit the fact that he had hitherto been
a fraud ; if he still refused, he might be disobeying the State,
whereas he sincerely wished to be law-abiding. Of course,
some objectors were out to fight the State to the last as being
an artificial capitalist institution denying the true international
association of human brotherhood (i.e. they put Natural before
Positive Law). But others accepted the State, and would have
obeyed it if the State had not made such conduct on their part
absolutely self-contradictory.

4
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and with reasonable opportunities for self-improvement,
but when it attempts to improve people itself and
assumes the gown of the schoolmaster along with its
natural sword, its efforts are always disastrous in the
extreme. Happily, however, the worship of the State,
which sprang up in this country as a reaction against the
commercial individualism of the Manchester School, is
now discredited, and if and when Socialism comes it will
not be mounted on the back of a triumphant Leviathan.
Modern Socialism has learned to distrust the State, and
to insist on a division of sovereignty between the State
and the great industrial bodies. Such a distribution
of power will naturally shock those who regard Hobbes
with veneration and accept as final truth his views on
unlimited and indivisible sovereignty. But, if we are
to go on centralizing powers and duties on the lines of
State Socialism, Leviathan’s back will be broken by the
multitude of straws, and his collapse, to the general
disaster, will be inevitable.

As we shall see in the next chapter, it was not difficult
for the Whigs to make short work of Hobbes and his
social contract. This latter doctrine is so obviously
democratic in tendency that the twist given to it by
Hobbes’ ingenuity was easily straightened out. The
critic had only to ask why the surrender of rights should
be final and unconditional, and why it was impossible
to give away some rights in order to retain the rest.
Hobbes, to sum up, had carried sovereignty to ridiculous
limits ; but he had done political theory a service by
pointing out the necessity of sovereignty. Medieval
society had existed with a loose division of power
between King, Church, and feudal magnates, and
medieval society had broken into a thousand pieces. In
the same way the modern society of nations existed in
anarchy, each unit jealously hoarding its own trivial
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independence and sovereign rights. And modemn
society also has been dashed into a thousand pieces.
Hobbes did not bother his head with internationalism,
but the idea of a Sovereign League of Nations is abso-
lutely inherent in his philosophy. We may laugh at
many of his crudities now, but had we been better
Hobbesians and taken his theory of sovereignty and
his plea for unity to heart, there might have been no
European war. :



CHAPTER V
DIVINE RIGHT DEFEATED

OBBES’ main task had been the demolition of
H medievalism. What greater contrast could

there be than that between his unchallenged
Leviathan-Sovereign and the loose conglomeration of
borough, manor, guild, and Church which had consti-
tuted the pre-Tudor State? He had seen, and seen
rightly, that Natural Law, taken neat, is the spirit of
anarchy; and, since he was of a most orderly dis-
position and lived in most troubled times, he had not
stopped to consider whether there was any philosophic
basis for anarchism. So panic-stricken and so ferocious
in his panic had he become at the menace of lawlessness,
that he had worried the state of nature as a dog might
worry a rat. And over its mangled body, without
pause or impediment, he had plunged straight for
Absolutism. It became then the business of the Parlia-
mentarians who strove with Charles I and, later on, of
the Whigs who strove with James II, to demonstrate
that such a pause was both possible and necessary.
It was the concern of the new Liberalism to rob Natural
Law of its dangers and Sovereignty of its excesses ;
nor was this a difficult task to achieve. The current
political theory, when it was not being argued out by
text and counter-text, ran along the lines of contract;
and contract is, despite the savage use of it by Hobbes,
essentially a democratic idea. It did not require any

52
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great ingenuity or originality to inquire why the contract
should be an ‘all-in policy ’, why men could not have
come to terms with their ruler instead of making an
absolute and unconditional surrender, and why it
should be impossible for them to concede some liberties
in order to maintain and to safeguard the rest. It
was on this philosophical foundation of the limited
contract that English Liberalism was built : it was with
this fairly simple dialectical weapon that Divine Right
(with its corollary of non-resistance on the part of the
subject) was struck down once and for all, and the
English Constitution turned, not indeed into a democracy
but into a limited monarchy controlled by an oligarchy
of wealth and birth, paying at least a verbal allegiance
to democratic formulae.

At the same time, however, it must be carefully
borne in mind that political and social theory was not
monopolized by the Constitutional struggle. The
Puritan Left, holding but a scant respect for the Parlia-
mentary leaders and their timid approaches to demo-
cracy, carried on the medieval tradition. They did not
relegate Natural Law to the realms of theoretical dis-
cussion, but brought it forward as a perennial truth
by which man might live now and live abundantly :
and with Natural Law they supported communism and
declared openly for a simple, a Christian, and a social
life. While the main body of Dissenters were engaged
upon the great political-legal problem of the day, i.e. the
saving of the Common Law from the tyranny of Royal
Prerogative, and consequently expressed their political
theory in terms of contract and of law, the extremists
were true to the medieval practice of linking political
with economic and ethical theory.

It was an epoch of dissent, and sects of every kind
were active. Some sprang up only to wither and decay :
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others, like the Quakers, had in their community
indestructible elements of life, and, after enduring the
terrible persecutions of the Reformation and preserving
by their amazing endurance the whole fortress of
Nonconformity, they took up a settled and a respected
position in the social and religious life of the nation.
It is interesting to note that two of the most vigorous
extremists of their time, John Lilburne and Gerard
Winstanley, had joined the Society of Friends before
their death. Lilburne is connected more particularly
with the Levellers and the political side of the agitation,
Winstanley with the Diggers and the economic aspect
of their creed. To a great extent the Levellers and the
Diggers overlapped, but undoubtedly some were more
concerned with the Parliamentary problem, others with
the agrarian.

The Levellers began as a section of agitators in the
army and ended as a civil party with a programme not
far removed from that of Chartism. If there is any
truth in the statement that Liberalism stresses the
rights of Parliament as against Autocracy, while
Radicalism stresses the rights of the people as against
Parliament, the Levellers were the first Radicals.
They stood for the Sovereignty of the people, not the
Sovereignty of the people’s representatives. The
Sovereignty was to be guaranteed by adult suffrage,
annual Parliaments, and the customary democratic
checks, the whole policy being based upon Natural
Law, not social contact. But the Levellers were never
really a serious menace to Cromwell and Ireton: born
before their time, they soon passed into insignificance
when their clever and courageous leader died.

The Diggers were so named after their habit of
descending upon waste land and quietly preparing it
for cultivation. In April 1649 they arrived, some
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twenty of them, under the guidance of Everard and
Winstanley, and began to sow parsnips, carrots, and
beans upon St. George’s Hill in Surrey. This act was
not only a sincere agricultural effort ; it was also the
gesture of the doctrinaire. For it symbolized the
dropping-out of the Diggers from the corrupt society of
the day. Both Levellers and Diggers connected the
destruction of the state of nature and of Natural Law
with the Norman invasion, which indicated to their
thinking the institution of private property and the
bondage of Common Law. We are not so much con-
cerned, however, with their views of history as with
their contributions to it. And this contribution is
remarkable not so much for the number of their sup-
porters (it was never a popular agitation), but for its
fervour and its tragic isolation. Now for the last time
medievalism speaks out before England and the English
worker fell into the death-like sl