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INTRODUCTION

THIS BOOK is in two main parts, and the complexity of its theme must
be the justification of its length. In the first half—subdivided into
Parts One and Two—I attempt a treatment of Florentine thought in
the era of Machiavelli, which groups him with his contemporaries and
peers—Savonarola, Guicciardini, Giannotti, and others—in a manner
not previously attempted in English; and | do this by seeking to situate
Florentine republicanism in a context analyzed in the three chapters
composing Part One. | here presume that the revival of the republican
ideal by civic humanists posed the problem of a society, in which the
political nature of man as described by Aristotle was to receive its ful-
fillment, seeking to exist in the framework of a Christian time-scheme
which denied the possibility of any secular fulfillment. Further, | pre-
sume that the European intellect of this period was possessed of a
limited number of ways of rendering secular time intelligible, which
| discuss in the first three chapters and group under the headings of
custom, grace, and fortune. The problem of the republic's existence
in time had to be dealt with by these means and no others; and it is the
way in which the Florentines of the first quarter of the sixteenth cen-
tury—Machiavelli in particular—stated and explored the problem thus
posed which gives their thought its remarkable character.

"The Machiavellian moment” is a phrase to be interpreted in two
ways. In the first place, it denotes the moment, and the manner, in
which Machiavellian thought made its appearance; and here the reader
is asked to remember that this is not a "history of political thought,"
whatever that might be, in the last years of the Florentine republic, or
a history of the political experience of Florentines in that era, designed
to "explain" their articulation of the ideas studied. The "moment" in
question is selectively and thematically defined. It is asserted that cer-
tain enduring patterns in the temporal consciousness of medieval and
early modern Europeans led to the presentation of the republic, and
the citizen's participation in it, as constituting a problem in historical
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INTRODU CTION

self-understanding, with which Machiavelli and his contemporaries
can be seen both explicitly and implicitly contending. It became cru-
cia in their times and remained <o, largely as a result of what they
did with it, for two or three centuries afterwards. Their struggle with
this problem is presented as historically real, though as one selected
aspect of the complex historical reality of their thought; and their
"moment” is defined as that in which they confronted the problem
grown crucial.

In the second place, "the Machiavellian moment" denotes the prob-
lem itself. It is a name for the moment in conceptualized time in which
the republic was seen as confronting its own tempora finitude, as
attempting to remain morally and politically stable in a stream of irra-
tional events conceived as essentially destructive of al systems of secu-
lar stability. In the language which had been developed for the purpose,
this was spoken of as the confrontation of "virtue" with "fortune" and
"corruption”; and the study of Florentine thought is the study of how
Machiavelli and his contemporaries pursued the intimations of these
words, in the context of those ways of thinking about time explored
in the earlier chapters. In seeking to show that Machiavelli was one of
a number of greater and lesser men engrossed in the common pursuit
of this problem, | hope aso to show that this is an appropriate context
in which to study his thought, and that to study it in this way may
diminish the amount of magniloquent and unspecific interpretation to
which it has been subjected.

It is further affirmed that "the Machiavellian moment" had a con-
tinuing history, in the sense that secular political self-consciousness
continued to pose problems in historical self-awareness, which form
part of the journey of Western thought from the medieval Christian
to the modern historical mode. To these continuing problems Machia-
velli and his contemporaries, Florentine theory and its image of Vene-
tian practice, left an important paradigmatic legacy: concepts of bal-
anced government, dynamic virtt, and the role of arms and property
in shaping the civic personality. In the second half of the book—~Part
Three—I pursue the history of "the Machiavellian moment" into Eng-
lish and American thought of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
and seek to show that the English-speaking political tradition has been
a bearer of republican and Machiavellian, as well as constitutionalist,
Lockean and Burkean, concepts and values. The crucia figure here,
it is asserted, is James Harrington, who brought about a synthesis of
civic humanist thought with English political and socia awareness,
and of Machiavelli's theory of arms with a common-law understanding
of the importance of freehold property. The first three chapters of
Part Three are devoted to a consideration of how a classical republi-
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INTRODUCTION

can presentation of politics came to appear appropriate in the other-
wise unlikely setting of Civil War England, where the conflict of
Tudor monarchism with Puritan religious nationalism and sectarianism
ensured the presence of many more competing styles and languages of
thought than seems to have been the case in Florence. The steady
growth of a neoclassical conception of politics, as in some sort an heir
to Puritan millennialism, and its ascendancy in eighteenth-century Eng-
land and America, is a phenomenon that requires exploration, and this
the remainder of the book seeks to provide.

"The Machiavellian moment" in its eighteenth-century form pro-
vides the subject of the concluding chapters, whose emphasis is increas-
ingly American. The confrontation of "Virtue" with "corruption" is
seen to have been a vital problem in socia and historical philosophy
during that era, and its humanist and Machiavellian vocabulary is
shown to have been the vehicle of a basically hostile perception of
early modern capitalism, grounded in awareness of the elaborate con-
ventions of public credit rather than of the more direct interchanges
of the market. The role of "fortune" was increasingly assumed by the
concepts of "credit" and "commerce'; but while this led thinkers to
perceive secular time more as dynamic and less as merely disorderly,
the antithesis of "virtue" with "corruption"—or "virtue" with "com-
merce"—continued to operate as the means of expressing the quarrel
between value and personality on the one hand, history and society on
the other, inits first modern and secular form. This quarrel culminates,
0 far as the eighteenth century is concerned, with the beginnings of
a dialectical perception of history in Europe, and of a Utopian percep-
tion of global space in America, where an essentially Renaissance
awareness of time is seen to have endured into the nineteenth century.
What started with Florentine humanists as far back as Leonardo Bruni
is affirmed to have played an important role in the shaping of the mod-
ern sense of history, and of alienation from history.

The book originated when Norman F. Cantor asked me to write a
study of European constitutional thought in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries for a series he was then editing. It has developed far
from his or my origina intention during nearly ten years; but I must
not neglect to acknowledge his initial encouragement, or the gener-
osity of his then publishers (John Wiley and Sons) in releasing me
from obligations which | had formed.

When | seek to name those scholars whose work has meant most to
me in writing this study, the presence of Hans Baron looms numinously
if controversially (and entirely without his prior knowledge) over the
whole scene. Among those whose works and conversations | have
more immediately consulted, the names of Felix Gilbert, Donald Wein-
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INTRODUCTION

stein, William J. Bouwsma, John M. Wallace and Gordon S Wood
stand out in a host of others;, and closer still to the historian's work-
shop, J. H. Hexter (Yale), Peter Riesenberg and John M. Murrin
(Washington University), Richard E. Flathman (University of Wash-
ington), and Quentin Skinner (Cambridge) have read and criticized
various sections of the manuscript at various stages. They of course
bear no responsibility for its contents. Mr. Skinner even suggested the
title, though he is not to be blamed for what | have made of it. | should
also like to thank Peter Fuss, Max Okenfuss, and Henry Shapiro, my
colleagues in the St. Louis chapter of the Conference for the Study of
Political Thought, who endured a great deal at my hands; and my dear
wife, who organized the index at a time when we had many other
things to do. And the Graduate School and History Department of
Washington University have been an unfailing source of material,
moral and intellectual support for eight years.

J.G.A. POCOCK

Washington University, St. Louis
November 1973
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CHAPTER |

THE PROBLEM AND ITS MODES

A) Experience, Usage and Prudence

[1]
A SUSTAINED INTENTION throughout this book will be that of depict-
ing early modern republican theory in the context of an emerg-
ing historicism, the product of the ideas and conceptual vocabularies
which were available to medieval and Renaissance minds—such as C. S.
Lewis called "Old Western"*—for the purpose of dealing with par-
ticular and contingent events and with time as the dimension of con-
tingent happenings. The republic or Aristotelian polis, as that concept
reemerged in the civic humanist thought of the fifteenth century, was
at once universal, in the sense that it existed to realize for its citizens
al the values which men were capable of redlizing in this life, and
particular, in the sense that it was finite and located in space and time.
It had had a beginning and would consequently have an end; and this
rendered crucial both the problem of showing how it had come into
being and might maintain its existence, and that of reconciling its end
of realizing universal values with the instability and circumstantial dis-
order of its temporal life. Consequently, a vital component of repub-
lican theory—and, once this had come upon the scene, if no earlier, of
all political theory—consisted of ideas about time, about the occurrence
of contingent events of which time was the dimension, and about the
intelligibility of the sequences (it is as yet too soon to say processes)
of particular happenings that made up what we should call history. It
is this which makes it possible to call republican theory an early form
of historicism, though we shall find that many of the connotations of
our word "history" were at that time borne by other words and their
equivalents in various languages—the words "usage" "providence"
and "fortune” among them. Well-developed conceptual vocabularies
existed in which the implications of these and other terms were
expanded, and these vocabularies to some extent cohered with one

! "De Descriptione Temporum,” in Selected Literary Essays (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1969).



THE PROBLEM AND ITS MODES

another; so that it is possible, and seems not improper, to reconstruct
a scheme of ideas within which the sixteenth-century mind sought to
articulate the equivalent of a philosophy of history. This, with its many
difficulties and frustrations, constituted the conceptual framework
within which the doctrine of the vivere civile—the ideal of active citi-
zenship in a republic—must struggle to maintain itself; and that strug-
gle is the subject of this book.

The next three chapters therefore consist of an exposition of what
appear to have been the chief of these vocabularies, the principal modes
of rendering the particular phenomenon, the particular event in time,
as far intelligible as possible. The assumption throughout will be that
this was difficult: that the late medieval and Renaissance intellect found
the particular less intelligible and less rational than the universal; that
since the particular was finite, it was loca both in space and time, so
that time became a dimension of its being and consequently shared in
the diminished rationality and intelligibility of the particular. The lan-
guage employed suggests that this assumption is susceptible of a philo-
sophical explanation. The vocabularies which will be isolated, and
around which this book will be organized, will be seen to have been
of a sub-philosophical nature and to have offered means of rendering
time and the particular intelligible on the assumption that they were
less than perfectly rational; and hypotheses will be put forward con-
cerning late medieval philosophy, designed to show why this imperfect
rationality may have troubled men's minds.

The following generalizations may be advanced. Medieval philoso-
phy tended to debate whether the sole true objects of rational under-
standing were not universal categories or propositions which were
independent of time and space. The process of arriving at knowledge
of them had indeed to be carried out within time and space, but recog-
nition of their truth or reality was grounded upon perceptions inde-
pendent of either; there was a self-evidence which was timeless and
non-circumstantial. Reality of this order consisted of universals, and
the activity of reason consisted of the intellect's ascent to recognition
of the timeless rationality of universals. The truth of a self-evident
proposition was self-contained and did not depend upon contingent
recognition of some other proposition, still less upon evidence transi-
tory in time and space; it was in this self-contained quality that time-
lessness largely consisted. In contrast, the knowledge of particulars was
circumstantial, accidental, and temporal. It was based upon the sense-
perceptions of the knower's transitory body, and very often upon mes-
sages transmitted to his senses by other knowers concerning what their
sense-perceptions had permitted them to sense, to know, or to believe.
Both for this reason and because propositions concerning particular
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EXPERIENCE, USAGE AND PRUDENCE

phenomena had to be constructed by moving through a dimension of
contingency, in which one proposition was perpetually dependent
upon another, knowledge of particulars was time-bound, just as the
phenomena of which it was knowledge, localized by particularity in
space and time, were time-bound themselves.

If we use "history" as a name for this time-dimension, we can say
that a scholastic "philosophy of history" emphasized its contingent and
sub-rational character; but there are several senses in which we can say
that the scholastic intellect did not offer a philosophy of history at all.
By "history" we normally mean successions of events taking place in
time, social and public rather than private and subjective in character,
which we try to organize, first into narratives and second into proc-
esses; but this was not an objective which the scholastic intellect greatly
valued. Narrative, the mere telling of a tale, it followed Aristotle in
considering inferior to poetry, as poetry was inferior to philosophy,
because it was inferior in bringing to light the universal significances
of events; and these were best arrived at by thinking which abandoned
the particular event altogether and rose above it to contemplation of
universal categories. As for processes and time as the dimension; of
process, the process of change which the Aristotelian intellect singled
out was that by which a thing came to be and then not to be: physis,
the process by which it fulfilled its end, perfected its form, realized
its potential, and then ceased—all of which are extensions of the idea
of coming to be and then not to be. All things come to an end in time,
but the intelligibility of time was closer to being in the things, since
the essential systole and diastole were in the being and not-being of
the things, and it was this of which time was the measure. But the
being and not-being of a thing is not identical with the replacement of
that thing by another thing; it is a closed process whereas the latter is
open-ended; and to the extent to which the Aristotelian intellect iden-
tified change with physis, it tended to adopt a circular concept of proc-
ess and therefore of time. This had the advantage of rendering time
entirely intelligible. If time was to be measured by motion, Aristotle
considered,

regular circular motion is above all ese the measure, because the
number of this is the best known. Now neither alteration nor
increase nor coming into being can be regular, but locomotion can
be. This aso is why time is thought to be the motion of the sphere,
viz. because the other movements are measured by this, and time
by this movement.

This also explains the common saying that human affairs form a
circle, and that there isacircle in al other things that have a natural
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THE PROBLEM AND ITS MODES

movement and coming into being and passing away. This is because
al other things are discriminated by time, and end and begin as
though conforming to a cycle; for even time itself is thought to be a
circle. And this opinion again is held because time is the measure of
this kind of locomotion and is itself measured by such. So that to
say that the things that come into being form a circle is to say that
there is a circle of time; and this is to say that it is measured by the
circular movement; for apart from the measure nothing else to be
measured is observed; the whole is just a plurality of measures.?

It is easy to detect that Aristotle was well aware that to treat time
as circular because the sphere was the most perfect figure, and conse-
quently the best measure, was an intellectual convenience and not—
what it became for others—an expression of faith in the ultimate intel-
ligibility of the universe; little less easy to see that he understood the
difficulty of applying the circular concept to history, that is, to "human
affairs." For in human affairs a great diversity of things happen with-
out any predictable order, and we can only say that these form a cycle
as a means of saying that the whole variety of human experience forms
a single gigantic entity having its own self-fulfilling and self-repetitive
physis. Post-Aristotelian philosophies existed which were prepared to
make this assertion, but we are now warned against overestimating
their importance;® it was well enough understood that the application
of physis to human affairs was an intellectual convenience and a meta-
phor, and it was, after all, Greeks who pioneered the writing of history
as what it has so largely remained, an exercise in political ironics—an
intelligible story of how men's actions produce results other than those
they intended.

But it was one thing to recognize that there were limits to the appli-
cation of circular physis to human history—to treating the succession
of one thing to another on the analogy of the succession of the being
and not-being of a single thing; quite another, at the philosophical
level, to produce any equally satisfactory mode of treating the former
succession. The Hellenic intellect wrote history, but it did not make
history philosophically intelligible. As for the Christian intellect on
these matters, it of course repudiated al ideas of cosmic recurrence;

2 Aristotle, Physics, IV, 2230-2242; trans. R. P. Hardie and R. K. Gaye in W. D.
Ross (ed.), The Works of Aristotle, VIII (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1930).

3 Robert F. Nisbet, Social Change and History: Aspects of the Western Theory
of Development (New York: Oxford University Press, 1969); Chester G. Starr,
The Awakening of the Greek Historical Spirit (New York: Alfred A. Knopf,
1968); History and Theory, Beiheft 6, "History and the Concept of Time"
(Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1966).
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"the wicked dance in circles":* such a vision of things would make the
world uncreated and endless. But Christian insistence on a God who
had created the world and men at a point in time past and would
redeem men and end the world at a point in time future, though of
incalculable importance for the development of historical thought, did
not of itself render intelligible the succession of particular events and
phenomena in time, or ascribe any special importance to time consid-
ered as the dimension of that succession. The problem of divine fore-
knowledge, the problem of how the individual might relate his time-
bound existence to the immediate presence of a timeless and eternal
God, led Augustine and Boethius to postulate the idea of a nunc-stans
or standpoint in eternity from which God saw every moment in time
as simultaneously created and present; but whether the individual

affirmed the nunc-stans as an act of intellect or of faith, it was evident
that he could not share it and that one moment in time could not be
known to an intelligence imprisoned in another moment. Nor was such
knowledge of any final importance. Movement in fallen man, if
effected by his own depraved will and intelligence, was movement
away from God and toward further damnation, away from meaning
and toward deepening meaninglessness (this movement may be
detected in the Inferno). Given the promise of an ultimate redemp-

tion, historical time could indeed be seen as equally the movement back
toward God; but this was effected by a separate sequence of acts of
redemptive grace, sharply distinguished from and only mysteriously
related to the happenings of history in the secular sense. The footsteps
of God might be in history, but history as a whole did not consist of

such footsteps; eternity might be in love with the products of time,
but time was a passive and inert beloved. Finally, an Aristotelianized
Christianity tended to restore the analogy of physis; man had lost his
form, his true nature, and reformatio—the work of grace—was operat-
ing to restore him to it. One might debate whether redemptio was not
something more than reformatio: whether the movement consisted of

a circular return to the state of the Unféllen Adam, or a spiral ascent
to a condition higher than that lost by the felix peccatum;® but in nei-
ther case did it consist of the succession of human actions and suffer-

4 Psams XI: 9; quoted as from . Augustine in Frank E. Manuel, Shapes of
Philosophical History (Stanford University Press, 1965), p. 3.

® See generally, Gerhart B. Ladner, The Idea of Reform: Its Impact on Christian
Thought and Action in the Age of the Fathers (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1959), and for a particular instance of debate, Jesper Rosenmeier,
"New England's Perfection: the Image of Adam and the Image of Christ in the
Antinomian Crisis, 1634 to 163" William and Mary Quarterly, 3d ser., vol. 27,
no. 3 (July 1970).



THE PROBLEM AND ITS MODES

ings. Secular time—there is an etymological tautology here—was the
theater of redemption, but not its dimension. Without redemption,
furthermore, it was entropie: the loss of form, the movement from
order toward disorder, which might be reversed but could not be
meaningfully continued.

Christian thought concerning a succession of particulars therefore
tended to consist of a succession of efforts to relate the particulars to
universals, carried out by means that might be philosophical or poetical,
typological, anagogical, or analogical—there was an impressive, even
majestic, array of devices existing to this end—but operated so as to
view each particular in its relation to eternity and to pass by the suc-
cession of particulars itself as revealing nothing of importance. The
eternal order to which particulars were related was not a temporal or
a historical order, even when it made history by manifesting itself in
time; and history was often—though not always—seen as little more
than a series of symbolizations, in which sequential narrative was of
little more than expository significance.® The dual meaning of words
such as "tempora” and "secular" is at this point beginning to appear
in its true importance: both connote the ideas of time (tempus, saecu-
lurn) and of the nonsacred because noneternal. It is a useful simplifica-
tion to say that the Christian world-view—while of course containing
the seeds of what was to supersede it—was based upon the exclusion
from consideration of temporal and secular history, and that the emer-
gence of historica modes of explanation had much to do with the
supersession of that world-view by one more temporal and secular.

This book is concerned with some aspects of that process, and it is
going to be argued that an important role in generating it was played
by consideration of politics. There is a historically resonant vocabulary
in which politics is presented as "the art of the possible" and therefore
contingent, “the endless adventure"’ of governing men, the "ship" sail-
ing "a bottomless and boundless sea':® and if we think of the domain
of contingency as history, "the play of the contingent, the unexpected
and the unforeseen,"® it will appear that a powerful stimulus to the
growth of secular historiography may arise from this view of politics
(so that political man may prove to have had his own quarrel with the

5 For one aspect of this, see William J. Brandt, The Shape of Medieval His
tory: Studies in Modes of Perception (New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 1966).

"F. S Oliver, The Endless Adventure: Personalities and Practical Palitics in
Eight%nth-Century England (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1931).

Michael Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics and Other Essays (London:
Methuen, 1962), p. 127.
®H.A.L. Fisher, preface to A History of Europe (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,

1935)-
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Christian world-view). But it is not from political philosophy, in the
premodern sense of that term, that we shall see ideas of secular con-
tingency arising. In what some still like to call "the great tradition" of
that philosophy, the political community was seen as a universal phe-
nomenon, something natural to man. Efforts were made to state its idea
or form, to relate its principles to those of the universal order of which
it formed part, and these tended for obvious reasons to remove it from
the domain of particularity and contingency. Yet even within the
philosophical tradition it was recognized that political society was,
when viewed in the concrete, a secular and consequently a time-bound
phenomenon. The province of philosophy was not perhaps extended to
include the provision of wholly temporal modes of intelligibility, ways
of understanding the time-bound from within secular time; but some-
what outside the philosophical tradition, modes of thought can be
detected which were explicitly concerned with problems of political
particularity, with what was intellectually possible when the particular
political society was viewed as existing in time, when the particular
contingency or event was viewed as arising in time, and when the
particular society was viewed as a structure for absorbing and respond-
ing to the challenges posed by such events and as consisting, institu-
tionally and historically, of the traces of such responses made in past
time. An attempt will now be made to expound three such modes of
thought and, in so doing, to construct a model which will help to
elucidate what happened when the republican ideal posed the problem
of the universal's existence in secular particularity.

(]

Sir John Fortescue (c. 1390-1479), an English lawyer and the kind
of amateur of philosophy who helps us understand the ideas of an age
by coarsening them dlightly, wrote the greatest of his works, the De
Laudibus Legum Anglie (In Praise of the Laws of England) about
1468-1471. At that time he was in exile with the Lancastrian claimants
to the English throne, from whom he held the title of Lord Chancel-
lor, but it is of far more significance that he had served before exile
as Lord Chief Justice of the King's Bench, the premier office of the
English common law. If at a later time it was said of Francis Bacon
that "he wrote philosophy like a Lord Chancellor," it could with equal
truth be said of Fortescue that—not for the last time in English his-
tory—he wrote philosophy like a Lord Chief Justice. The two great
legal offices made different demands on the application of intellect to
society, and encouraged correspondingly different social philosophies.™

© see the present writer's studies of Sir Matthew Hale (1609-1676) in The
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The De Laudibus, at al events, is a dialogue on the study of English
law between a Prince of Waes and a Lord Chancellor of England,
both in exile. The chancellor seeks to persuade the prince that he
should study the laws of the country he is to rule, as well as martial
exercises; and when the prince objects that English law is known to
be of such technicality that professional lawyers immerse themselves
for years in its details before presuming to practice it," we encounter
a reply that introduces us straightway to the central philosophical
problem of our subject. The chancellor replies, in effect, that every
branch of study is approached by gaining a grasp of its principles.
These are called maxims in mathematics, paradoxes in rhetoric, rules of
law (regula juris) in civil law, and maxims, once again, in the study of
the laws of England. If the prince gains a knowledge of these maxims,
he will deserve to be called learned in the laws of England, even though
he never applies his knowledge to exact points of legal interpretation,
which he will normally leave to his judges, serjeants-at-law, and other
professional lawyers. The prince is satisfied by this reply, but it remains
to be seen what he has gained by it. For in all that Fortescue says of
these maxims, it is evident that, like the axioms, paradoxes, and so forth
in other sciences, they are the universal, self-evident, undemonstrable
principles on which, according to the basic procedures of Aristotelian
philosophy, any system of knowledge must rest. They are acquired
directly "by induction through the senses and the memory"; they "are
not known by force of argument or by logical demonstrations”; they
are not deduced from one another, or from any antecedent premise;
"there is no rational ground for principles,” but "any principle is its
own ground for holding it."* In dl this, Fortescue is quoting direct
from the medieval texts of Aristotle, and we have begun to observe
the use of arigorously deductive philosophy by a mind steeped in the
practice of customary law.

In the philosophy which Fortescue is outlining here, al rational
knowledge is essentially deductive. Knowledge, of whatever kind,
starts with the acceptance of certain basic principles, some of which
are the foundations of all knowledge as such, while others distinguish
knowledge into its various branches and form the bases of the various
sciences which they distinguish. The rational proof of any statement
is arrived a by demonstrating that it is the necessary logica conse-

Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law (Cambridge University Press, 1957;
New York: W. W. Norton, 1967), pp. 170-81, and Politics, Language and Time
(New York: Atheneum, 1971; London, Methuen, 1972), pp. 215-22, 262-64.

2 Sir John Fortescue, De Laudibus Legum Anglie, ed. and trans. S. B. Chrimes
(Cambridge University Press, 1949), ch. VII, pp. 19-21.

2 De Laudibus, ch. VIII, pp. 20-23.
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quence of some principle or combination of principles, and from this
it follows (a) that there can be no rational proof of any principle, since
nothing which can be deduced from a principle is a principle itself,
(b) that any branch of knowledge—mathematics, rhetoric, civil law,
English law—consists of knowledge of the relevant set of principles
and their deducible consequences. Reason in the strict sense of the term
is simply that by which we are enabled to perform deductions from
principles; induction is the mental process by which we arrive at
knowledge of principles; but that by which we recognize what cannot
and need not be proved, namely the truth of principles, is neither rea-
son nor induction—intuition, though not used by Fortescue, is possibly
the best word for it. But if we use "reason" dlightly more loosely, to
mean that faculty of the mind by which the consequences of princi-
ples are detected and validated, we instantly encounter the central diffi-
culty of Fortescue's argument with respect to English law. Principles,
inescapably, are universal statements, and from universals we can
deduce only universals. Now if English law is to be a rational branch
of study, it must consist of certain principles, underived from other
principles, and their consequences, which must be true of al English
legal situations to which they apply. It is affirmed that English law
consists of a series of uniform deductions from certain maxims, with
which it is all logicaly coherent; but what principles (we must now
ask) could there be, underived from other principles and intuitively
perceived to be self-evident, of which "England” is the subject? "Eng-
land" must be the name, either of a unique constellation of factors, or
of a member of a class of which there are other members. In the for-
mer case there could be no body of universals concerning it, since you
cannot make universal statements concerning a single unique object;
in the latter the principles and universals concerning English law would
apply also to the law of other members of the class to which "Eng-
land" belonged. But the prince in Fortescue's dialogue, when he
doubted whether he could study English law, expressed doubt aso
whether he should study it in preference to civil law, i.e., the law of
Rome; and the chancellor undertook to settle both doubts, that is, to
convince him that there existed a readily accessible rational science of
English law as distinct from the law of other nations. Fortescue's pur-
pose seems entangled in contradiction from the start, and the prince's
chance of learning the law by mastering a purely "English" set of
principles appears to be foredoomed.

At arather later point in the De Laudibus Fortescue declares it to be
a universal truth in the study of law that al human laws are either
law of nature, or custom, or statutes.”® The law of nature consists of

®Ibid., ch. XV, pp. 36-37.
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those self-evident principles of justice, and their universally deducible
consequences, which are true and have binding force among al men.
Human laws may be simply the translation of the commands of natural
law into the formalized commands or rules of a particular kingdom.
But there is nothing here which need detain the student of specifically
English law, for

the laws of England, in those points which they sanction by reason
of the law of nature, are neither better nor worse in their judgements
than are all laws of other nations in like cases. For, as Aristotle said,
in the fifth book of the Ethics, Natural law is that which has the
same force among all wen. Wherefore there is no need to discuss it
further. But from now on we must examine what are the customs,
and also the statutes, of England, and we will first look at the char-
acteristics of those customs.**

The universal principles of justice are cognizable by reason and, it
should seem, it is they which form the maxims on which the science
of jurisprudence is founded; they which the prince may learn by the
brief exercise of his own reason, while leaving their detailed applica-
tion to his professional servants with their long years of specialized
study and experience. But there is nothing specifically "English" about
knowledge of the law of nature, or of that part of English law which
is identical with the law of nature or with the corresponding element
in the laws of other nations. To discover what is uniquely English
about the laws of England we must turn to what have been described
as "custom and statute," the two remaining categories into which all
human law must fall. It is in these divisions that the law of England
is uniquely English, and the law of any nation uniquely itself.

In agrarian societies which are highly decentralized and traditional,
but which a professionally organized class of literate bureaucrats,
obedient to a central direction, is trying to bring under control, it is
common—at least in the West—to find a distinction between unwrit-
ten custom, usage, or tradition, recognized by the king's servants but
recognized as being already established by the spontaneous and tradi-
tional adoption of society itself, and the written commands, edicts,
ukases, or statutes as Fortescue calls them, imposed upon society by
order of the king and his literati, whether or not these claim to be
digesting or modifying what was previously unwritten tradition. It
may be observed that the distinction, though clear, is not absolute; it
may be hard to distinguish between a written judgment, recognizing
that such has been and is the law by virtue of custom, and a written

#lbid., ch. XVI (thewhole chapter), pp. 38-39.
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decree, ordaining that such is and shall be the law by virtue of the
authority of whoever issues the decree. English lawyers sometimes
attempted to distinguish on this basis between unwritten law or lex
non scripta, which might be written down but which claimed no
authority but that of custom and tradition, and written law, lex scripta
or statute, whose authority was that of the author of the writing—
normally the king in parliament; but parliament also functioned as a
court, whose business was to declare old law (custom) rather than to
promulgate new (statute), and in a statute itself the notion of a decla-
ration of custom might survive and render its nature ambiguous.

Fortescue's problem may be resummarized as follows. Customs and
statutes together make up the particular laws of any nation. Now if
these are to claim rational justification they must be rationally deduci-
ble, or at least contain nothing contrary to what is rationally deducible,
from the principles of natural justice; but it is not their deducibility
or their rationality which gives them their particular character. To
understand wherein the laws of England differ from those of Rome
or France, we must investigate not their rationality—since therein they
are identical with those of other nations—but the ways in which the
principles of justice have in them been applied to the special character
and circumstances of England. In short, English law contains—as does
the law of any nation—an element other than the purely rational, based
on the cognition of circumstances and conditions peculiar to England
and on the application or adaptation of universal principles to these
local and peculiar conditions.

Fortescue's account of this element is found in his seventeenth chap-
ter, which follows immediately, without the interposition of a word,
upon the passage last quoted.

. ..and we will first look at the characteristics of those customs.

[xvi] The kingdom of England was first inhabited by Britons,
then ruled by Romans, again by Britons, then possessed by Saxons,
who changed its name from Britain to England. Then for a short
time the kingdom was conquered by Danes, and again by Saxons,
but finally by Normans, whose posterity hold the realm at the pres-
ent time. And throughout the period of these nations and their
kings, the realm has been continuously ruled by the same customs
as it is now, customs which, if they had not been the best, some of
those kings would have changed for the sake of justice or by the
impulse of caprice, and totally abolished them, especialy the
Romans, who judged almost the whole of the rest of the world by
their laws. Similarly, others of these aforesaid kings, who possessed
the kingdom of England only by the sword, could, by that power,
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have destroyed its laws. Indeed, neither the civil laws of the Romans,
s0 deeply rooted by the usage™ of so many ages, nor the laws of
the Venetians, which are renowned above others for their antig-
uity—though their island was uninhabited, and Rome unbuilt, at the
time of the origins of the Britons—nor the laws of any Christian
kingdom, are so rooted in antiquity. Hence there is no gainsaying
nor legitimate doubt but that the customs of the English are not
only good but the best.

[xvin] It only remains, then, to examine whether or not the
statutes of the English are good . .

and with that, indeed, Fortescue has completed all that he has to say
in the De Laudibus concerning the grounds for the legitimation of
custom. In this chapter, at once very English and very medieval, the
particular laws of particular nations are being legitimized by reference,
not to reason and the knowledge of universals, but to antiquity and
usage. The laws of Rome and Venice are good because they have been
for very long periods in continuous use; the laws of England are the
best because they have been in use longest, and the testing to which
they have been subjected is underlined by consideration of the succes
sion of kings, of various ruling races, who had opportunity to have
changed them if they had so desired. But we are told nothing of the
process of rational reflection by which these rulers decided that the
existing laws were the best, nor—strictly speaking—is it possible that
we should be. The essentially deductive process which was reason in
Aristotelian philosophy was capable of testing a law only by testing
its conformity to the principles of natural justice, and that test, how-
ever valuable and necessary, was not the only one. In dealing with the
particular laws of particular nations, Fortescue must aso ask whether
they suit the peculiar character and circumstances of the nation whose
life they regulate, and that is what is being tested here. In that context,
of course, the laws of England can be "better" than those of Rome or
Venice only in the sense that they suit the English better than their
equivaents suit the Romans or Venetians. How is such an elusive com-
parison to be carried out? Since reason is concerned with universals,
there must be some other instrument which detects national character
and conditions and tests the suitability of national law to these
conditions.

Such an instrument there is, and it is called usage or experience; but
since it is not reason in the fully reflective and ordered sense of the

% The Latin is "tantorum temporum curriculis . . . in quantum . . . inveterate
sunt® (p. 38), but the word usus freguently occurs in Fortescue's text and is

rendered by Chrimes as "usage."
% De Laudibus, ch. XVi, pp. 38-41.
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term, it is, though available only to intelligent creatures, unanalytic,
uncritical, and inarticulate. It can be, and very often is, unconscious.
Men observe usages and customs, or they do not. If the customs are
observed, they must be good customs in the sense of well suited to the
people who observe them; but the people could not tell you why the
customs they observe are good or those they abandon bad, not merely
because the people are not philosophers, but because the philosopher
himself could not tell you. The philosopher can see only the universal
aspects of things; there is no method, no self-critical or self-verifying
intellectual procedure, yet evolved for dealing with their particular
aspects. Consequently, the goodness of a good custom can be inferred
from the fact of its preservation; it can hardly be demonstrated, since
demonstration consists in deduction from a universal premise, and no
such premise can contain the particular character and circumstances
of the people whose custom it is. We cannot give the "reason" why a
custom is good or bad; we can only say "there is reason to believe'
that it is good (because preserved) or bad (because abandoned). This
is what Edmund Burke—a direct heir of this way of thinking—was to
call "prescriptive" or "presumptive" reasoning. Because a custom or a
particular institution had a "prescriptive" claim—i.e., was already estab-
lished—there was a "presumption” in its favor; we presumed that it
had been found to work well.”

The longer it had been in existence, the greater the presumption in
its favor. The naivety of Fortescue's argument that English law is best
because oldest should by now be becoming intelligible. There can,
according to a strictly deductive conception of reasoning, be no
rational mode of dealing with particulars, no rational way of proving
that a nation has certain characteristics or that its laws suit those char-
acteristics. How then can there be any comparative evaluation of lega
systems? The Venetians have testified that their law suits them by
retaining it for a very long time; the English have testified to the suita-
bility of their law in exactly the same way. There is no rational—or,
in modern terms, scientific—method of selecting and analyzing the
peculiar characteristics of the Venetians and the English respectively,
detecting and analyzing the peculiar characteristics of their respective
laws and evaluating the latter by measuring them against the former.
We cannot rationally say that (or why) English law suits the English
better than Venetian law suits the Venetians, we have only two sets
of presumptions, neither of which can be fully stated or rationally
demonstrated. We can, however, have recourse to the last refuge of
the social scientist when faced with incommensurables. we can quan-

¥ See, for a theory of presumptive tradition, Politics, Language and Time, chs.
6 and 7.
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tify. If the laws of England are indeed older than those of Venice and
have been longer in continuous usage, then more men, in more years
and more situations, have testified silently in their favor; there is a
greater weight of experience, a greater weight of presumption, impel-
ling us to believe them satisfactory to the historic society where they
obtain, than exists with regard to the laws of Venice. Such is the
rationale of the argument from antiquity, with which in this book we
shall be much (though indirectly) concerned. It is a direct consequence
of the shortcomings of the deductive philosophy.

But the prince of the DC Laudibus is how seen to have been cheated
by his chancellor. He was assured that if he would only learn the
principles of English law, he would know enough to understand what
his judges and other professional lawyers were doing when they
applied these principles to concrete cases. It has turned out, however,
that the cognition of concrete cases and the discernment of how prin-
ciples are to be applied to them is a sharply different intellectual proc-
ess from the cognition of principles and the deduction of their logical
consequences. Indeed, it is scarcely an intellectual process at all; it is a
matter of pure trial and error, since the test of a custom's goodness is
not its demonstrable rationality, but the simple fact of its having
remained in usage. Therefore the learning of a professional lawyer is
not to be reduced to a knowledge of principles and their consequences;
it is knowledge of what customs have been retained and what the
technical, rather than logical, consequences of their retention have
been. Customary law is a technical and traditional, rather than arational
structure; and Fortescue is well on the way to the later conception—
expressed by Sir Edward Coke, another Chief Justice—of English law
as "artificial reason."

Thus you, prince, would marvel at a lawyer of England if he told
you that a brother shall not succeed in a paternal heritage to a
brother not born of the same mother, but that rather the heritage
shall descend to a sister of the whole blood or shall fall to the lord-
in-chief of the fee as his escheat, because you are ignorant of the
reason for this law. But the difficulty of such a case does not in the
least perturb one learned in the law of England. Wherefore . . . you
will realise that if by instruction you will understand those laws of
which you are now ignorant, you will love them, since they are the
best; and the more you reflect upon them, the more agreeably you
will enjoy them. For all that is loved transfers the lover into its own
nature by usage, wherefore, said Aristotle, Use becomes another
nature.’®

8D Laudibus, ch. V, pp. 14-17.
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It will be argued later on that the last sentence is of great impor-
tance: that in the concepts of "use" and "second nature” may be found
the beginnings of the historicist doctrine that we become what we do
and so make ourselves. But there was not much for the prince to do
with English law but love it and permit it to transform his nature.
Words like "the reason for this law" and "since they are the best"
consciously beg the question. Such statements were not demonstrable
and consequently were above criticism. The prince was in no position
to criticize the application of law by his judges, unless reason should
tell him that what they were doing was contrary to natural justice.
Except in such rare cases, the reason of the law was prescriptive and
based on antiquity; he could only accept (and, of course, love) the
customs of his kingdom on the presumption that, being ancient, they
were good and, being the oldest in the world, they were also the best.
The judges knew what the usages of the kingdom were, and his knowl-
edge of natural justice and its consequences not only did not tell him
but did not equip him to find out; for the study of customary law was
not a scholastic process of rational deduction but—as Coke was to tell
James 1—a matter of lifelong study in the records and working
experience in the courts.

It is very possible that Fortescue's main intention was still to argue
that English law was reasonable, in the sense that it could be shown
to be consonant throughout its structure with deductions performed
from the principles of jurisprudence or the maxims characteristic of
common law itself. But there exists in his thought an inexpugnable
level at which it appeared that English law was not rational, in the
sense that it could never be reconstructed by the performance of any
such deductions. Other forms of intelligence than the philosophical,
which took longer to learn because they were based on experience
rather than study, had been at work in its making; and consequently,
the prince might hope to admire his judges intelligently, but—once
the point was reached at which law had to be considered custom—
admire he must.

Custom is the fruit of experience, operating at the lowest and least
articulate level of intelligence, that of trial and error. Only experience

19 "Then the king said, that he thought the law was founded upon reason, and
that he and others had reason as well as the judges: to which it was answered by
me, that true it was, that God had endowed his Majesty with excellent science,
and great endowments of nature; but his Majesty was not learned in the laws of
his realm of England, and causes which concern the life, or inheritance, or goods,
or fortunes of his subjects are not to be decided by natural reason, but by the
artificial reason and judgment of law, which law is an art which requires long
study and experience before that a man can attain to the knowledge of it": Coke,
Twelfth Reports, Prohibitions del Roy (12 Co. Rep. 65).
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can establish it; only experience can know it to be good; and the experi-
ence of the mind that recognizes it necessarily rests on the experience
of countless other men in past generations, of which the custom itself
is the expression. Custom therefore is self-validating; its own existence
and its own presumed longevity are the main reasons for presuming
it to be good and well suited to the needs and nature of the people,
and it peremptorily requires the scrutinizing mind to rest satisfied with
the assumptions which it contains about itself. The prince is not
equipped to be a critic and reformer of custom for the following rea-
sons: there is no method, other than that of experience itself, by which
the intellect can reason from the needs and nature of the people to their
customs, or determine scientifically whether the latter are well or ill
suited to the former; and since there is only experience, which must
be accumulated rather than systematically constructed in the three-
score and ten years of a man's lifetime, the prince must recognize that
his is the experience of one man only, not to be pitted against that of
the myriad men of antiquity which has gone to the making of any
single custom, let alone the whole body of the customary law of his
realm.

It is therefore hard for Fortescue's prince to legislate, for the reason
that there is no scientific method of determining what particular laws
will suit particular peoples or particular situations. The only method
known to the scholastic mind is that of deductive logic, which deals
only with universals; the adjudication of the particular must be left
to experience, which for the most part issues in customs, and in the
immeasurably slow processes of the formation of custom the prince's
intellect has no preeminence. Sometimes, it is true, laws must be pro-
mulgated in shorter time than it takes for a custom to crystallize out
from the general mass of behavior, and here we reach the third divi-
sion of legislation according to Fortescue, the category of statute. But
here too the dichotomy of reason and experience, and the principle of
the quantifiability of experience, operate. Immediately after he has
grounded custom upon usage and antiquity, Fortescue says.

It only remains, then, to examine whether or not the statutes of
the English are good. These, indeed, do not emanate from the will
of the prince aone, as do the laws in kingdoms which are governed
entirely regally, where so often statutes secure the advantage of their
maker only, thereby redounding to the loss and undoing of the sub-
jects. . . . But the statutes of England cannot so arise, since they are
made not only by the prince's will, but aso by the assent of the
whole realm, so they cannot be injurious to the people nor fail to
secure their advantage. Furthermore, it must be supposed that they
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are necessarily replete with prudence and wisdom, since they are
promulgated by the prudence not of one counsellor or a hundred
only, but of more than three hundred chosen men—of such a num-
ber as once the Senate of the Romans was ruled by—as those who
know the form of the summons, the order and the procedure of
parliament can more clearly describe. And if statutes ordained with
such solemnity and care happen not to give full effect to the inten-
tion of the makers, they can speedily be revised, and yet not with-
out the assent of the commons and nobles of the realm, in the man-
ner in which they first originated. Thus, prince, all the kinds of the
law of England are now plain to you. You will be able to estimate
their merits by your own wisdom, and by comparison with other
laws; and when you find none in the world so excellent, you will
be bound to confess that they are not only good, but as good as
you could wish.®

The dice are as heavily loaded as ever against the capacity of the
prince, as a student of comparative legislation, to arrive at any other
conclusion, and as heavily against his ability to function as a legislator
or critic of legidation, in respect of statute no less than of custom. Par-
ticular laws—this is the key of the matter—can be framed only by
experience, by usage in the long run and by prudence in the short; the
prince's experience is only that of one man, as against that of his three
hundred counselors, of the body of his subjects now living or the
unnumbered democracy of the dead of antiquity (the test of quantifi-
cation makes custom presumptively wiser than statute); and his reason,
which tells him only whether custom and statute are in accordance
with the principles of natural justice, can after al tell him no more
than reason will tell any other animal rationale who possesses it. On
every score, then, the prince whose authority is above that of any
other man cannot legidate effectively without afforcing his reason and
experience with the reason and experience of as many other men as
possible, and this is never done better than when he joins with the
democracy of the dead to respect the usages of antiquity. Here we have
come to one of the pillars supporting Fortescue's preference for the
prince who rules by law and consent over the prince who rules by his
own reason and experience alone. The latter need be no tyrant, but
an honest man attempting the impossible and neglecting the help which
others can bring him. The whole question, however, deserves to be
reviewed in a wider theoretical context.

C. H. Mcllwain, in Constitutionalism Ancient and Modern,?* traced

® De Laudibus, ch. XVIII, pp. 40-41.
2 |thaca: Cornell University Press, Great Seal Books, 1958, chs. Il and IV.
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the philosophical distinction between Fortescue's regnum regale and
regnum politicum et regale back to the parting of the ways followed
by Plato when he wrote the Republic and by the later Plato and Aris-
totle after him. In the Republic, Plato raised the question whether the
city should be ruled by law or by the unfettered wisdom of its ideal
ruler, and decided in favor of the unrestricted authority of the
philosopher-ruler. He did so on the grounds that a law was only a
generalization which must be modified to fit the particular case, or
else distort the particular case to make the latter fit it, whereas the
philosopher possessed an intuitive grasp of universals which gave him,
at one and the same time, an intuitive grasp of the essential character
of each particular case. Where a law was like a stiff bar which must be
bent to fit each case if it was not to break it, the philosopher's wisdom
was fluid; it flowed around each case and embraced all its details. But
for this to be true, the relation between universals and particulars must
be very different from what it is in Fortescue's medieval Aristotelian-
ism. The doctrine of the Republic involves the existence of the Ideas
or Forms of Platonic philosophy, those ideal and perfect intellectual
objects which constitute the only real world, to one of which every
object in the phenomenal world of our senses corresponds, but of
which it is only a derivative and imperfect copy. Knowledge of the
Forms is not sense-knowledge, nor is it abstracted or generalized from
sense-knowledge; it is attained when the intellect is directly illumi-
nated by the Form itself, or by the world of the Forms, as happens to
the prisoner in the Myth of the Cave when he escapes from a place
where he can see only the shadows of things cast by firelight and
emerges into the sunlight where he can see things themselves. Once
our intellects have been illuminated by the Forms, we have complete
knowledge of al the phenomenal things derived from them, because
derivative reality is illuminated by the reality from which it is derived.
In this way—but only in this way—the philosopher-ruler can be said
to know particular situations and cases better than the general rules
of the law can be said to "know" them.

But in the Satesman and the Laws, Mcllwain continued, the later
Plato was prepared to consider the possibility of a philosopher-ruler
whose knowledge was not knowledge of Forms but consisted in a
series of generalizations from experience. Such a ruler should submit
his decisions to be disciplined by laws, since these generalizations could
be constructed on a wider basis than was possible to his intellect alone.
Government of this kind, however, would necessarily be imperfect,
since its knowledge would consist of generalizations abstracted from
experience, which must be laboriously reconverted into concrete terms
to fit each individual case, which in turn might contain elements not
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allowed for in the original generalization. There must be a discontinu-
ity between abstract and concrete, universal generalization and par-
ticular case, in any system of knowledge except that enjoyed by the
philosopher of the Republic; and it could be argued that the lesser
breed of ruling intellect must be doubly disciplined by law, first by
the need to submit his individual decisions to the law's genera rules,
secondly by the necessity to accept some sort of guidance when it
came to converting them into particular decisions—for if his only
knowledge was of imperfect generalizations, imperfect too must be
his understanding of particular cases.

Aristotle, in the Poalitics, developed this line of argument and, dis-
cussing whether wisdom or the law should rule, concluded that only
if a philosopher should appear whose intelligence was as far above that
of men as theirs was above that of beasts should he rule without the
discipline of law; a ruler who possessed the same kind of intelligence
as his subjects, but raised to its highest attainable level, could not pos-
sibly be as wise as the laws.?? The implication is that Aristotle was
ceasing to believe that the Forms were real, or at least were knowable
by man. Because our bodies located and limited us in space and time,
we could know only what our senses and memory told us and what
our intellects then did with the information thus received. Ideas were
thus "attained by induction through the senses and memory," as
Fortescue summarizes Aristotle as saying; they were abstractions from
the data. But the abstractions thus arrived at formed propositions, and
some of these propositions were self-evident principles; that is, their
truth was instantly and intuitively perceived by the intellect. Now the
history of Aristotelian metaphysics shows that it was possible to regard
these absolute intellectual propositions as real entities, and even as the
only ultimate reality created by God; the phenomenal world appeared
as the exemplification, operation, modification, or even degeneration
of its principles, which thus came after dl to resemble Platonic Forms
more closely. But even if ultimate reality was intellectual, it could be
known by men—rational animals, but animals al the same—only in the
shape of concepts abstracted from sense-data and sociad communica-
tions. Christianity, with its emphasis on the difference between the life
of the body and that of the spirit, encouraged the idea that "now | see
through a glass darkly, but then face to face"; and in Christian Aris-
totelianism the direct apprehension of intellectual reality was possible
only to angels, those created intelligences who sought knowledge of
the Creator's works but, because they were spirits without body, parts,

22 Aristotle, The Politics, ed. and trans. Ernest Barker (Oxford: The Clarendon
Press, 1946), pp. 134-35 (1284a), 126-27 (1282a-b). All citations hereafter are to
this edition.
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or passions, were unrestricted in space or time and had no need of sense,
memory, or inductive generalization, but knew reality immediately and
intuitively. Because their knowledge had not to be filtered through the
mesh of particularity, it was said that angels were species, not individ-
uals: universal, not particular beings. Time, then, was the inescapable
condition of particular existence.

The philosopher-king of the Republic was thus transformed into an
angel and exiled from this world to another. In Christian thought, of
course, the two worlds interpenetrate; but though the church had the
task of maintaining certain of the truths of eternity on earth, it was not
expected that angels would come to undertake the burden of rule over
earthly societies, and it was therefore remote even to impossibility that
any earthly ruler would have the intuitive grasp of reality that would
enable or entitle him to dispense with laws. Aristotelian thought, in
fact, brings us, even in an Athenian and pre-Christian context, to a
philosophy of government not too remote from that of Fortescue.
Knowledge is built up by generalization and abstraction from the data,
and some of these generalizations are seen to be universal propositions
whose truth is self-evident and independent of the inductive process.
Such principles become the foundations from which reason can derive
further propositions, whose truth can be demonstrated by showing
them to be necessary logical consequences of the truth of the first
principles. But from abstract universals only abstract universals can
be deduced, and if reason is identical with deductive logic, the induc-
tive process cannot be put into reverse. Sooner or later we must face
the problem raised by Plato, that of how the generalization can be made
to fit the particular, and we must face it without the aid of a Platonic
philosopher who has intuitive and perfect knowledge of the particular
and its characteristics. What sort of knowledge is possible of the par-
ticular? By what intellectual instrument can accommodation of the
universal and the particular be carried out?

So far as human government is concerned, Aristotle's answer is plain:
common experience. This is the meaning of his famous dictum that the
judge of a dinner is not the cook, but the man who has to eat it.?® At
the lowest level of unreflecting human intelligence, you need neither
the art of the shoemaker nor the science of the chiropodist to know
whether or not your boots hurt you; when the shoemaker and the
chiropodist have done their best, you will have to tell them the result
of their labors; and if, as is particularly likely to happen in affairs of
government, there is no shoemaker or chiropodist to help you, it is
theoretically possible—though extremely uneconomic—to go on stitch-
ing yourself pairs of boots until, by trial and error which may have

2 |bid., p. 126 (1282a).
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involved your learning so little from your errors that ultimate success
is a matter of pure luck, you hit on a pair which do not hurt you.
When wise rulers have generalized about the needs of the people and
the circumstances of their lives, and have framed laws as a result of
these generalizations, they should leave it to the people to decide
whether the laws actually suit their needs and circumstances; for only
thus can the gap between idea and reality be bridged. This may be
done by calling an assembly of the people and asking them whether
they think the law will suit them. No individual may be able to repeat
the process of generalization which the rulers have performed, but the
sum total of their predictions will probably furnish the rulers with an
excellent critique of their law's chances of success. This is the case for
governing by consent. But the same result may be achieved by usage,
by leaving the people free to decide for themselves whether to observe
the law or ignore it. The outcome of their decision will not be a pre-
diction—"We think this law will or will not suit us'—as it will be if
you consult an assembly, but rather a verification: "The people have
retained the usage, o it suits them; they have abandoned it, o it does
not." And the people are quite capable of framing their own customs,
without rulers to guide them, simply by falling spontaneously into
patterns of behavior which constitute usages. This is the case for gov-
erning by custom.

The only objection to legislating by waiting for popular usages to
form themselves is that this takes an extremely long time (though, as
we have seen, this has compensating advantages; the older a custom, the
more reasons for thinking it suits the people, and the fewer for fear-
ing that circumstances may arise in which it does not). It must take a
long time, for essentially what we are asking is that one man's experi-
ence of particular things be added to another's until a consensus is
built up, and that this process be repeated over a time-dimension until
the resultant custom can claim the authority of repeated usage and
antiquity. But further, this—the slow creation of a custom—is only the
most highly developed instance of what al particular legislation, par-
ticular acts of government and particular decisions must be. For if rea-
son is concerned only with deduction and universals there is no science
or method of dealing with the particular per se. Each man must use his
own judgment of the particulars he happens to know, and the only
way of extending its sphere beyond the merely private is by combin-
ing it with other men's judgments of their particular knowledge. Since
there is no organized critique of particular judgment—since it is like
(though not identical with) an art rather than a science—one of the
few criteria by which one judgment can claim a priori superiority over
another is that of the number of men whose experience has gone to
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its making. The judgment of three hundred men is by that figure more
likely to be the best than that of one man; the judgment of many gen-
erations than that of the men now living; the oldest custom than the
custom dlightly less old. "The individual is foolish,” said Burke; "the
multitude, for the moment, is foolish; but the species is wise and, given
time, as a species it always acts right."* He meant, incidentally, the
biological, not the scholastic, species.

All such statements are statements concerning probability, since the
rightness of a decision can be demonstrated only insofar as it accords
with principles, not particulars—except, indeed, that on the "second
nature" argument, my customs have become so much a part of my
self that they must be right for me. It is another matter to ask if they
are right for my external circumstances, as opposed to my personality.
But a custom is a particular judgment to which so many men's experi-
ence testifies, and which has attained so high a degree of consistency
under repeated tests over time, that the probability of its continuing
to give satisfaction (given the stability of conditions which it presumes
and helps to maintain) is very high indeed. However, a custom is a
judgment which it is possible to view in the longest of long runs, and
there must be many judgments which have to be made with the con-
currence of fewer men's experience. Burke's "individua" and "multi-
tude for the moment" have both to make decisions, although both are
"foolish" in the relative sense that the quantity of experience and
knowledge of particulars that goes to the making of their decisions is
measurably less than is available to the "species given time." The deci-
sions of the "multitude for the moment” are Fortescue's statutes, and
the virtue displayed in making them is what he calls "prudence." The
"proof"—it is not, of course, a demonstration—of a custom is its antig-
uity, and "prudence" might be defined as the ability to formulate
statutes which will stand the test of time and acquire the authority
and antiquity already enjoyed by customs. But prudence is also the
virtue displayed by the individual in making his decisions, for in the
last analysis it is nothing less than the ability to make such use of one's
experience, and that of others, that good results may be expected to
follow.

Aquinas defines art as "right reason about things to be made (facti-
bilium)" prudence as "right reason about things to be done (agi-
bilium)" and some modern translators render ratio as "judgment,” so
as to minimize the difficulty of distinguishing between speculative

24 Edmund Burke, Works (London: George Bell and Sons, Bohn's Libraries edi-
tion, 1877), VI, 147; notes for a speech On a Motion Made in the House of Com-
mons, May 1782, for a Committee to Enquire into the State of the Representation
of the Commons in Parliament. Cf. Politics, Language and Time, pp. 226-27.
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ratio which proceeds from principles and practical ratio which pro-
ceeds toward ends.® He continues by quoting Cicero as mentioning
"three other parts of prudence, namely memory of the past, under-
standing of the present and foresight of the future,” and concludes
that these "are not virtues distinct from prudence,” but "integral parts
or components."® Prudence, it should now be evident, was the present
and future, where custom was the perfect, tense of experience. In cus-
tom, experience judged what had proved good and satisfactory; it
judged also what had proved adapted to the particular nature, or
"genius," of the people, and this judgment was likely to be self-fulfill-
ing, since use and custom created this "second nature" as well as eval-
uating it—the past was perfect indeed. In statute experience judged
what further experience was likely to confirm, but should in theory
do this only where custom could not be shown to have done its work
already. When in the course of human events, unstable and fluctuating
in time as they were, a contingency arose which was not aready inte-
grated into usage, the first steps must be taken toward attending to that
integration. Statute was based upon experience and expected the con-
firmation of further experience; it was therefore a step taken at a
moment when a new emergency had arisen a number of times, and
experience had accumulated to the point where the process of gen-
eralizing it into custom could begin. Experience, in the shape of pru-
dence, performing this generalization, was Janus-faced; it bridged the
gap between innovation and memory, statute and custom, present,
future, and past.

But what of the very first response to a contingency, the action
taken for the first time? In this connection Mcllwain was led to estab-
lish his famous if controversial distinction between jurisdictio (the
saying of the law) and gubernaculum (the holding of the tiller).?” He
rightly saw that the first response to contingency formed part of pru-
dential theory, but that it could be only indirectly if at all grounded
upon experience. Let something happen for the first time. Either it
bears no resemblance whatever to any previous occurrence, in which
case we have no language for it and no way of dealing with it; or it
resembles previous occurrences sufficiently to appear to belong to a
class of such occurrences, but presents sufficient characteristics (or
combinations of characteristics) of its own to appear what we uneasily
term sui generis or unique. If characteristics of the latter sort prepon-
derate, it will be inappropriate to summon a council of elders and pool

% & Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiea (Blackfriars: New York and Lon-
don), vol. 23 (1969), la-2ae, question 57, 4 (p. 51).

% bid., 57, 6 (pp. 57, 61).

2 Mcllwain, op.cit. (above, n. 21), pp. 77f..
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their experience; the thing must be dealt with on the basis of its new-
ness, which will almost certainly appear coterminous with the speed
with which it comes upon us and demands a response. If time is the
dimension of change, velocity is directly proportionate to unfamiliarity.

The unprecedented event, therefore, must be dealt with by one man
who did not have time to summon his council; but since it could not
be dealt with by experience, dealing with it was unlikely to issue in
statutes or general prudential statements by which further events of the
same class could be dealt with. They must wait until the emergency
has been repeated a number of times and was no longer entirely
unprecedented. Given the fluctuations of human affairs, there were
occasions when normative judgment and statute were inappropriate;
the problem was too new, too unfamiliar, there was not enough time;
but given the assumptions which underlay the concept of "experience,"
the moment when statute would be appropriate would fairly surely
come. Mcllwain therefore found it possible to arrange the governing
powers of a medieval king along a spectrum leading from jurisdictio
to gubernaculum. At one end the decisions of experience had already
been made and the monarch had only to say what they had been, to
exercise memory to the exclusion of other aspects of prudence; his
own experience need make no contribution to custom and he took no
initiative of his own. At the various intermediate stages, as unfamiliar-
ity and the required speed of response concurrently increased, more
was demanded of prudence by way of inputs to the custom-forming
process; the king took advice of fewer counselors, relied more upon
his own prudence, but made decisions whose generality, permanence,
and binding force as laws correspondingly decreased. Finally, the point
was reached where unfamiliarity was total, response must be instanta-
neous, and there could be only one hand on the tiller; the monarch
was absolute in the sense that his decisions were bound neither by
custom nor by counsel, but they did not, because they could not,
instantly become general laws of conduct. Only repetition and further
experience could make them that.

This is to state the jurisdictio-gubernaculum sequence in a highly
simplified and idealized form, which might indeed have surprised its
author; and Mcllwain's critics have often asked whether his thesis does
not oversimplify the facts of medieval government. Incautiously han-
dled, it tends to produce theory not unlike that found so unsatisfactory
in early Stuart England: that there were a royal power limited by law
and aroyal power not limited by law, with no necessary contradiction
between them; and, following Harrington in the seventeenth century?®

%Oceana (1656): ". . . no other than a wrestling match, wherein the king, as
he has been stronger, has thrown the nobility, or the nobility, as they have been
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and Hume in the eighteenth,”® some modern writers have argued that
medieval government was both less coherent and, under pre-Tudor
conditions, more flexible than this would suggest.® But it seems one
thing to argue that the various forms of jurisdictio and gubernaculum
were not so far institutionalized as to be clearly distinct, another to
argue that the mode of thought which the words convey was not the
principal or only scaffolding of theory available to medieval minds
thinking about government. Now that we have stated it in a form
presenting government as a series of devices for dealing with contin-
gent time, we can see that the structures of which it consists are open-
ended, no more to be distinguished from one another than the moments
of past, present, and future into which we organize time. It thus
becomes less surprising that medieval minds could speak of custom
both as established by royal or ministerial action and as existing from
uncreated antiquity; that the distinction between statutes as making
new law and as declaring old were both apparent and habitually slurred
over; that the distinction between the gubernaculum uttering an ad hoc
decision, confined to a single emergency, and the gubernaculum estab-
lishing a rule possessing some degree of generality and to that degree
binding in futurity ("law"), could not be maintained in practice. The
Janus-like character of experience, of the present as a moment in time
organized solely by sequential memory, accounts in principle for al
these things.

We are concerned here somewhat less with what happened in gov-
ernment than with the deficiencies of the conceptual system to which
government must appeal. Chief Justice Hengham on his bench knew
well enough how to make new statute law by reinterpreting old;* but
Chief Justice Fortescue in his study could give no theoretical account

stronger, have thrown the king. . . . where the laws were so ambiguous that they
might be eternally disputed and never reconciled. . . " John Toland (ed.), The
Oceano, and Other Works of James Harrington (London, 1771), pp. 63, 69.

® History of England (ed. of 1762), vol. V, ch. I, p. 14 ". . . the severa con-
stituent parts of the gothic governments, which seem to have lain asleep for so
many ages, began, every where, to operate and encroach on each other."

® Donald W. Hanson, From Kingdom to Commonwealth: the development
of civic consciousness in English political thought (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1970). See especialy chs. 4-7, for a critique of the Mcllwainian
tradition.

% See Hengham's words to a pleader (Hanson, p. 207): "Do not gloss the
statute; we know it better than you, for we made it, and one often sees one
statute undo another." Cf. T.F.T. Plucknett, The Legislation of Edward | (Oxford:
The Clarendon Press, 1949), pp. 72-74. Hanson further (pp. 220-22) seeks to
show that Fortescue did not make statute inferior to custom in the sense of being
limited by it. But Hanson does not distinguish between the authority of statute and
the prudence of its content.
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of how this was done which did not reabsorb Hengham and his inno-
vating prudence into the world of experience, custom, and retrospec-
tion. And at one end of the spectrum, where the concept of experience
failed altogether and the contingency and its response were acknowl-
edged as unique, nothing was left but mystery. With the policy deci-
sion we entered the sphere of pure gubernaculum, at the furthest
remove from that of customary jurisdiction; in it al rulers were
acknowledged to be at once absolute and highly insecure. In matters
of policy, the king and his counselors must proceed with nothing but
their own prudence and experience to guide them. It was their pro-
fession to do so; their lives were one long training in it; God, who had
laid this task on them, might of his grace assist them to perform it; and
they might develop a marvelous skill in the exercise of what was essen-
tially a professional "mystery" or art. It was on their expertise in state-
craft, in the arcana imperii or secrets of power, in judging the fluctua-
tions of times and seasons, events, circumstances, and human wills, that
outstandingly successful rulers, like Philip Il of Spain—El Prudente—
or Elizabeth | of England, based their claim to a mysterious and quasi-
divine authority. The sphere in which they operated was that of the
inscrutable providence of God, and success in that sphere seemed prov-
idential; it argued that they were divinely commissioned to exercise
power. But the statecraft of pure policy was detached from either
jurisdiction or legislation, for it had nothing to do with the establish-
ment and maintenance of rules of law. It was a mysterious, in a sense
an irrational, art of coping with the unique, the contingent, and the
unforeseen, at the point where all hope must be abandoned of bringing
things under legal control. But where experience could be mobilized
in the form of custom or consent, and genera rules could be estab-
lished and interpreted, government became much less an arcane and
mysterious art and—subject always to the sharp distinction between
reason and experience—much more a rational method or science. On
the assumptions used by men like Fortescue, the king's statecraft did
not entitle him to be either a judge or a legislator; the demands of
government were not the same. He might have the prudence to be a
policy-maker, where prudence was at a premium and experience at a
discount; he quantitatively lacked the experience to be judge or legia
tor, as must any one man who did not call on the experience and the
prudence of others.

The pure gubernaculum was pure mystery; and as long as experience
remained the only means of generalizing about particular cases and
testing the application of universals to them, jurisdictio and legislation
by consent must remain the only methods of framing and administer-
ing laws that would stand up to intellectual scrutiny. Yet this philoso-
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phy of government must fail to cover satisfactorily those situations
where gubernacuhim was involved in jurisdictio, where the king was
felt to be personally concerned in justice and legislation and charged,
by reason of his office, with a responsibility for their proper perform-
ance which was not like that of any other man. Argument like Fortes-
cue's tended to strip him of any intellectual capacity commensurate
with his office and leave him—as the chancellor of the De Laudibus
left his prince—a mere respectful spectator of what his judges were
doing, no wiser than any other intelligent layman. But no theory of
gubernaculum seemed able to provide the king with a stable yet unique
rolein justice and legislation, since it was inherent in the whole philoso-
phy we have been reviewing that the gubernaculum was in the last
analysis a craft rather than a science, concerned with the unique rather
than the recurrent, with the management of policy rather than the
establishment of laws. Since the king was charged with this terribly
difficult task, he enjoyed an authority analogous with or based upon
that of God's providence; since, too, there were points of contact
between it and what was done in councils and courts of law, there
were moments when the king, face to face with his counselors or his
judges, might speak "as the roaring of a lion,” with the terrible and
guasi-divine authority of gubernaculum. Then he might not be gain-
said or resisted; then he might set aside laws, for short intervals, by the
same authority. But when it came to decreeing judgment, to promul-
gating statutes, and particularly to the technicalities of customary juris-
prudence, the voice of the lion was stilled and the inconvenient fact
reemerged that laws were made by reason and experience, of neither
of which had the king more than other men; James | and Coke were
face to face again.

What the king had in greater measure than other men was authority,
but authority is ceasing at this point to be grounded upon any theory
of human knowledge. We may conveniently appeal here to Walter
Ullmann's thesis of the "descending” as opposed to the "ascending”
power;* the ruler's authority might come to him from his share in
political intelligence (Fortescue's politice) or it might come to him
from above (regaliter), from God himself conceived as rex rather than
lex, as will rather than reason. Even this Fortescue was disposed to
minimize by equating it with the exercise of lex naturae, the law of
universals perceivable by common human reason; but in particulars the
divine authority was unshared to the point where it became a mystery
how the king received it, for the precise reason that it was providen-
tial. Only God from the nunc-stans perceived the full meaning of the

2 Walter Ullmann, Principles of Government and Politics in the Middle Ages
(London: Methuen, 1961).
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sequence of particular events, and it was easier to conceive of him
as willing it. Providence was the name of his will as directing this
sequence, at least as that will was perceived by men from inside time;
and to them, who had no nunc-stans, it was inscrutable and mysterious.
As the roaring of a lion, the king spoke with authority that descended
to him from God; his authority therefore became inscrutable, mysteri-
ous, and not to be resisted. But the gift of authority added nothing to
the faculties of his time-bound intelligence; it was a hierocratic rather
than a secular phenomenon; and this is why Jean Bodin, like many
another theorist of "absolute monarchy," is to be found saying both
that as a matter of authority, the king may set aside custom whenever
he 0 wills, and that as a matter of prudence and even wisdom, he
should will to do so only on the rarest of occasions.®*® Even the king
did not fully bridge the gap between God and man; and it seems to
follow that authority left prudence behind it at a point where it left
the domain of contingent time as perceived by human memory and
entered that of time as shaped by the will and providence of God. But
when providence decreed positive laws binding upon men in general,
it operated from Sinai rather than Rome or Byzantium; its acts were
not those of a human lawgiver. Before the king or the community
could fully assert a power of positive legislation, there must be a theory
vesting men with the ability to create new orders in the domain of
secular history. In discovering why such a theory was still lacking, we
have next to turn to a fuller exploration of the conspectus of providen-
tial time.

®¥ M. J Tooley (ed. and trans.)), Sx Books of the Commonwealth by Jean
Bodin, abridged and translated (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, n.d.), pp. 43-44, 123-28.



CHAPTER 11

THE PROBLEM AND ITS MODES

B) Providence, Fortune and Virtue

IT IS A DIALECTICAL PARADOX that while the Christian doctrine of salva-
tion ultimately made the historical vision possible, for centuries
it operated to deny that possibility. The Greek and Roman intellects
saw little reason to expect anything very new to happen in the human
future, and doctrines of cyclical recurrence or the supremacy of
chance (tyche or fortuna) arose and interpenetrated—though we must
beware of exaggerating or simplifying their importance—to express
this lack of expectation, which sometimes occasioned world-weariness
and angst. Within these empty-seeming schemes, however, there was
room for much acute study of political and military happenings, and
the actions of men did not lose interest—rather, perhaps, the reverse—
when it was thought that they would some day, in the ordinary or the
cosmological course of things, be repeated. The advent of the savior
monotheisms, however, reorganized and transformed time by making
it an aspect of events whose significance was in eternity. God had
covenanted with men, and the covenant would some day be fulfilled;
man had been created, he had fallen, God had begun action intended
to bring about his redemption, and this process would at a point in
time to come be carried to its final completion. All these propositions
denoted temporal events; the past or the future tense must be used in
stating them; and yet the significance of every one of them was extra-
historical in that it denoted a change in the relations between men and
that which was outside time altogether. Time was organized around
the actions which an eternal agent performed within it; these actions
formed a sequence whose meaning appeared in time and gave time
meaning; but since the meaning of the actions lay outside time, it fol-
lowed that time acquired meaning from its relation to the eternal. It
might even seem that man entered time at his departure from Eden,
and that the sequence of acts which constituted sacred history were

1 See n. 3 to ch. |, above. On fortuna as a goddess and the object of an actual
cult, see John Ferguson, The Religions of the Roman Empire (lthaca: Cornell
University Press, 1970).
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intended to bring time ultimately to an end and consummate its mean-
ing at the moment of transcending and terminating its existence. His-
tory, in short, acquired meaning through subordination to eschatology.

The patristic intellect thus came very often to see the individual life
as involved in two separately visible time sequences. On the one hand
was that formed by the actions and events that had separated men
from God and were now leading to their reunion; most of these had
occurred at moments in the past, theoretically and often specifically
datable in terms of the chronologies of recorded human history, but
some were of course expected by believers at moments in the future
which could not be reliably dated and which it might not even be
legitimate to seek to date. This raised the problem of the eschatological
present, of the religious life which was to be led in the interval of
expecting the fulfillment of the program of redemption; and once it
was accepted that this present might cover many lifetimes and genera-
tions, the interval was necessarily filled by the other time-sequence
visible to human perceptions. This was what the patristic vocabulary
termed the saeculun? and the modern intellect prefers to call history;
human time organized around happenings in the socia world, which
the Greco-Roman mind saw overwhelmingly as political and military,
and the mind of late antiquity, not surprisingly, largely in terms of the
rise and fall of empires. The question must now arise of how, or
whether, these two independently perceived sequences (or histories
"sacred" and "secular") might be related to each other. To civic intel-
ligences—and the Christian minds of late antiquity were very civic—
intensely involved in what befell their urban, provincial, and imperial
societies, it must seem that happenings in this realm were in some way
bound up with God's intentions for the redemption of men; and
indeed, in the perpetual struggle to keep a world-renouncing asceti-
cism distinct from a world-denying dualism, it might be dangerous to
deny that God was somehow present and concerned in the happenings
of secular history and directing them to soterial ends. The saeculum
was in the drama of salvation; might it not aso be of it?

Furthermore, there were—and had been at least from the times when
the books of Daniel and Revelations were accepted into the Christian
canon—schemes of prophecy, in the sense of utterances acknowledged
as inspired and foretelling events which might not yet have occurred,;
and in these the eschatological completion of the program of redemp-
tion and the end of time itself were described in terms suggesting the
catastrophe of cities and empires in a drama of human history. It was
therefore neither impossible nor illegitimate to believe that “secular”

2 Throughout this chapter | am indebted to R. A. Markus, Saeculum: History
and Society in the Theology of &. Augustine (Cambridge University Press, 1970).

32



PROVIDENCE, FORTUNE AND VIRTUE

history had indeed been the subject of prophecy, and that the prophet
or interpreter of prophecy might "read" secular events in such a way
as to discern the program of redemption in them, and them as part of

that program. But the construction of a prophetic key to history was
not historiography in any autonomous sense of the term. Insofar as it
consisted of the reading and application of prophetic books like the
two just mentioned, the language it employed was heavily oracular
and symbolic, and the working out of associations and identifications
between the events described in prophecy and the events experienced

and perceived in the saeculum necessitated the construction of a num-
ber of secondary vocabularies of symbolization. These proved capa-
ble of relating a number of secondary sequences to the prophetic
sequences, and the latter consequently ascended from the status of

symbol to that of type: the primordial arcane reality capable of being
repeatedly typified in a number of independently existing sequences.
In this way eschatology retained its primacy over history. Not only
was the latter intelligible only as a pattern of the process of redemp-
tion, but the latter was capable of being patterned over and over
again—the drama capable of being rehearsed many times—in sequences
some of which were not those of secular history at al, but of the indi-

vidual soul's pilgrimage or of abstract nonhistorical occurrences, while
historical events themselves might stand in a typical, not a historical,
relation to each other. The language of prophecy, in short, constantly
tended to retreat from the narrative prose of history into the poetry
of a cosmic symbolism; the same patterns were repeated on many levels,
instead of unique events succeeding one another in unrepeatable
sequences, and the intellect that could deal with the particular only by
relating it to the universal took fresh hold in this medium as in that of

philosophy.

Nevertheless, the historical event or phenomenon could be related
to the eschatological without losing its historical uniqueness, if it could
be directly related to the final, unrepeatable and hence unique redemp-
tion of all mankind; but it was this procedure which the patristic intel-
lect, in the person of Augustine, was to reject decisively and relegate
to the underworld of heterodoxy. The language of Daniel and Revela-
tions, it was discovered, could be used in more than one way to denote
structures of membership to which the Christian might belong and
which he might visualize as playing a role in eschatological drama.
Triumphant Christians in the reigns of Constantine or Theodosius

% One result could be that the linear sequences of prophecy in the strict sense
became merged with cyclica sequences reflecting the repetitions of types. See
eg., John W. O'Malley, Giles of Viterbo on Church and Reform; A Sudy in
Renaissance Thought (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1968).
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might see the Christian empire and its church as constituting a prophe-
sied act of God in history and as pointing directly to some eschato-
logica fulfillment; hut militant puritans in Africa saw the need to
maintain a church free of compromise with secular authority so clearly
that they insisted that salvation was to be had only in a Christian associ-
ation independent of both empire and its ecclesiastical collaborators.”
Salvation was in society and history, but in a history yet to come and
to be perfected only at the end of time; meanwhile the false church and
the secular empire that maintained and falsified it were to be identified
among the hostile and diabolic agencies with which the symbolism of
the prophetic books abounded. In this apocalyptic separatism—the cre-
ation out of eschatology of a counterhistory expected in a future—we
have that millennialism or millenarism which Christians in al ages have
used to express their rebellions against established churches wielding
secular power or being wielded by it.

The response of Augustine—and the tradition which followed him—
was to renounce both the imperial and the sectarian versions of apoca-
lypticism and to effect a radical divorce between eschatology and his-
tory. The Christian's relation to the finality of redemption consisted
in his membership of the civitas Dei, a society in communion with God
and consequently existing, with him, rather out of time than in occa
sional descents into it; and since no civitas terrena could ever be identi-
cal with the civitas Dei, salvation was to be found in membership nei-
ther of a Christian empire fulfilling God's will in the course of visible
history, nor of an apocalyptic antichurch expecting to be the vehicle
of his will at history's end. No doubt there would come an end of the
redemptive process in time and the Christian might hope to be raised
to be of a company of saints on that day; but his salvation was not to
be the outcome of a historical process, or of his participation in a pat-
tern of life conceptualized as involving such a process. Civil society and
its history indeed existed and were necessary; but they were radically
imperfect even to their own ends—the ends of human justice—and cer-
tainly did not suffice to redeem man in his relation to God.” The acts
of redemption were performed by God in time and could be seen as
constituting a sacred history; but they were not necessarily performed
through or upon the structures of civil society, and consequently man's
redemption could not be the result of secular history, or of the apoca-
lyptic antihistory of an antisociety which had fallen into the error

4 Markus, op.cit., ch. 2, "Tempora Christiana: Augustine's Historical Experi-
ence" and pp. 11of. See aso W.H.C. Prend, The Donatist Church (Oxford: The
Clarendon Press, 1952).

5 Markus, chs. 3 and 4, "Civitas Terrena: the Secularisation of Roman History"
and "Ordinata est res publica: the Foundations of Political Authority."
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of supposing that it was society and history which needed to be
redeemed. But if salvation was for individuals, and individual lives did
not span the whole of history, the ends of time were not all located at
the end of time. The eschatological vision became, in the Augustinian
perspective, a vision of something in part extra-historical. It might seem
that the individual's salvation or damnation took place at the hour of
his death, the moment of his departure from time into eternity; the
historical eschaton, to be expected at the end of time, was rather the
resurrection of his body, to complete his joy or suffering in the condi-
tion to which he had been adjudged. In Dante, writing after nine cen-
turies of Augustine's influence, it appears that the damnation and per-
haps aso the salvation, in which the spirits are beheld, are not yet
perfected since the resurrection of the body and the end of time are
still to come.® Purgation may be completed—as Statius moves on to
paradise—before that moment comes.

This separation of salvation and society, redemption and history, soul
and body, sundered but did not abolish the problem of the eschato-
logical present. It became a problem to account for the state of the
soul between the death and resurrection of the body, but a radical
heresy to solve this problem by doctrines of mortalism or psycho-
pannychism, which asserted that the being or the experience of the
soul were suspended during the remainder of secular time; for this
denied the extra-temporal nature of membership in the civitas Dei and
consequently of that civitas itself.” Within the saeculum, there remained
the problem of assigning meaning to the social and historical events
experienced by individuals throughout the remembered past and hence-
forth to the end of time. If these could not be known as possessing
any specific eschatological significance, there was no other way of
assigning meaning to them; the saeculum was nothing other than the
dimension of man's fall—his cumulative if not progressive damnation—
and the only historical events that had meaning within it were those
designed to reverse the consequences of which it consisted. If redemp-
tion was not to be seen as operating through socia and historical events,
these were not to be seen as possessing either sacred or rational signifi-
cance in the light of which they could be explained. Yet the saeculum
must not be dismissed as simply meaningless. The events of the redemp-
tive process took place in the same time-series—all that was lacking
was the means of relating sacred and secular events—and no part of
the Christian universe, not even hell itself, could be seen as without

6 Inferno, VI, 100-111; X, 94-108; Paradiso, XIV, 10-18, 37-66.

”S H. Williams, The Radical Reformation (Philadelphia: The Westminster
Press, 1962); Pocock, "Time, History and Eschatology in the Thought of Thomas
Hobbes," in Politics, Language and Time, ch. 5.
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meaning. It could not be denied that God was present and active in
secular history; al that was denied was that we could identify secular
events with the fulfillment of his purposes. It could not therefore be
denied that secular history was directed by God to our ultimate
redemption; it could only be denied that we could know, or should
seek to know, how this was being done. Since, in the Augustinian per-
spective, history has not been the subject of prophecy, the problem of
living in the historical present is the problem of living with an unre-
vealed eschatology.

Yet Christian men continued, in one way and another, to be Romans:
civic beings, intensely concerned with the events of political history,
the civil and military happenings which befell them and of which they
from time to time asked God the meaning. Boethius's De Consolatione
Philosophiae is of course the classic of this branch of literature; it states,
in one of the most-read books of Western history, so many of the key
themes of the present study that it can usefully be analyzed once again,
and the question how far its author's thought was fully Christianized
may be passed over in view of the centuries of Christian readership it
enjoyed. A Roman aristocrat in the service of a Gothic king, Boethius
fell from power, was imprisoned, and in due course put to death; it
was presumably during imprisonment that he wrote the work which
complains against, and reconciles him to, a fate perhaps worse than
he anticipated. The De Consolatione is not a work of political philoso-
phy, but it is the philosophy of a political man. Boethius is complain-
ing against the loss of a power he believes he has used for good and
the oppressions unjustly inflicted on him by others misusing power.
He therefore speaks for al who felt—as it was not un-Augustinian to
feel—that men must act in the sphere of the civitas terrena even though
they must act without illusions; and there are passages which state the
ancient ethic commanding a man of virtue to act so that his actions
may be the occasion of virtue in others, and which indicate that there
are virtues which rust and decay unless expressed in action.? But to
act in politics is to expose oneself to the insecurities of human power
systems, to enter a world of mutability and peripeteia whose history
is the dimension of political insecurity; and it is of the utmost signifi-
cance to our subject that the name which Boethius gives to this dimen-
sion is Fortune. Fortuna—the Latin had become in large part assimi-
lated to the Greek tyche—was a word of complex meanings, and in
opposing virtue to fortune Boethius was appealing to a long-standing
tradition of discourse, which, however, he proceeded to set in a Chris-
tian context. In the senatorial ethos of republican and imperial Rome,’

8 De Consolatione Philosophiae, I, iv; 11, vii; IV, ii.

°D. C. Earl, The Moral and Political Tradition of Rome (Ithaca: Cornell Uni-
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fortuna had rather the meaning of luck than of chance: a man might
be lucky (felix or faustus) in the sense that there was something about
his personality that seemed to command favorable circumstances; but
the element of chance was acknowledged in the recognition that luck
could not be counted upon, and that circumstances could be neither
predicted nor controlled. The baraka, mana, or charisma (to use terms
from other cultures) of the successful actor thus consisted both in the
quality of personality that commanded good fortune and in the quality
that dealt effectively and nobly with whatever fortune might send; and
the Roman term for this complex characteristic was virtus. Virtue
and fortune—to Anglicize them—were regularly paired as opposites,
and the heroic fortitude that withstood ill fortune passed into the active
capacity that remolded circumstances to the actor's advantage and
thence into the charismatic fédicitas that mysteriously commanded
good fortune. This opposition was frequently expressed in the image
of a sexual relation: a masculine active intelligence was seeking to
dominate a feminine passive unpredictability which would submissively
reward him for his strength or vindictively betray him for his weak-
ness. Virtus could therefore carry many of the connotations of virility,
with which it is etymologically linked; vir means man.

A term which was originally, and largely remained, part of the ethos
of a political and military ruling class, virtus became assimilated to the
Greek arete and shared its conceptual development. From the meaning
of "civic excellence'—some quality respected by other citizens and
productive of leadership and authority over them—aret had been
refined, by Socrates and Plato, to mean that moral goodness which
alone qualified a man for civic capacity, which could even exist with-
out it and render it unnecessary, and which, at the highest levels of
Platonic thinking, rendered existence and the universe intelligible and
satisfactory. Arete and virtus alike came to mean, first, the power by
which an individual or group acted effectively in a civic context; next,
the essentia property which made a personality or element what it
was; third, the moral goodness which made a man, in city or cosmos,
what he ought to be. This diversity of meanings was carried by "vir-
tue" and its equivalents in various languages down to the end of Old
Western thinking; the word is of obvious importance in any book
organized around the figure of Machiavelli.

Boethius, whose thought is so strikingly Platonic and neo-Platonist
as to render the quality, if not the fact, of his Christianity debatable,
opposes virtus to fortuna in a way which both brings out the diverse

versity Press, 1967); Charles Norris Cochrane, Christianity and Classical Culture
(New York: Oxford University Press, Galaxy Books, 1957).
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Roman, Platonic, and Christian connotations of virtus and transmits the
use of fortuna and the virtus-fortuna polarity to subsequent centuries
of Augustinian Christianity. That is, as a person in his own dialogue he
complains™ that his senatorial virtus, which led him to engage in poli-
tics in the hope of doing good, has exposed him to the insecurities of

the power struggle, symbolized as fortuna. But his complaint is theodi-

ca rather than political; he does not ask the reasons for his failure as
a politician, but inquires how God, who is perfect virtue, has permit-
ted virtus to become fortuna's prey. Augustine would have replied
simply that men must expect injustice if they insist upon acting in the
fallen city; Boethius, more engaged politically and more Platonic in
his thinking, is in search of a perspective from which it can be under-
stood how the heavenly city permits the earthly to exist. But in
employing fortuna to symbolize the insecurities of the saeculum, he
is carrying out a powerful synthesis of languages which will perpetu-

ate the Roman and political conception of virtus in the very act of
rendering it questionable. A benign female figure, Philosophy, now
appears and sets about consoling Boethius. Her intention is to explain
away Fortune by endowing him with an understanding of history as
part of God's purposes, 0 that the virtus he acquires to resist Fortune's
malignity will be philosophical and contemplative rather than political

and active; but it is in the Athenian tradition that the political is not

eliminated by the simple substitution of contemplation for action. To
follow Boethius's problem we must bring out some of the significances
inherent in the figure so central to his thought.

Fortune is, first of al, the circumstantial insecurity of political life.
Her symboal is the wheel, by which men are raised to power and fame
and then suddenly cast down by changes they cannot predict or con-
trol. It is engagement in the affairs of the civitas terrena which com-
mits us to the pursuit of power and so to the insecurities of fortuna;
but if happenings in the world of power-centered human relationships
are of al things the least predictable and those we most desire to pre-
dict, the political symbol of fortuna is thus able to stand for Plato's
phenomenal world, the image created by our senses and appetites, in
which we see only particular things succeeding one another and are
ignorant of the timeless principles which give them reality. Plato did
not make use of the symbol of tyche in the Republic, but in Boethius's
use of fortuna we see it to be part of the profoundly political nature
of the Western vision that the phenomenal world of sense-illusion is
also the political world of the interpersonal city. Time, furthermore,
is the dimension of them both: as things seem to succeed one another
because we do not see the timeless reality to which they belong, so

®De Consolatione, I, iv.
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the turnings of the wheel are felt to our bitter insecurity because we
act in the civitas terrena, not the civitas Del. It is now Philosophy's task
to convince Boethius that saeculum and fortuna—the unpredictabilities
of power in aworld of politics—are aspects of phenomenal and histori-
ca unreality, but that a perspective exists from which all is seen to be
real.

She does this by setting up the doctrine later known as that of the
nunc-stans or eternal now."* To God who is eternal all moments in
time are simultaneously visible; the entire secular pattern is discerned,
and decreed, as a whole and problems of succession and prediction do
not exist. The historical world is visible in simplicity, unity, and per-
fection and is directed by God's will and intelligence (which are one)
toward the redemption of men, which he can see in its accomplishment.
It follows—the central assertion of the De Consolatione—that "all for-
tune is good fortune,"*? or rather that Fortune is swallowed up in the
twin concepts of Providence and Fate. Providence is that perfection
of the divine vision in which God sees to (or, to human intellects, fore-
sees) al circumstantial things; Fate is the perfection of the pattern in
which he decrees and perceives them.®® What we sense as fortuna is
our imperfect experience of the perfection of history. In a later but
closely related rhetoric, it became more usual to speak of Providence
as the inscrutable course of things directed to our redemption by an
intelligence we could not share, and by a further figure as that aspect
of the divine intelligence which directed particulars and phenomena
while perceiving universals and ideas;, and in this rhetoric Fortune
could be dealt with by equating her with Providence. A highly
Boethian moment in the Divine Comedy is that'* in which Dante and
Virgil come upon a battle between spendthrifts and misers in hell, and
Virgil explains that both parties are guilty of having contemned the
opposite goods brought them by Fortune, a heavenly being who
distributes the things of this world in ways inaccessible to human
knowledge and is herself, being blessed, inaccessible to human com-
plaints; and to complain against the ways of God is, we already know,
to have begun losing il ben dell'intelletto, as the damned have logt it
altogether.”® The Providence equated by Boethius with Fate denoted
God's timeless perception as it was to God himself; but it became more
usual to speak of Providence as Dante here speaks of Fortune, indicat-
ing God's knowledge made apparent to us as foreknowledge, an intel-
lect which we must call inscrutable because it directed what we must
know as a succession of particulars in time. This there was no way of

B 1bid., W, xii; IV, vi; V, iii-vi. 2, vii,
BV, vi. ¥ Inferno, VII, 25-99.
% 1pid., 11,18.
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knowing from within time; God knew it from the nunc-stans, but it
was our business to believe that he knew it, as we could not until time
should have an end. The spendthrifts and misers had failed in faith;
what Dante here called Fortune could be and usually was termed Prov-
idence—Boethius's Fortune seen with the eye of faith that knew her
to be good. In a contrary sense, the Fortune of the pagans, the malig-
nant and irrational goddess of the wheel, denoted Providence as seen
and experienced by those whom faith had not made whole.

But Boethius in the dialogue is in time, which is why he is subject
to Fortune; and Philosophy affords him the intellectual certainty that
the nunc-stans exists, not the capacity to share its vision. It follows that
philosophy is not separate from faith, athough Boethius does not
develop the concept of a Christian faith in the sense of a personal devo-
tion to his Redeemer. Philosophy is not bringing him a share in the
divine vision, but consolation and resignation to his fortune in the
certainty that God ordains it to be good and knows it as he cannot
know it; and faith is the appropriate hame for this spiritual condition.
Philosophy and faith, then, are to replace (or reconstitute) virtus as the
response to fortuna; where a pagan and civic virtue found in Fortune
the raw material for glorious deeds in war and statesmanship, and fame
after death, the Boethian Christian regards it as a test, the occasion
which demands and should evoke a life redeemed by philosophic faith
and freed from the bitterness of death. If he acts in the secular world,
it will be to ensure that his is not "a fugitive and cloistered virtue," to
give his faith greater perfection by exposing it to the trials of Fortune.
Such, for centuries afterwards, was a proper meaning of the term
"Chrigtian virtue,” although to Aquinas the virtutes were matters of
moral practice and moral habit.*

It might seem that faith and the vita contemplativa had replaced poli-
tics and the vita activa at the core of the moral life, and there is of
course a very great deal of truth in this; though it has to be kept in
mind that contemplation is an activity,”” and the activity most appro-
priate to life in the civitas Dei, that city whose end is knowledge of
and communion with God. But the relationships between pagan and
Christian virtue, and between virtue and knowledge, are more com-
plex still. Applying an Aristotelian teleology to Roman ideas of virtus,
it could be held that in acting upon his world through war and state-
craft, the practitioner of civic virtue was acting on himself; he was
performing his proper business as a citizen and was making himself
through action what Aristotle had said man was and should be by
nature: a political animal. In this context the relation of virtus to for-

% qumma, 1z-2ae, question 55 (Blackfriars ed., vol. 23, 1969).
¥ Aristotle, Politics, p. 289 (1325b).
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tuna became as the relation of form to matter. Civic action, carried out
by virtus—the quality of being a man (vir)—seized upon the unshaped
circumstance thrown up by fortune and shaped it, shaped Fortune her-
self, into the completed form of what human life should be: citizenship
and the city it was lived in. Virtus might be thought of as the formative
principle that shaped the end, or as the very end itself. The Augustinian
Christian finds his end in the civitas Del and in no earthly city—
though the fact that unity with God is still thought of in the image
of a civitas shows that it is still the political definition of man's nature
that has to be transcended—and the virtus by which he finds it is now
the Boethian blend of philosophy and faith, through which he comes
to be what by nature he is. a creature formed to know God and to
glorify him forever. But Boethian philosophy is still opposed to for-
tuna, the darker side of societd life, and fortuna still assails men with

circumstance which it is their proper business to shape into human life
as it ought to be; their faith integrates suffering into the pattern of
the redeemed life.”® At the same time, the redemptive spirit consists
as much in intellect—philosophy—as in belief; and the philosophy of
the nunc-stans offers means of perceiving the phenomenal and temporal

world—now equated with Fortune's domain—in such a light that its
transitory and time-bound particulars become intelligible through
knowledge of the purposes, ends and universal entities for which they
were formed. Men become what they ought to be through certainty
of that God who has shaped the world toward what it ought to be.
It was when the civitas Dei became an eternal community of intellects
that the political definition of man's nature seemed finally to have been
transcended.

That time was not yet, and might not be till the end of time. While
men inhabited time-bound bodies, philosophy could only convince
them of the existence of a divine vision, and faith must support them
as long as they could not share it. But faith, in this definition, was
reposed in the assurance of a timeless vision in which phenomenal
things were perceived in the light of the ends to which they were
formed; and at the same time faith helped shape men to their end,
which was to share in this vision. Since man could achieve his true end
only through redemption from the consequences of his Fall, this for-
matio must be thought of as a reformatio, a recovery of his true nature
which had been lost by Adam; an Aristotelian reformation is a recov-
ery of, or return to, form. But in the Augustinian tradition it was most
sharply stated that man's redemption was not possible through philoso-
phy alone, or even through a combination of philosophy and faith; it
could come about only through an act of God's grace, which philoso-

BDe Consolatione, 11, viii; IV, vii.
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phy, faith, and virtuous practice might solicit but could never com-
mand, and might not even be thought of as meriting. The Aristotelian
teleology had thus to be reconciled with the concept of grace—of
those acts of God's love which were in the strict sense gratuitous—
and if man could recover his true form, which included the percep-
tion of things in the light of their true forms, only through grace, it
was also necessary that the original creation of things in their natures,
essences, or ends, by a God who was that of the Bible and not of
Aristotle, be thought of as an act or acts of grace and gratuitous love.
Grace thus appeared at the beginning and end of a circular motion of
creation and redemption; it created things in their true natures and
restored to their natures those creatures which had lapsed from them.
Through a Christian virtus the individual did what he could to bring
himself toward his reformatio by grace; but the effects of the Fall were
such that there must be discontinuity between virtue and grace, even
if one held with Aquinas that gratia non tollit naturam, sed perficit. In
redemption one would behold things "face to face,"® in the true
essences to which grace had shaped them, which one could not do even
in the movement toward redemption—which, again, only grace had
made possible.

But if fortuna was the matter of history, then secular history was
merely inert matter to be used in a process of reformatio; it had no
form, and in that sense no end, of its own. Boethius can be situated
wholly within the Augustinian tradition; he regards the sequence of
events in the sociopolitical world as a series of challenges to faith and
philosophy, which the individual overcomes and integrates in the pat-
tern of his redeemed life as a citizen of the heavenly city. All fortune
is good fortune only in the sense that every circumstance can be o
used; there is meaning and pattern to it—what Boethius terms Fate—
only in the sense that God can see the totality of history as the sum
of individual redemptions. The sequence of events in the saeculum is
not to be generalized into a sequence of redemptive meaning. Yet it
remained doubtful how far the grand operation by which Augustine
had divorced the redemptive process from the rise and fall of empires
had been efficacious. The acts designed to bring about redemption had
been performed by God in time, in an aevum hard to separate from
that of the saeculum; they were dated by reference to the events of
secular history—as in the creed it was daily recalled that Christ had
"suffered under Pontius Pilate"; and in the incorrigibly political think-
ing of Western men it was hard not to see some, perhaps mysterious,
significance in such facts as that Daniel had prophesied to the rulers
of Babylon, that the Apostle of Patmos at least seemed to be alluding

| Corinthians: 13.
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to earthly empires, and that the great institutions of Christian society
appeared to have something to do with the conversion of the emperor
Constantine. Augustine's separation of history from eschatology had
rested in the last analysis upon his denial that life in civil society had
much to offer to the salvation of the soul. Once the possibility was
entertained again that kingdoms and commonwealths, governed by
Christians under Christian laws, might achieve a measure of earthly
justice, practice of which, at a level sufficiently public to involve one's
membership in some kind of civitas terrena, might be positively related
to one's redemption through grace, the events of public history—the
life of the civitas extended through time—must be seen as more than
mere fortuna; or rather, a public fortuna must be shown as subject to
the operations of grace. The revival of the Aristotelian doctrine that
political association was natural to man therefore logically entailed the
reunion of political history with eschatology.

In the post-Augustinian world of Boethius political history had
appeared as mere Fortune, convertible into Providence only through
the eye of faith which knew that the individual's fortunes might
become the stuff of his redemption. History (to employ the modern
term) had thus only a private meaning. But if the events of public
history were to play any kind of redemptive role, the concept of
providence must be expanded—as a any moment it could be—to
include that of prophecy. The events of prophetic history were, like
the creation and the ultimate redemption, the work of grace and gratui-
tous love; but here grace was seen, not in the creation or reformation
of essential being, but in the performance of acts which, being unique
and unrepeated, must be in time and, being in time, must be inaccessible
to the philosophic intellect. That which performed them must be
thought of as providence, since it performed purposive acts which
constituted a series of occurrences in time and whose reasons were
therefore beyond us; but in performing the acts of prophetic history,
it at the same time revealed, by verbal or other means, some part of
their significance to men. In accepting these divine messages to be true,
men displayed faith of a somewhat different order from that we have
0 far been considering. Instead of intellectually affirming the existence
of a divine intelligence whose perspectives could be described but not
shared, faith now acknowledged that certain words or signs had been
uttered, certain acts performed, at certain moments in time, and that
these had been the acts of God, who had in them revealed certain truths
to man. Because to acknowledge this was to make affirmations of his-
torical fact, it was not the work of the philosophic intellect; and when
the messages of revelation consisted of statements of what had hap-
pened, as that God had been born a man, or promises of acts yet to
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come, as that he would return at the end of time, they too exceeded
the province of philosophy. (It is this dimension of belief that we miss
in Boethius.) The faith reposed in prophecy could be thought of as
acceptance of authority, and both the authoritative statements them-
selves and many of the messages which they uttered constituted points
in time, in the sequence of prophetic history. And the authoritative
utterances were public, not private; they had been made to societies
of men—Israel, the church—and had helped to institutionalize them
and give them a history. It was this which rendered them important
in any attempt to revive political eschatology. Prophecy was the pub-
lic action of providence; it united the fortune which was converted
into providence by faith with the fortune that was the historical dimen-
sion of secular societies. In prophetic time one did not merely affirm
the timelessness of the nunc-stans, one affirmed the imminence of the
eschaton. Hora novissima, tempora pessima sunt; vigilemus.

Prophetic history, then, served as a means of politicizing grace and
re-sacralizing politics. The work of Augustine could be undone at any
time that it was found possible to identify moments in the history of
civil societies with moments in the eschatological scenario to be derived
from the various prophetic books. There remained, of course, the diffi-
culty that prophecy did not, by its nature, deal directly with the prob-
lem of the eschatological present; the scenario did not provide for
everything which should happen between "now" and the final escha
ton, but took as its proper business the depiction of those scenes which
should precede the end. And if one had resort to the complexities of
typology and suggested that secular history—not to mention other
realms of experience—would prefigure the apocalyptic occurrences at
many times and in many places, one might find oneself back in a world
of timeless archetypes and universals, in which secular history would
return to the foot of the ladder of correspondences, as lacking any
autonomous significance. If the life of civil society, lived forward in
time as a succession of unrepeatable experiences, was to find its mean-
ing in the context of sacred history, it would have to be suggested that
in the tract of civil history to be explained, prophecy itself was
approaching its unique and unrepeatable end. Clearly, to clam that
Florence or England and its history were on the point of becoming
the theater of Christ's return and God's final judgments was to expose
oneself to charges of extreme hubris and blasphemy, as well as to make
predictions peculiarly liable to falsification; but the clam was o fre-
guently made that it cannot be dismissed as a mere aberration. In these
paragraphs we are concerned to construct a framework in which its
recurrence may become intelligible.
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Perhaps the best way to explain the frequency of political apoca-
lyptic is to treat it as an index to the ideological tensions between
church and secular society to be found in the later Christian centuries.
The papal church rested upon the Augustinian divorce between escha
tology and history; it denied redemptive significance to the structure
and history of any secular society, while claiming itself to act and
exercise authority as a bridge between civitas Dei and saeculum, a kind
of institutionalization of the nunc-stans. So monolithic were these
claims that any secular commonwealth or kingdom desiring to assert
its autonomy was almost obliged to assert that it possessed redemptive
significance and s0 that redemption was to be attained through its
secular and historical operations. The church for its part was so heav-
ily committed to denial of the redemptive character of history that it
was peculiarly vulnerable to revivals of the prophetic element in Chris-
tianity which asserted the historical character of redemption. Medieval
heretics therefore almost invariably had recourse to apocalyptic, if
with no other motive than to assert that redemption was to be found
in the fulfillment of prophecy and not in the institutional operations
of the timelessly based church; and in the prophetic languages they
reactivated, secular rulers found the symbolism needed to give their
operations redemptive significance. Princes and heretics were, within
limits, natural allies; they shared a disposition to undermine the Augus-
tinian monolith by displacing the nunc-stans in favor of the eschaton,
the civitas Del in favor of Christ's return to his saints at the end of
history. Persons in both categories therefore made use of the two main
streams of heterodox apocalyptic which ran through the later middle
ages, meeting and mingling but remaining analytically distinguishable:
the millenarian tradition which relied on the Book of Revelations to
expect an overturning of al forms of worldly rule and a reign upon
earth of Christ and his saints, located within the end of historic time;
and the tradition handed down from Joachim of Fiore through the
Spiritual Franciscans, which declared that after an Age of the Father
in which God had ruled through the covenant with Israel, and an Age
of the Son in which Christ ruled through his mystical body the church,
there would come an Age of the Spirit in which God would be mani-
fest in al men so chosen, as now he was incarnate in Christ alone®

It is obvious that both these schemes had revolutionary potentialities,

2 Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium (2d ed., New York: Harper
and Row, 1961); Gordon Leff, Heresy in the Later Middle Ages (Manchester
University Press, 2 vols, 1967); Marjorie Reeves, The Influence of Prophecy in
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in that they envisaged a rule by illuminated saints not bound by earlier
laws and dispensations, whether secular or prophetic; and it happened
from time to time that a prince found his heretical allies turning these
weapons against his own authority. Nevertheless, the attractions of the
prophetic scheme to any prince in conflict with the church were great,
and subsequent history suggests that the princes and republics who
embraced this ideology were wise in their generation. In the short view,
religious individualists, anxious to exile the church from worldly affairs
and recongtitute it as a purely spiritual communion, were often glad
to subject themselves wholly to the prince of this world in the belief
that he could not touch their inner spirituality. In the long view, it is
possible to trace the mutation of the expected millennium or Third
Age into that indefinite secular future which distinguishes the modern
from the premodern sense of history.?* Apocalyptic, in fact, was a
powerful instrument of secularization, a means of drawing the redemp-
tive process back into that dimension of socia time from which Augus-
tine had sought to separate it, and of depicting it as the extension or
the transformation of existing secular processes. This is why, in study-
ing the period with which this book is concerned, we shall have to
bear in mind that political eschatology was a weapon to be employed
on behalf of the ruling institutions of secular society as well as one for
chiliastic insurgents against those rulers, and that the saint's relation
to society was never free from ambiguity.*

There is a sense, then, in which apocalyptic helped to open the path
toward modern secular historiography; but for the purposes of the
present moment in the analysis, which is concerned with the poverty
of the modes of historical explanation available in the political thought
of late medieval man, what requires to be emphasized is that the main
question raised by the appeal to apocalyptic was whether secular politi-
ca experience was capable of an eschatological dimension, or whether
it was not. If it was so capable, emergent crises in secular experience
could be rendered intelligible by identification with moments, persons

2 Ernest Tuveson, Millennium and Utopia (Berkeley and Los Angeles: Univer-
sit¥ of California Press, 1949).

2 William M. Lamont, Godly Rule: Politics and Religion, 1603-1660 (London:
Macmillan, 1969), has been one of those pointing out that the merits of Cohn's
Pursuit of the Millennium should not permit us to think of millennialism as exclu-
sively an insurgent phenomenon; see also William Haller, Foxe's Book of Martyrs
and the Elect Nation (London: Jonathan Cape, 1963). Michael Walzer's The
Revolution of the Saints (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1965) is a
classic study of the saint as alienated from both the ecclesiastica and the social
orders; it has, however, become a commonplace of criticism that the two modes
of alienation were not necessarily concurrent and that the saint's involvement in
secular society was greater and more productive of tensions than Walzer seemed
to alow. See below, pp. 336-39
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or symbols in one or other of the available eschatological scenarios; if
not, not; and that was al the question at issue. We have not yet
reached a point which it can be imagined how apocalyptic might
contribute, even indirectly, to the enlargement of the modes of explain-
ing the succession of one particular occurrence in secular politics, and
S0 in secular history, to another. We have simply added one more mode
of dealing with the secular occurrence to those with which we were
previously familiar. The emergency or occurrence we are imagining
might be dealt with by the devices of experience and prudence, inte-
grated in usage and custom or responded to by means of statute or
policy decision. It might be dealt with by means of faith, integrated
in the patterns of the redeemed Christian life of the believing individual
who had suffered it as fortune and reconstituted it through the eye of
faith as providence. The Christian believer might, somewhat intensify-
ing the activity of his political responses, enlarge his concept of provi-
dence to include prophecy, and deal with the emergency by attribut-
ing to it an eschatological significance. Lastly—an alternative not much
considered hitherto—he might, at the cost of considerable diminution
in the vivacity of his faith, treat the emergency simply as the work of
Fortune, either because he did not deserve or because he did not believe
that Providence was at work on his behalf. The occurrence would then
be without essential meaning, the sequence or time-dimension of such
occurrences a mere spinning of the wheel. Fortune thus came to sym-
bolize the irrationality of history, the medieval sense of the absurd:
history as it must seem to those who lacked faith, history as it must be
if God and his providence did not exist. When medieval minds
despaired, this symbolism appeared: the crystal spheres revolved per-
fectly in the heavens, but within the orbit of the moon the conse-
guences of the Fall caused the irrational circularities of Fortune to spin
eccentrically?® and unchecked, and all history was summed up in the

2 On the title page of Robert Recorde's The Castle of Knowledge (London,
1556; the first English work of Copernican astronomy), Knowledge appears pois-
ing the Sphere of Destiny on an upright staff, Ignorance driving the Wheel of
Fortune by a rod attached to the center by a crank-handle. The following verses
appear:

Though spitefull Fortune turned her wheele
To staye the Sphere of Vranye,
Yet dooth this Sphere resist that wheele,
And fleeyth al fortunes villanye.
Though earthe do honour Fortunes balle,
And bytells blynde hyr wheele aduaunce,
The heauens to fortune are not thralle,
These Spheres surmount & fortunes chance.
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figure of Hecuba lying beneath the wheel

Experience, prudence, and the arcana imperii; fortune + faith
providence; providence — faith = fortune; providence + prophecy
revealed eschatology; virtue and grace. These formulae constitute the
model s0 far established of an intellectual equipment which lacked
means of explicating the succession of particulars in social and political
time, so that al responses to such particular occurrences must be found
somewhat between the poles of experience and grace. We proceed to
test the model by using it to explain the intellectual innovations which
occurred when a conscious republicanism imposed, upon minds limited
by such an equipment, the added burden of sustaining in time a politi-
ca structure intensely conscious of its own fragility and instability.
How that challenge came to be imposed is the theme of the next
chapter.

The sphere's accompanying symbol is the sun, the wheel's the moon. The irreg-
ular patches on the moon's face, no less than her after al regular waxing and
waning, seem to have gained her the reputation of inconstancy and imperfection.
The matter is discussed by Beatrice in Paradiso, Il, 49-148. For fortune symbolism
in general see H. R. Patch, The Goddess Fortuna in Medieval Literature (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1927).

4 Fortunae rota volvitur

descendo minoratus
alter in altum tollitur
nimis exaltatus.

Rex sedet in vertice
caveat ruinam

nam sub axe legimus
Hecubam reginam.

Carmina Burana, LXXVIl (ed. J. A. Schmeller, Bresau, 1904). (The images of
Hecuba and the wheel recur in the Player King's speech in Hamlet, I, 2.) Cf. the
other "Fortune" songs (I, LXXV, LXXVIg and the drawing of the Wheel prefixed
to the whole collection.
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CHAPTER 111

THE PROBLEM AND ITS MODES

c) The Vita Activa and the Vivere Civile

[1]
IT CAN BE ARGUED that the ideal of the citizen implied a totally differ-
ent conceptualization of the modes of politica knowledge and ac-
tion from that implicit in the scholastic-customary framework which
we have so far studied. Within the limits of that framework, the indi-
vidual employed reason, which disclosed to him the eternal hierarchies
of unchanging nature and enjoined him to maintain the cosmic order
by maintaining his place in that socia and spiritual category to which
his individual nature assigned him; he employed experience, which dis-
closed to him immemorial continuities of traditional behavior and
could only counsel him to maintain them; and he employed a blend of
prudence and faith on those occasions when the stream of contingent
and particular events faced him with a problem so individual that nei-
ther reason nor syllogism, experience nor tradition, provided a ready-
made answer to it. Only on these occasions, it might be contended, did
he behave like a decision-making animal (and even then, not infre-
quently, more like an apocalyptically guided true believer); for the
rest his behavior was that of the inhabitant of what some theorists call
a traditional society. To say so much would be to overargue the caseg;
political processes often (some say always) go on within a received
and inherited pattern of behavior, and the interpretation of tradition
can be a complex and self-conscious political decision. Yet it remains
true that a citizen, constantly involved with his fellows in the making
of public decisions, must possess an intellectual armory which takes
him beyond the perception of hierarchy and tradition, and gives him
cause to rely on his and his fellows' power to understand and respond
to what is happening to them. A customary community in one corner
of an eternal order is not a republic of citizens. If they believe in tradi-
tion as the only appropriate response to the challenge of contingent
happenings, they will not apply their collective powers of positive deci-
sion; if they think of prudence as the response of a few decision-makers
to the marginally unique problem, their bias will be toward the accept-
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ance of a monarchical gubernaculum; if they think of a universal hier-
archy of being as the matrix of all values, they will not be thereby
disposed to associate themselves in an independent sovereign body of
decision-makers. The citizen must have a theory of knowledge which
allows great latitude for public decisions upon public events. To
attempt the erection of a civic way of life upon epistemological foun-
dations which allow the recognition only of universal order and par-
ticular traditions is to be hampered by certain limitations. It can be
argued that the history of Florentine political thought is the history
of a striking but partial emancipation from these limitations.

There is evidence that fourteenth-century minds visualized Floren-
tine citizenship in a context of universal order and authority, which
could be both hierarchically and apocalyptically expressed. The civic
patriotism of Dante (1265-1321) was memorably intense, but he saw
the delivery of Florence from faction rule as part of the restoration of
Italy to political and spiritual health within a universal empire; and
with that part of his mind which held the reformation of mankind to
be accomplished by imperial rather than ecclesiastical authority, he
envisaged the descent of an emperor from the Alps as both a temporal
and a holy event, long prophesied in the context of apocalyptic time,
which as we have seen was the time-context created by viewing
redemption as a temporal process. There was an affinity between tem-
poral power and apocalyptic prophecy. Considering empire an instru-
ment of salvation, Dante placed Trajan and Justinian not far from
Christ, and Brutus and Cassius with Judas in the very bottom of hell.
The republic, being a mode of tempora authority, is viewed in the
context of empire, and empire in the context of universal salvation
apocalyptically conceived. Dante's vision is, in a very high and com-
plex sense, both temporal and hierarchical, but to the extent that it is
hierarchical it depicts human perfection, both personal and political,
as to be found in occupying one's due place in an eternal order; to the
extent that it is apocalyptic, in playing one's revealed or archetypal
role in the historical processes of grace. In neither does the emphasis
fall on joining with one's fellow citizens to engage in collective secular
decisions. The hierarchy is monarchical in form, being determined by
authority descending from above, and because the hierarchy of the
empire reflects that of the cosmos, it is the manifestation of principles
which do not change. Dante's patriotism was Ghibelline and imperialist;
it gave his vision of time an apocalyptic but not a historicist dimension;
he saw secular rule as the empire in which the eternal order was
repeated and restored, not as the republic in which a particular group
of men resolved what their particular destiny should be.
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In his Paradiso, Dante gave an exalted place to Joachim of Fiore'
whose teachings, or traditions deriving from them, reappear in connec-
tion with that most extraordinary of the precursors of civic humanism,
the Roman demagogue Cola di Rienzo (1313-1354). Cola was attempt-
ing, by dint of his own charismatic and indeed paranoiac personality,
to unify the inhabitants of Rome into something like a commune, but
found it necessary in pursuit of this aim to present the fourteenth-
century city as identical with the ancient Republic—and himself as its
Tribune—and to declare unabated the direct authority of the Roman
People over the pope as its elected bishop, the emperor as its elected
prince and the whole world as its subject empire. Such claims asserted
the republic by implying the continuity of universal empire, and it is
not surprising to find that after his first fall from power, Cola spent
some time with a community of Joachite hermits in the Abruzzi and
emerged as a herald of the Third Age, summoning the emperor to
take up his prophesied mission of reforming the church and ruling the
world.? To him as to Dante, republic, empire, and apocalypse were
al of a piece; and though only a powerful charisma can account for
Cola himself being taken seriously for long, the content of his claims,
whether as Tribune of the Republic or as prophet of the Third Age,
did not seem absurd to the best minds of his time. The pioneer of
humanism, Francesco Petrarca (1304-1374), saw in Colds Republic a
hopeful augury of the restitution of ancient virtue to Italy and the
world, but at the same time saw no inconsistency in hoping that Cola
would restore virtue by restoring the republic, hoping that the pope
would restore it by returning to Rome from Avignon and hoping that
the emperor would restore it by descending from the Alps to set Italy
in order. Petrarch, not a committed political man, did not radically
distinguish between different forms of rule; it is dso significant that
in elaborating the image of virtue's restoration, he set no great store
by apocalyptic prophecy.® The techniques of humanist scholarship, as
we shall see, were building up too human an image of ancient virtue,
too social an image of the life of man in time, to leave much room for
the types and symbols of the prophetic vocabulary. It may be signifi-
cant too that the people least impressed by the Tribune's rhodomon-
tade seem to have been the Florentines; they felt no need to manufac-
ture a dramatic symbolism for the republic, or clothe it in prophetic

! Paradiso, Xll, 139-45. Reeves, Influence of Prophecy (ch. 2, n. 20, above).

2 Iris Origo, Tribune of Rome (London: Hogarth Press, 1938).

3 E. H. Wilkins, Life of Petrarch (Chicago University Press, 1961), ch. XII, pp.
63-73; pp. 117-18, 120, 134-35. J. H. Whitfield, Petrarch and the Renascence (New
York: Russell and Russell, 1965), pp. 35-37.
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declamation, because they had it already and could offer—especially in
their more disenchanted moments—a singularly realistic account of its
workings. Yet it was the Florentines, during the two centuries to come,
who were to produce the most incisive articulations of the civic con-
sciousness and its problems; and though these expressions were to owe
most to humanist ways of thinking and writing, the apocalyptic mode
was far from having uttered its last word in their thoughts.

In the early fifteenth century—to go no farther back—there can be
traced in Florentine writings, notably those of Coluccio Salutati (1331-
1406) and Leonardo Bruni (1361-1444), what appears to be a decisive
break with the way of thinking just outlined. The modern writers
who have dealt most fully with this theme are Hans Baron and Eugenio
Garin;* but their work, while of great and deserved prestige, is still
the subject of controversy among scholars and it is necessary to pick
our way with caution. There does not seem to be much question that
the following changes in the Florentine ideological pattern can be seen
taking place. There is, to begin with, a fairly rapid repudiation of a
hitherto well-established foundation myth which had insisted that the
city of Florence was originally a settlement of Julius Caesar's soldiers,
and the substitution of a myth which proclaimed the city a foundation
of the Roman republic. In somewhat later work, Bruni is disposed to
look even farther back, to consider Florence affiliated to the Etruscan
city republics which had flourished before Roman domination of the
peninsula, and to suggest that the absorption of these republics by one
republic had prepared the way for the latter's absorption into a world
tyranny (this, incidentally, was to anticipate a theme of Machiavelli's).
That the opposition of republican to Caesarian rule and the equation
of the latter with tyranny rather than monarchy were no accidents is
demonstrated by an attempt, found at the same time, to rescue the his-
torical figure of Brutus from the depths of infamy into which Dante
had cast him.” Dante had seen Brutus as a traitor against his superior,

* Hans Baron, The Crisis of the Early Italian Renaissance (Princeton University
Press, 2d ed., 1966); Humanistic and Political Literature in Florence and Venice
at the Beginning of the Quattrocento (Cambridge, Mass.. Harvard University
Press, 1955); From Petrarch to Leonardo Bruni; Studies in Humanistic and
Political Literature (Chicago University Press, 1968); "Petrarch: His Inner Strug-
gles and the Humanistic Discovery of Man's Nature," in Rowe and Stockdale,
eds, Florilegium Historiale: Essays Presented to Wallace K. Ferguson (Univer-
sity of Toronto Press, 1971). Eugenio Garin, Italian Humanism, Philosophy and
Civic Life in the Renaissance, trans. Peter Munz (New York: Harper and Row,
1965). George Holmes, The Florentine Enlightenment, 1400-1450 (London:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1969).

5 For denunciations of Caesar in Petrarch see Baron, in Florilegium Historiale
(n. 4, above), pp. 19-20, 37-39.
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and since that superior prefigured the emperor, who reigned over the
hierarchies of men as did God over the hierarchies of nature, had
placed him and Cassius beside Judas who had betrayed God himself.
But the subsequent revolution in historical imagery presented Brutus
(Cassius has never been s0 responsive to idealization) as the type of
republican citizen and tyrannicide, and condemned Caesar as tyrant
and subverter of the republic.®

There is more to this than a mere revision of myths. The whole
image of human authority and its history to which Florentines were
supposed to look was being drastically reconstructed, deprived of its
continuity and—in a most important sense—increasingly secularized.
In what may be termed the imperialist vision of history, political
society was envisaged as the existence among men of the hierarchical
order existing in heaven and in nature; its legitimation and its organiz-
ing categories were alike timeless, and change could exist in it only as
degeneration or recovery. Affiliation with the empire, then, like affilia-
tion with monarchy generally, was affiliation with the timeless. Those
who sought, whether from a papalist point of view or one committed
to political realism, to emphasize that empire or monarchy were of the
civitas terrena, might indeed stress their secular character. But in the
newer vision, the republic of Florence, stated as a high ideal but exist-
ing in the present and in its own past, was affiliated only with other
republics and with those moments in past time at which republics had
existed. The republic was not timeless, because it did not reflect by
simple correspondence the eternal order of nature; it was differently
organized, and a mind which accepted republic and citizenship as prime
realities might be committed to implicitly separating the political from
the natural order. The republic was more political than it was hierarchi-
cal; it was s0 organized as to assert its sovereignty and autonomy, and
therefore its individuality and particularity. When the Florentine intel-
lect was prepared to accept loyalty to Florence as a concept separated
from the natural order and its eternal values, we have one primary
meaning of the widespread Florentine saying about loving one's coun-
try more than one's own soul; there was an implied distinction and a
conflict. But to assert the particularity of the republic to this extent
was to assert that it existed in time, not eternity, and was therefore
transitory and doomed to impermanence, for this was the condition of
particular being. That the republican ideal accepted the fact of the
republic's mortality is symbolized by the choice as hero of the unsuc-
cessful rebel Brutus. The one thing most clearly known about republics
was that they came to an end in time, whereas a theocentric universe

5 Baron, Crisis (n. 4, above), ch. 3.
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perpetually affirmed monarchy, irrespective of the fate of particular
monarchies. It was not even certain that the republic was the conse-
guence of a principle.

To affirm the republic, then, was to break up the timeless continuity
of the hierarchic universe into particular moments. those periods of
history at which republics had existed and which were worthy of
attention, and those at which they had not and which consequently
afforded nothing of value or authority to the present. The idea of
"renaissance” after an age of barbarism would seem to owe something
to a patriotic insistence on confronting the Florentine with the Roman
republic and dismissing the intervening centuries of Roman and Ger-
manic empire as an interlude of tyranny as well as barbarism. The
particularity and historicity of the republic involved the particulariza-
tion of history and its secularization: involved, too, the repudiation of
great part of it as devoid of value. It is interesting and important, how-
ever, that this raised a subsidiary problem in the evaluation of Floren-
tine history itself: that of the place to be assigned to Dante and other
glories of Florentine letters, who had accepted the affiliation of repub-
lic to empire, denigrated Brutus and exalted Caesar, and done so in
the vulgar tongue which rigorous humanists considered one symptom
of medieval barbarism. The impulse to exalt the republic by declaring
it the revival of antiquity could not pay the price of repudiating major
elements of the republic's own past, and Dante and the volgare were
in due course rehabilitated. But this had to be done by providing
explanations of how they could have existed, and done so glorioudly,
in a time of their own which was neither classical antiquity nor the
classicizing present; and the image of the present itself was altered by
the acknowledgment that it gloried in, and was descended from, the
men of the trecento as well as those of antiquity.” Thought was
approaching the threshold of modern historical explanation, and the
central discovery of the historical intellect that "generations are equi-
distant from eternity"—that each of the phenomena of history existed
in its own time, in its own right and in its own way. It was doing S0
in consequence of a movement of ideas which may be discerned at
other moments in other cultures: when an image of past time as con-
tinuous and as bearing authority for the present is attacked, and seg-
ments of the past are dismissed as possessing no value—this may hap-
pen as aresult of a classicizing attempt to locate all value in a particular
period—it may follow either that the repudiated period reasserts its
claim to authority over the present in consegquence of some other rela-

" Baron, Crisis, chs. 13-15. See dso David Thompson and Alan F. Nagel (eds.),
The Three Crowns of Florence: Humanist Assessments of Dante, Petrarca and
Boccaccio (New York: Harper and Row, 1972).
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tionship to it, or that it becomes necessary to explain how, if the
phenomena concerned were without authority or value, they neverthe-
less existed and were causally linked with both present and past. In
these circumstances some relativist mode of explaining the past, as
having its own way of existing and its own values or other claims upon
our attention, may very well arise® In the case we are studying, the
continuity of the past exhibited many of the characteristics of a time-
less hierarchical order. It was attacked, and broken up into a sequence
of moments possessing positive or negative value, because the existence
of a particularized political form was imposed on it as a criterion of
value; and a moment (the trecento), of negative value according to
this scheme, proved to have positive value to the present because of
the republic's intense awareness of its own continuity and traditions.
Two images of time came into conflict, and the result was historical
explanation of the trecento; but the whole organization of the timeless
into time, and the conflicting evaluations of past time that followed,
came about only in consequence of assertion of the republic's individu-
ality and continuity.

Hans Baron, supporting his thesis by a detailed criticism of the
chronology of certain key works of Florentine humanism, has argued
that al this originated in a political criss undergone by the citizens
about the year 1400. The powerful ruler Giangaleazzo Visconti, whose
family possessed a base of great power at Milan, seemed to be building
up a system of hegemonies which might have resulted in the formation
of a permanent monarchical state in north and central Italy. His power
was spreading rapidly in Tuscany; a diplomatic and military separation
had developed between Florence and Venice; and in this crisis, Baron
argues, the Florentines felt themselves dramatically and traumatically
isolated, while standing forth in their own eyes as the last champions
of republican liberty in Italy and the known world. It is Baron's thesis’
that in the two years preceding Giangaleazzo's sudden death in late
1402 and the consequent collapse of his power, the revolution in his-
torical self-affiliation which we have been tracing came about in
Florentine thought as part of a crisis in patriotism which was aso a
crisis in republican self-awareness. Isolated by the Visconti power, the
Florentines were intensely aware of themselves as a threatened com-
munity; isolated by the growing territorial power of one man, they
were aware of themselves as a structure based on republican institutions
and values. The language of Milanese propagandists was Caesarian and

8 For an extended theoretical treatment, see my Palitics, Language and Time,
ch. 8 ("Time, Institutions and Action: An Essay on Traditions and Their Under-
standing").

® Crisis, chs. 1-2, 1011, 16.
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imperial, and in reply the Florentine humanists, especially those con-
nected with the diplomatic chancellery of which Salutati and Bruni in
turn were heads, took the revolutionary step of repudiating Caesarian
symbolism and the imperial tradition altogether, identifying Florence
with the republican principle, and polarizing the legitimating past into
republican moments and interludes of darkness in the way that has
been described.

In association with this revolution in historiographical concepts,
Baron finds evidence in writings of this time of a yet more profound
crisis in Florentine thought. Since the time of Plato and Aristotle, the
guestion had been intermittently discussed of the relative merits of a
life spent in social activity—the vita activa—and a life spent in philo-
sophical pursuit of pure knowledge—the vita contemplativa. To
Athenians, convinced with one part of their minds that only the life
of the citizen was truly ethical and human and with another that only
the abstract world of unmotivated contemplation was truly intelligible
and real, the problem of whether politics and philosophy were not
antithetical had been a painful one. The medieval mind had, of course,
loaded the debate in favor of contemplation; the philosopher's con-
cerns, like those of the Christian, were not of this world, and even after
the Aristotelian revival had rehabilitated belief in rational and social
action, the knowledge by which universals were recognized was dis-
continuous with the prudence by which they were applied in socid
decisions. The individual of Fortescue, obedient to natural law and cus-
tom and politically active only on the rare occasions when statutes
were to be made, could scarcely imagine his civic life as in serious
rivalry with his philosophic contemplation, if he engaged in the latter
a all; and Petrarch had felt able to reproach his ideal Roman, Cicero,
with getting himself entangled in disreputable politics and put to an
unworthy death when he should have been attending to his proper
business as a philosopher.’ But in later Florentine thinking there is a
great deal said in favor of a vita activa which is specificaly a vivere
civile—a way of life given over to civic concerns and the (ultimately
political) activity of citizenship; and it is plainly possible to correlate
a writer's preferred way of life with his allegiance to a political form.
The practitioner of the vita contemplativa might elect to contemplate
the unchanging hierarchies of being and to find his place in an eternal
order under a monarch who played in microcosm God's role as guar-
antor of that order; but the exponent of a vivere civile was committed
to participation and action in a socia structure which made such con-

1 There is an extensive literature on Petrarch's changing attitudes; see Baron,
in Florilegium Historiale, and From Petrarch to Leonardo Bruni (n. 4, above),
chs. 1and2.
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duct by the individual possible—to citizenship, therefore, in some
species of polis, so that at a later date vivere civile became a technical
term for a broadly based civic constitution. Baron not only finds such
a contrast of attitudes implicit and manifest in the writings of Milanese
and Florentine publicists during the crisis of 1399-1402; he also aims
at explaining by reference to the same series of events what appears to
be fluctuating behavior by Florentines with regard to the same polari-
zation of values. Coluccio Salutati, in particular, wavered most remark-
ably between asserting the values of active citizenship and asserting
those of contemplation, withdrawal from the world and acquiescence
in monarchical or even tyrannical rule. By a most detailed examination
of the texts of Salutati and other writers, Baron endeavors to relate
them to the progress of the Viscontian crisis in such a way as to show
that a decisive shift in favor of active and participant values occurred
during this crucial period."* The rediscovery of citizenship, like the
revaluation of history, was produced by a sudden intensification of
republican self-awareness in the traumatic confrontation with
Giangaleazzo.

Baron's thesis has for some years been exposed to the criticisms of
scholars, and it may be observed that its most challenged, and challeng-
ing, elements are those which concern chronology and motivation, by
asserting that a decisive shift in values can be dated to a single period
and described as the result of that period's dominant experiences. It is
natural that historical criticism has tended to be focused on these asser-
tions; historians are interested in questions of cause and motive, and
historians of ideas in the relations between ideas and events, thought
and experience, and it is right and proper that they should wish to
know whether a major ideological change came about at the moment
and for the reasons that Baron says it did. It is aso right to remind
ourselves that to know the occasion of an intellectual happening is not
to know everything about what it was that happened. The present
study has been so designed that we are concerned with identifying
certain conceptual vocabularies which were available for talking about
political systems considered in their particularity, with exploring their
limitations and implications and considering how these operated, and
with examining the processes by which these conceptual systems, their
uses and implications, changed over time. It is therefore not of exclu-
sive importance to us to know whether or not certain changes in
Florentine thought came about as part and as result of the events of
1399-1402; we wish no less ardently to know what these conceptual
changes were, what further changes they implied and what came about

& Baron, Crisis, chs. 5 and 7; From Petrarch to Bruni, chs. 3 and 4; "Leonardo
Bruni," Past and Present 36 (1967).
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in the world of thought as the consequence of their having occurred.
S0 in the case of a major linguistic breakthrough or revolution in con-
cepts—such as a revaluation of history in association with increased
stress on values of civic participation—it is important to know what
happened in terms of the implications and conseguences of changes in
men's conceptual vocabularies, as well as in terms of the occasions and
causes of these changes first occurring.

The term "civic humanism" has become inseparably attached to
Baron's thesis, and scholars who wish to challenge the latter are dis
posed to challenge aso either the utility of the term or the importance
of the phenomena it denotes. In addition to attacks upon Baron's chro-
nology, it is argued, first, that humanists' concern with the vita activa
did not significantly arise from their crise de conscience as republican
citizens; second, that the citizen of the Italian commune did not need
the language of the humanists in order to articulate his civic conscious-
ness. Since in the remainder of this book it is proposed to use the term
"civic humanism" to denote a certain formulation of republican con-
sciousness and its problems, we have reached a suitable point at which
to indicate what will be implicitly claimed whenever the phrase is
used, and to what historical postulates its use may commit the writer
and the reader. This can conveniently be done by placing alongside
Baron's certain other interpretations of the character of humanist politi-
cal consciousness.

Jerrold Seigel has argued? that the origins of the humanists' con-
cern with the vita activa lie in their professional and intellectual com-
mitments rather than their civic sensibilities. He points out that human-
ists were by their socia function affiliated with the art of rhetoric,
an intellectual pursuit fully as important in Italian culture as philoso-
phy and always seen in the sharpest contrast with it. Philosophy was
concerned with the knowledge of universals and the understanding of
particulars in their light, and the attitude appropriate in the presence
of universals was one of contemplation, not action; philosophy there-
fore was nonpolitical and a universe seen as composed of universals
was inhabited only secondarily by political animals. Rhetoric, on the
other hand, was concerned with persuading men to act, to decide, to
approve; it was intellect in action and in society, presupposing always
the presence of other men to whom the intellect was addressing itself.

2 Jerrold E. Seigel, Rhetoric and Philosophy in Renaissance Humanism: the
Union of Eloguence and Wisdom, Petrarch to Valla (Princeton University Press,
1968); "Civic Humanism or Ciceronian Rhetoric?' Past and Present 34 (1966), to
which Baron's "Leonardo Bruni" is areply. And see David Robey, "P. P. Vergerio
the Elder: Republicanism and Civic Vaues in the Work of an Early Humanist,"
Past and Present 58 (1973), pp. 3-37.
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Political by its nature, it was invariably and necessarily immersed in
particular situations, particular decisions, and particular relationships;
and being immersed in the particular world, must always face the ques-
tion whether, once compared with philosophy, it brought knowledge
of anything. It is to be observed, however, that rhetoric, occupying a
place in Italian thought comparable with that occupied by experience
in the thought of Fortescue, is in virtue of its political character far
more positive and active; it is forward-looking and persuades men to
do things, whereas experience results only in discovery of what they
have already done. A world where rhetoric ranks equal with philoso-
phy is aworld of face-to-face political decisions; a world where experi-
ence and custom occupy its place is one of institutionalized traditions.

Seigel contends that humanist thought in this respect stems from the
confrontation between philosophy, whose values were contemplative,
and rhetoric, whose values were civic and active: that the achievement
of Petrarch was to persuade his admirers and successors to accept this
confrontation as a dialectic between rival value systems, neither of
which could be given absolute priority over the other; and that it
became the characteristic of humanist thought to move back and forth
between the civic and contemplative positions, in a way which was
inherent in the humanist heritage and need not be directly related to
the history of external events. Consequently, he says, Baron both under-
estimates the extent to which Bruni, as well as Salutati and no less than
Petrarch, was prepared to take up the contemplative option, and mis-
understands the way in which option for one or other set of values
should be explained. To opt for civic values did not mean to commit
oneself wholly to republicanism as a political cause, and to opt for
contemplative values did not mean to express total disillusionment with
the republic. The humanist was ambivalent as between action and con-
templation; it was his métier as an intellectual to be so, and he could
practice it perfectly well within the framework of the republic. Con-
sequently, humanism as a whole did not become "civic" when the
republic triumphed, or "contemplative"” when it fell on evil days, and
the individual's movement between the two preferences need not be
explained in terms of his responses to political events. Baron's emphasis
on explanation by chronology may therefore be misplaced.

Now al this may very well be; but clearly it does not mean that
there was no such thing as civic humanism. Since rhetoric was both
civic and active, it was possible for the rhetorician—or the humanist
gua rhetorician—to provide a language in which to articulate a civic
consciousness he might or might not share. The rhetorician and the
citizen were alike committed to viewing human life in terms of par-
ticipation in particular actions and decisions, in particular political rela-
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tionships between particular men; and we have found in one develop-
ment of the style of civic humanism a means of expressing this view
of life by reconstructing history as the story of republics existing in
time. That the affinity ran far deeper than that, and that the whole
bias of humanism, whether civic or not, was toward viewing life in
terms of particular actions at particular times, is suggested by the study
of the humanist spirit to be found in the works of Eugenio Garin.®
The humanist scholar, he contends, regarded philology rather than
philosophy as the path to knowledge, and in a case like that of Lorenzo
Valla, this came about because he was a rhetorician; regarding truth
as uttered rather than perceived, he became interested in the moments
and occasions on which—the contexts in which—the speech-acts
embodying it had been performed.** The scholastic philosopher con-
fronted with atext of Aristotle engaged in a complex process of abstrac-
tion, analysis, and arrangement, in which the text and its context and
author might virtually disappear and the all-important step might be
the statement of universal principles whose consequences could then
be perceived. The humanist's criticism of this procedure—a criticism
vehement and often unjust—was that the actual thought of Aristotle,
the actual wisdom of Aristotle, was being destroyed and replaced by
schematizations, and he set himself to learn what he could from Aris-
totle himself, from his mind as revealed in his words, from his words
as preserved in the document. In point of fact, Aristotle is a poor exam-
ple; so far was he considered the originator of the scholastic process
now under attack that he was denounced and replaced by other authors,
and it was some time before humanists, having completed their denun-
ciation of Aristotelianism, returned to the study of Aristotle. But the
effect of the humanist technique was to exalt philology, the attempt to
find out what the documents actually contained, what the words
actually meant, what the philosopher, orator, historian, or poet had

% Above, n. 4.

¥ Garin, pp. 57, 15-17, 50-66, 69-77. For Valla and the role of rhetoric see also
Seigel, Rhetoric and Philosophy, ch. V; Donald R. Kelley, The Foundations of
Modem Historical Scholarship: Language, Law and History in the French Renais-
sance (New York: Columbia University Press, 1970), chs. | and IlI; the present
writer's review essay in History and Theory I, no. | (1972), 89-97; Nancy S
Struever, The Language of History in the Renaissance (Princeton University
Press, 1970). Discussion of civic humanism from a social-political point of view
may be found in Lauro Martines, The Social World of the Florentine Humanists,
1390-1460 (Princeton University Press, 1963) and Lawyers and Satecraft in
Renaissance Florence (Princeton University Press, 1968), Marvin B. Becker,
Florence in Transition (2 vols, Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press,
1967-68), and others (see the handbook edited by Anthony Molho, Social and
Economic Foundations of the Italian Renaissance, New York: John Wiley and
Sons, 1969).
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actually said.® In place of logic it tended to exalt "grammar," which
like "philology" itself was a compendious term for the study of past
languages, textual criticism, the structure of sentences, and in genera
the written word as an instrument for conveying meaning. Through
grammar and philology, and in a sense only through them, the author's
meaning might be known; the auxiliary sciences of language permitted
his mind to communicate direct with his reader's.

But the epistemological and, ultimately, the philosophical conse-
gquences were drastic. The more it was stressed that an author long
dead was speaking to us in the present, and the less we made of any
structure of timeless universals through which his voice was mediated,
the more conscious we must be of communication across time and of
the time-space separating him from us, and the more carefully we
facilitated this communication by studying the text and the context in
which he had spoken or written, the more conscious we must become
of the temporal, social, and historical circumstances in which he had
expressed his thought and which, in shaping the language and the con-
tent of it, had shaped the thought itself. Thisintensified historical aware-
ness is clearly stated in the letters which Petrarch addressed to Cicero
and Livy, speaking direct from his moment in time to them in theirs—
from such and such a year "of the Incarnation of Him of whom you
would have heard had you lived a little longer."'® We may find some-
thing similar in the speech of Dante to Virgil—"poet, by the God you
did not know, lead on"'—but Petrarch does not follow Dante in
accompanying Virgil on an extra-historical journey through the regions
where individual lives become eternal. Poetry (a close relative of
prophecy) is concerned with the universal and the divine, but prose—
especialy the prose of the historian or the orator—is social and secular.
The philological consciousness is very much a consciousness of the
mind as expressed, and the world as seen, in prose; the humanist rhetori-
cians were converting the intellectual life into a conversation between
men in time.

A certain affinity between philologica and political humanism is
beginning to appear. Both isolated certain moments in the human past

5 1n the final stage this endeavor was extended to the words of God himself.
See George Newton Conklin, Biblical Criticism and Heresy in Milton (New
York: King's Crown Press, 1949), pp. 1-2, and the dictum of Valla (quoted by
Garin, p. 16) that "none of the words of Christ have come to us, for Christ spoke
in Hebrew and never wrote down anything."

®Thisisthedating of theletter toLivy, Fam., XXIV, 8 butnearly al hislettersto
classical authors—at least to philosophers and historians, but not to poets—employ
similar language. See Mario E. Cosenza, trans., Petrarch's Letters to Classical
Authors (Chicago University Press, 1910).

¥ Inferno, 1, 130.
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and endeavored to establish communication between these and moments
in the present. Petrarch learned direct from Livy and wrote direct to
him; Salutati's and Bruni's Florence learned direct from republican
Rome and envisaged itself as Rome'srevival. Later in the story, Machia-
velli's famous letter to Francesco Vettori describes how he comes home
in the evening, puts on formal clothing, and enters into the presence
and conversation of the ancients by reading their books.*® The con-
versation is meant to restore Machiavelli not only to the understand-
ing of politics, but indirectly to actual civic participation. The idea of
direct conversation with antiquity is a key concept in al forms of
humanism and may occur in or out of a political context, but there is
something ineradicably social and even political about it: the implica-
tion that the heights of human experience, under God, are to be found
in a meeting of like minds and in their communication and joint con-
ception of propositions, sentiments, and decisions. The conversation
with the ancients which results in knowledge is affiliated with the con-
versation among citizens which results in decision and law. Both take
place between particular men, located at particular moments in time—
ancient and humanist occupy different moments, the citizens are al at
the same point together—and employing the language, while experi-
encing the problems, appropriate to their several moments (the human-
ist must be a grammarian, the citizens must speak a common volgare).
If man as intellectual animal is defined as "humanist," while man as
political animal is defined as "citizen," both acts of knowledge and acts
of decision assume some of the character of what Fortescue called
"statutes"; they are agreed upon by living men, located in time and
employing the intellectual resources possessed by beings so located.
But such intellectual acts, which occupy a tertiary place in Fortescue,
are fixed by both humanists and citizens at the very center of the pic-
ture and call for intellectual powers considerably greater than the sim-
ple prudence which was the only means of performing them known to
Fortescue. The humanist stress on communication was enough to raise
the question of how particular men, existing at particular moments,
could lay claim to secure knowledge. The answer could not be given
in terms of the simple cognition of universals, or the intellectual animal
would be thrust back into the universe of the scholastics, the political
animal into that of the imperial hierarchies; to give it in terms of the
simple accumulation of experience would be similarly fatal to humanist

B . entro nelle antique corti degli antiqui huomini, dove, da loro ricevuto

amorevolmente, mi pasco di quel cibo, che solum & mio, et che io nacqui per lui;
dove io non mi vergogno parlare con loro, et domandarli della ragione delle loro
actioni; et quelli per loro humanita mi rispondono . . . ," Machiavelli, Lettere, ed.
F. Gaeta (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1961), p. 304.
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and citizen alike. Yet an answer must be given somehow, or Petrarch
would be unable to read Livy, Florence unable to govern itself. How
might a conversation between particulars be capable of organized
rationality? The rhetoric of philology, or of politics, might provide
the answer; but politics was more than rhetoric.

Humanist attitudes toward the problem of universals were various
and exceedingly complex, and by no means the same at Florence as
they were, for example, at Padua; but it seems clear that the main
lines of thought which emerged were those which neither reverted to
straightforward scholastic realism nor adopted the relativistic position
that only particulars could be known. Humanist philosophy certainly
did not dispense with the idea that there were universal objects of
knowledge, awareness of which provided the only true certainty or
rationality; but, committed by its adoption of philology to the view
that these could be known only through the works of particular men in
particular times and places, it sought—often in a reworking of Platonic
themes—;justification for thinking of universals as somehow immanent
in the words and deeds of men, to be known through creative knowl-
edge of and engagement in these. The Renaissance was at its most
Platonic’® in exalting the living relationship of the soul with the univer-
sal paradigm or value above the intellect's abstract contemplation of it;
history could be praised above philosophy on the grounds that the lat-
ter inspired the intellect with the idea of truth, but the former the
whole spirit with concrete examples of it. Truth itself became less a
system of propositions than a system of relationships to which the
inquiring spirit became party by itsinquiry. In consequence, participa-
tion in the humanist conversation, in one or other of its forms, became
in itself the mode of relation to the universal, and the universal could
be known and experienced by perpetual engagement in the conversa
tion with particulars. The question was what form the conversation
should take, what manner of conversation most fully realized the
universal.

To Aristotle it had been a problem whether the highest life for the
individual was one of politics and action or one of knowledge and
contemplation; and if Florentine humanism acquired from its civic
environment a bias toward the political, it absorbed a contrary bias
from the mainstream of philosophic tradition. If the universal were
thought of primarily as an object of intellectual knowledge, then the
preferred form of conversation would be contemplative, a philosophi-
ca dialogue with one's contemporaries and the great dead. It is signifi-
cant, however, that contemplation has itself become social, a matter of
dialogue and mind-to-mind relationships rather than of formal deduc-

®Garin, pp. 9-11, and chs. 111 and V.
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tion and demonstration, and that the term "politia’ (in Greek politeia,
which to Aristotle had denoted the structure of relationships compos-
ing the city) is sometimes employed, as we might speak of the "repub-
lic of letters," to describe the community of minds, living and dead,
in which it went on. The Athenian polis had been a community of
culture as well as of decision-making, and words like "polite," "civil,"
"urbane" seem to have acquired from the contemplative style of
humanism the connotation, which they bear in contrast to their cognate
terms "political," "civic," "urban," of a social life which consists in
civilized conversation rather than in political decision and action.®

Such a contemplative style there was, and it not infrequently appears
under the rule of a benevolent prince and patron who could be seen
as a philosopher-king—at Milan, in Medicean Florence, a Rome or
Urbino. The alternative style took citizenship as its idedl; it therefore
flourished in a republican climate and preeminently at Florence, for
the atmosphere of Venice, while it encouraged learning in an environ-
ment of relative liberty, was too heavily senatorial for passionate
asseverations of an ideal of active citizenship. The full reality, however,
is markedly more complex than these words would suggest. It can be
seen that the ideal of the vivere civile, in competition—if competition
there was—with the contemplative ideal, was possessed of great
strengths and great weaknesses. In the first place it is now apparent
that whether as philologist, rhetorician, or republican citizen, the
humanist had a profound commitment to participation in human life
in concrete and particular detail, whether the emphasis lay on letters
and language or on politics and persuasion. The need to make the par-
ticular intelligible had given rise to the idea of conversation, the idea
that the universal was immanent in participation in the web of life and
language, and so the highest values, even those of nonpolitical contem-
plation, had come to be seen as attainable only through conversation
and social association. But it must follow that association was itself a
high and necessary good, a prerequisite for attaining the universal, and
the entire Athenian and Aristotelian tradition was emphatic that the
highest form of human association was political, the community of
distribution, decision, and action which Aristotle had seen in the polis.
There were therefore the strongest reasons leading the humanist who
had identified knowledge with socia activity toward identifying him-
self with the citizen—Seigel is at bottom arguing that civic values were
inherent in the humanist's social position rather than his response to
external events.

It could be held besides that if knowledge was to be found in con-
versation, it was a kind of activity. The philosophic basis of the vivere

2 Garin, pp. 38, 87, 158-62.
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civile was the conception that it was in action, in the production of
works and deeds of al kinds, that the life of man rose to the stature
of those universal values which were immanent in it. The active man
asserted with the total engagement of his personality what the con-
templative man could only know, through the inward eye of his intel-
lect or the dialectics of Platonic conversation and friendship; Garin sees
in civic humanism anticipations of Vico's doctrine that we know
the world through creating it in history.?! But if action was to assert the
universal, it must be shown that some form of action possessed univer-
sality. Here is the peculiar importance of those disputes over the relative
primacy of law and medicine, to be found in the writings of Petrarch,
Salutati, and others during the fifteenth century.?? Medicine was on the
whole a practical rather than a contemplative art. It could of course
claim to be concerned with the universal laws of the natural world,
and in a hierarchical society where politics were held to reflect nature
could claim to have much to teach the statesman by way of analogy;
but in the humanist environment it was made to fight on other ground
and was accused, first of a merely mechanical concern with securing
individual results in individual cases, and second of being limited to a
knowledge of the world of particulars that never rose above it to the
knowledge of laws. Plato had accused it of being empirical but never
philosophical, and it was in the spirit of the Republic that Salutati made
personified Medicine confess with lamentations that it was confined
to the merely traditional knowledge which came with the simple accu-
mulation of experience.® By contrast, the statesman or jurist was con-
cerned with the universal and with that which did not change. Morality
was inherent in man and human laws the result of his knowledge of
his own nature. Since the political community was the necessary set-
ting for such self-knowledge and the laws that were its issue, the con-
duct of the affairs of such a community was Plato's architectonic art,
the conduct of human activity at the point where it attained universal-
ity and itself the highest form of that activity that could be conceived.
Salutati was continuing the Athenian tradition of declaring that the
politica community was self-sufficient and consequently universal;
and he presented the activity of ruling such a community not as the
lonely rationality of a specialized ruler or monarch, but as a perpetual
conversation between citizens engaged in, yet rising above, a multitude
of social activities. Here was the active conversation in which human
life attained universality in the conduct of particulars.

Yet Salutati was capable of proclaiming the superiority of contem-

2 Garin, p. 55.

2 Seigdl, pp. 37-40; Garin, pp. 24, 31-36.
% Garin, pp. 32-33.

&5



THE PROBLEM AND ITS MODES

plation, of monastic withdrawal and of accepting the rule of a monarch
or tyrant;?* and if we reject Baron's attempt to relate this to the prog-
ress of the Viscontian crisis, we shall follow other writers in holding
that ambivalence as between civic and contemplative values was inher-
ent in the humanist mind. It would not be surprising if this were so.
None of Salutati's praise of statesmanship altogether eliminates the
lurking weakness of the civic position. When all was said and done,
universals were intellectual realities if they were redlities at al; their
esse was percipi and they must be the objects of acts of knowledge.
And while universals might be immanent in human laws, human laws
were not themselves universas, they were the fruits of particular
human decisions (the recta ratio agibilium), had reference to particular
human situations and existed in particular moments of time. Universals
could only be known; decisions and actions could legidate only par-
ticulars. The fruits of statesmanship and citizenship might till appear
particular and transitory, and the statesman after al little better than
the physician. All this could be in the mind of any humanist opting
(as s0 many did at one time and another) for philosophy rather than
rhetoric, contemplation rather than action, monarchy and unchanging
hierarchy as against citizenship and the risks of action in time. If citi-
zenship could assert only particular decisions and values, it was doomed
to transitoriness; and if citizen bodies were only collocations of par-
ticular men, they could neither decide nor constitute anything perma-
nent. But here civic values could reassert themselves. There did exist
in the Athenian political tradition means of asserting that the republic
was a partnership of all men aimed at the realization of al values. If it
was this it was a universal entity; but this assertion rested on the theory
that it could achieve a distribution of authority such that every citizen's
moral nature would be fulfilled. Without such a distribution the repub-
lic would be neither universal, just, nor stable, and its citizens could not
rely on the support of a cosmic order in the way that a king and his
subjects could, since their polity did not claim to mirror the cosmic
order as a monarchy did. The theory of the polis and its constitutional
structure thus became crucial to the humanist enterprise. The civic
humanist must possess a body of constitutional theory which was also
a philosophy. It happened that one such was available.

(]

There are several ways of reading Aristotle's Politics, and this
greatly complicates the task of assessing its place in Western tradition.
Read in conjunction with his main philosophical treatises, it asserts the

2 Baron, Crisis, ch. 7.
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great theme of natural law; men perceive the values inherent in nature
and pursue them in society. When we study its interrelations with the
tradition of Augustinian and medieval Christianity, we find it making
assertions about the autonomy of reason and the rational direction of
politics which are potentially revolutionary because they cal in ques-
tion the extent to which grace and the channels of grace are necessary
in the conduct of earthly affairs. But it may also be read as the origina-
tor of a body of thought about the citizen and his relation to the repub-
lic, and about the republic (or polis) as a community of values; and
this is the approach which reveals its importance to humanists and Ital-
ian thinkers in search of means of vindicating the universality and
stability of the vivere civile. There is a tradition of thought on these
matters of which the Politics formed part, but itsrole in that tradition is
difficult to assess precisely because it is so vast and all-pervasive. The
tradition in question may be referred back to Aristotle in nearly every
respect, but (leaving aside the fact that certain decisive formulations
of its doctrines were made by Plato before him) so many subsequent
authors restated parts of it and were influential in their own ways that,
especially under Renaissance conditions, it is hard to define with cer-
tainty the particular writer exerting authority at a particular point. We
are, in short, confronted by the problems of interpreting a tradition of
thought; but that tradition (which may amost be termed the tradition
of mixed government) is Aristotelian, and the Politics, as well as form-
ing the earliest and greatest full exposition of it, makes explicit so many
of the implications which it might at one time or another contain
that—apart from the enormous direct authority which the book exerted
—it is worth rehearsing the theory of citizenship and polity which it
contains in order to see what might (and did) result and what im-
portance the theory might (and did) possess for intellects in the prob-
lem-situation of civic humanism.

Aristotle taught that every human activity was value-oriented in
the sense that it aimed at some theoretically identifiable good; that al
value-oriented activity was socia in the sense that it was pursued by
men in association with one another; and that the polis or republic was
the association within which al particular associations pursued their
particular ends® Association with others, and participation in the
value-oriented direction of that association, formed both a means to
an end and an end—or good—in itself;?* and participation in the associ-
ation whose end was the good of all particular associations, and the
attainment of al particular goods, was in itself a good of a very high,
because universal, character. Until the point was reached where the

* See Politics, Book |, ch. 1, #1 (1252a).
% | xiii, #4-8 (1259b-1260a); IlI, iv, #10-15 (1277a-b).
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choice between action and contemplation had to be faced, the highest
conceivable form of human life was that of the citizen who ruled as
head of his oikos or household, and ruled and was ruled as one of a com-
munity of equal heads making decisions which were binding on all. He
took part in the determination of the general good, enjoying in his own
person the values made attainable by society while contributing by his
political activity to the attainment of values by others.”’ Since this
activity was concerned with the universal good, it was itself a good of
a higher order than the particular goods which the citizen as social
animal might enjoy, and in enjoying his own citizenship—his contribu-
tion to the good of others, his relationship with others engaged in so
contributing—he enjoyed a universal good and became a being in rela-
tion with the universal. Citizenship was a universal activity, the polis
a universal community.

But al citizens were not identical; they were alike qua citizens and
universal beings, but they were dissimilar as particular beings; each
had his own priorities as regards the particular goods which he might
elect to pursue, and each found himself banded in particular categories
with those who shared one, some, or al of his priorities. The polis thus
faced a problem in allocating priorities, in determining what particular
goods should be enjoyed at a particular time by those who had given
them priority, and though the determination of this problem was
plainly the task of citizenship, Aristotle did not think that the individ-
ual as citizen, engaged in the universal activity of pursuing and dis
tributing the common good, should be considered out of relation with
the same individual engaged in the particular activity of pursuing and
enjoying the particular goods he preferred. Since it was the definition
of the citizen that he both ruled and was ruled, the activity of ruling
must be coupled with the activity in respect of which he was ruled.?
Universal and particular met in the same man, and if the citizen assumed
a particular social personality as a result of pursuing, enjoying and
excelling in the attainment of the particular values he preferred, this
must modify his capacity to engage in the universal activity of making
decisions aimed at distributing the common good. The problem con-
fronting the polis now became that of distributing the particular exer-
cise of this universal function in a way related to the diversity of social
personality which the citizens displayed as a result of their individual
value-priorities. Aristotle now turned to consider the categories in
which the citizens might be arranged in consequence of this diversity.

These were of two kinds: theoretical and traditional. In principle,
they might be as indefinitely numerous as the values which human

2711, ix (1280a-12814).
21, X (1281a), xii (1282b-1283a), xiii (1283a-1284b).
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activity aimed at achieving. Since each of these was pursued by men
acting in association, it was possible to think of an association of persons
aimed at achieving each one of them and, by a natural extension of
the concept, of an association of persons who gave that value a priority,
who had devoted more energy to pursuing it, who had gone further
toward achieving it, and who—to complete the development of the
train of ideas—might be thought of as an elite group of persons distin-
guished by possessing it to a degree above the common. In the ordinary
language of the Athens where Aristotle had studied in Plato's Academy,
there were established terms which denoted a variety of categories rec-
ognized as forming elites of this sort: the good, the wise, the brave, the
rich, the wellborn, and so on. But it is important to remember that
such elites were in theory as many as the identifiable value-goals which
men pursued, and that since every citizen had been defined as possess-
ing his own value-priorities, there was in principle no citizen who did
not belong to as many of these elites as he had chosen values for spe-
cia emphasis.®® Next Aristotle remarked a widespread traditional habit
of distinguishing citizens into two main groups, the "few" and the
"many." This was of great practical consequence, since it furnished the
basis for distinguishing between those cities which tended to restrict
and those which tended to disperse the distribution of political author-
ity as among the citizens—the "oligarchies’ and "democracies' of con-
temporary parlance. It was observable further that though "few" and
"many" implied that the criterion of distinction being used was gquan-
titative, the normal uses of language implied something more. The
"few" were often described as the "best," "oligarchies' as "aristoc-
racies." If we did not persistently and rigorously ask such questions as
"best at what?" this tendency to combine quantitative with qualitative
criteria might lead us to fall—as Aristotle himself occasionally fell—
into speaking of civic populations as if each could be divided into a
minority identifiable as belonging to the various dites and a mgjority
identifiable as belonging to no elite in particular. Aristotle is clear, how-
ever, that such a polarization of the "few" and the "many," though it
may be useful for talking about the real world in which such distinc-
tions are traditionally recognized, provides an unsatisfactory theoreti-
cal basis for differentiating among citizens.®

Such a differentiation could only be carried out by the employment
of multiple criteria. In the first place there were as many qualitative
criteria as there were theoretically or traditionally identifiable values
which men might prefer and associate to enjoy, and the individual
might respond differently to the application of different criteria. In the

2|V, iii, #1-6 (1289b-1290a).
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second place, there was a criterion which might be employed on those
occasions when it was appropriate to treat al citizens as of equa
value—to emphasize, for example, that all were engaged in the pursuit
of good without differentiating between them on the basis of prefer-
ence or attainment. Nonqualitative in character, this was the criterion
of number,® and its employment might have a variety of consequences;
it served to distinguish a number of categories and its use might mask
avariety of confusions. There were three traditionally recognized cate-
gories whose use might be seen to rest on the basis of quantitative dis-
tinction—the "one" the "few," and the "many"—and in each case the
confusion of quantitative with qualitative criteria might be detected:
the one and the few would be thought of as possessing €elite characteris-
tics which qualified them to rule, but the many would be thought of as
lacking such characteristics, so that a defense of their claim to rule
became (as it has remained) a defense of the separation of political
authority from elite characteristics of any kind. Though Aristotle knew
this confusion of criteria to be unsound, he took the risk of employing
the terminology of one, few, and many pretty much as it was employed
in ordinary speech. He had good reasons for doing this. In the first
place, actua states really were divided into monarchies, aristocracies,
and democracies; in the second place, it was to be important to his
theory that decision-making groups be thought of as differing in size.

When it came to correlating the distribution of political authority
with the diversity of personal qualification, therefore, Aristotle dis-
posed of a theoretically infinite number of criteria which it might seem
appropriate to employ. Each of these served to distinguish an elite
group, and they were both qualitative and quantitative in character.
The problem of constructing a politela—this word, while translatable
as "constitution,” means the formal distribution of authority to make
decisions within a universal decision-making process in which all citi-
zens are participant—became the problem of seeing that every elite
group, including that unique elite of the non-elite, "the many" or "al
the citizens," was allotted such a role in decision-making that it could
contribute as its character best fitted it to the attainment of particular
and general goods.* This was possible because the process of making
a decision was so complex that it could be decomposed into a number
of functions and each of these entrusted to a particular group. There
were differences between drawing up a list of alternative policies,
deciding which of these to adopt, choosing persons to perform one or
other of these functions, resolving to confirm any decision made by

S0, ix, #1-4 (1280a); III, xii, #67 (1283a); III, xiii, #4 (1283a).

2111, viii, #3-8 (12791b-1280a); IV, viii (1293b-1294a).
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others—the list could be indefinitely prolonged, and consequently it
was theoretically possible to associate an indefinite number of groups
with the making of public decisions. Aristotle premised that one could
distinguish between different types of decision, or rather of functions
in the process of arriving at a decision, and say of them that some
required this or that specia qualification; that others should be trusted
to those affected by the outcome of this or a previous decision; that
some should be made by small and others by large groups; that some
required complex reasoning by trained minds, while others were best ad-
judicated by the experience of life shared by all in common.® In this
way the politela became the paradigm of a society organized in such
a manner that any theoretically conceivable group had opportunity
to contribute to decisions in the way for which it was best fitted, while
any individual citizen might contribute many times over, both as a
member of any specialized group for which his attainments might
qualify him and as a member of the non-elite demos, the citizen body
as a whole, to which all belonged. Any value to which a man might
give priority, or by which he might be judged and evaluated—even
the egalitarian value of not giving priority to particular values or using
them to distinguish between men and men—might become one mode
of his participation in the determination and distribution of genera
values. The relation between the pursuit of particular and universal
values would thus be established.

Aristotle was well aware that the making of decisions meant power,
and that power was exercised over others. Each group in the politeia,
and each citizen in virtue of his group membership (which might be
multiple), was to have power to pursue each group's particular good
in such a way as to involve it in the pursuit of other goods by other
groups, and since the pursuit of each good was carried on by means
of decisions affecting the priorities of other groups, each group like
each citizen must be subject to power as well as the exerciser of it. The
evil to be avoided was the situation in which any group was able to
exercise an unshared power over the whole.* Any form of government
in which the good of a particular group was treated as identical with
the good of the whole was despotic, even though the particular good
might be, at least initially, a real good in itself; perverted government
consisted essentially in the dictatorship of the particular over the uni-
versal, and led toward the corruption of the good which had assumed
dictatorial power. Such despotism could in principle be exercised by
any group whatever; there might even be a despotism of the good or

BV, ix (1294a-b), xiii-xv (1297a-1300b).
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the wise, if the good which they pursued were less than the good of
the whole (and the implementation of this concept might involve per-
mitting the less good and the less wise their due share of power).*® In
classifying good and bad forms of government, however, Aristotle
made use of a shorthand composed of terminology at once quantitative
and traditional. He accepted the common classification of forms of
government according as the one, the few, or the many predominated
in the exercise of power, and added the supposition that in each case
it might happen that the predominant element ruled with attention to
the good of all, or that it identified that good with its own. The three-
fold classification thus became sixfold: there were monarchy and
tyranny, aristocracy and oligarchy, polity (politeia) and democracy. It
is the last pair that is of the greatest theoretical interest. The polity, as
the form of government in which power is shared among all the groups
or categories into which the citizens may be divided, is consequently
that in which power is least likely to be exercised in the interests of a
limited group or coalition. By democracy, on the other hand, Aristotle
meant to designate not simply a system of widespread participation in
power—for the polity was that and possessed many of the character-
istics of democracy in the ordinary sense—but one in which power
was widely distributed and yet despotically exercised. In general, this
tended to mean a system weighted in favor of the poorer and less privi-
leged, thought of as belonging to no elite group;* but another, more
formal and precise, meaning of the term would be rule by men not
differentiated from each other, a system in which all power was exer-
cised by mechanical, numerical majorities, and only those goods taken
into account which could be discerned on the assumption that all men
were alike. Such would be a tyranny of numbers and a tyranny of
equality, in which the development of individuality was divorced from
the exercise of power, what a man was from what part he might play
in politics. Aristotle was anticipating features of the modern concept
of alienation, and there are elements of his criticism of undiscriminating
equality in present-day criticisms of the depersonalizing effects of mass
society.

As the antithesis he set up the image of the polity, the system in
which individuality and the differences between individuals were taken
into account in the distribution of political roles and power. But
whether as a pure or as an applied science, there were difficulties in
working out the theory of a society in which every conceivable indi-
vidual and socia type had its appropriate role in decision-making. In
the first place, though society could be analyzed into many specialized

B, x, #4 (1280a). =11, viii.
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groups and the decision-making process into many specialized func-
tions, it was hard to find so close a correspondence between the two
series as to permit the inference that every value-oriented group had
its own peculiar and appropriate mode of political activity. Here there
was a profound, though in many ways a fruitful, ambiguity in Aris-
totelian theory. On the one hand, the concept of polity was reinforced
in its tendency to become congealed in traditional terms, to be abridged
and presented as a duality of aristocracy and democracy, of elite and
non-elite, of few wise and foolish (or common-sensical) many. On the
other we find the important result that the complex blend constituting
the polity could be thought of either as a blend of classes and social
groups; or as a blend of the moral and intellectual qualities which such
groups were held to possess; or as a blend of the numerically differen-
tiated groups into which the polis could be resolved; or as a blend of
the different political functions into which the decision-making process
could be analyzed; or as any combination of these blends. An aristoc-
racy, for example, could be thought of as a hereditary nobility, as a
minority of the exceptionally wise, talented, or ambitious, or as that
few which any political system must contain and for which it must
provide a specia role; and these concepts could be either conjoined or
disjuncted. The political function of the few might appear as the exer-
cise of those qualities which only the few possessed, as the performance
of those specialized functions to which the qualities of the few were
appropriate, or as the performance of functions which it was best to
leave to a small number irrespective of their special talents. The loose-
ness of Aristotelian language was aso its richness; it was capable of
pursuing analysis in many directions, if it was aso capable of getting
those directions mixed up. At the level of applied science, the difficulty
was that a society in which every conceivable type and category had
its appropriate political function could not be thought of as institution-
alized in any single form. For practical purposes, therefore, it was
usually visualized in terms of the shorthand mentioned above, as a blend
or balance of the one, the few, and the many, or rather—since mon-
archy was not an immediate issue for city-state Greeks—of aristocracy
and democracy. Each had its particular virtue, its appropriate role and
special contribution to the common activity of decision-making; but
on this drastically simplified image there operated the multiplicity of
concepts inherent in the Aristotelian analysis, encouraging the citizen
to conceptualize his political role in a diversity of ways. The polity was
both an institutional and a moral structure, and its search for the appro-
priate institutional form was always an attempt to solve the exceedingly
complex problem of reconciling the activities of men who were moral
only in their relations with each other.
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There were tensions, also, in conceptualizing the individual as citizen
and member of this structure. On the one hand, it was his pursuit of
particular goods as an individual that made him a citizen; on the other,
it was only in his concern for and awareness of the common universal
good that his citizenship could persist; and there was always the possi-
bility of conflict between the two. If he became preoccupied with his
private goods to the point of subordinating the universal good to them,
he might find himself party to the tyranny of some smaller or larger
group, and the value inherent in his personal ams was no guarantee
that this would not happen. Like the fallen man of Christian theodicy,
he could not be saved by his own virtues; but where Augustine would
have set the operation of divine grace, the Aristotelian analysis of civic
virtue set the political activity of the individual's fellow citizens, ruling
and directing him as he them, or—more rigorously—the moral and
political laws that governed all of them. But the fundamental ambi-
guity between particular and universal good remained. The citizen
might be thought of as an Athenian, the diversity of whose particular
attainments heightened his capacity to act in the public interest, or as
a Spartan, sacrificing every particular form of self-development in
order to act as a citizen and out of civic solidarity alone. Aristotle had
on the whole concluded against the Spartan ideal, whatever might be
sad of Plato; but in Renaissance Europe, from the fifteenth to the
eighteenth centuries, the preponderant voice was in favor of the grim
patriots of the Eurotas.®” Sparta had been stable and a mixture of pow-
ers, Athens democratic, unstable, and addicted to persecuting the
philosophers she favored. Sparta certainly had had no philosophers at
al, but perhaps it was better to have citizens—to pursue the perfection
of complete self-identification with the common good. Yet what was
the common good if it led to the abnegation of al particular goods?
The contradiction continued to defy solution; but the one point never
to be logt to sight was that the polity was arelationship between values,
and that the good of citizenship—of ruling and being ruled—consisted
in a relationship between one's own virtue and that of another. It was
in this sense of the mutual and relational character of virtue that only
the political animal could be a truly good man.

The theory of the polis—which is, in a certain sense, political theory
in its purest origind form—was cardinal to the constitutional theory
of Italian cities and Italian humanists. It offered a paradigm of how a
body politic might be held together when it was conceived, as an Ital-
ian commune must be, as a city composed of interacting persons rather
than of universal norms and traditional institutions; and its value in this

% See Elizabeth Rawson, The Spartan Tradition in European Thought (Oxford:
The Clarendon Press, 1969).

74



Vita Activa anD Vivere Civile

capacity did not end when it had depicted the polity as a moral com-
munity, since a city like Florence, whose normal institutional structure
was that of a complex of interlocking assemblies, boards, and commit-
tees, could learn much about the theory of such a structure from
Aristotelian analysis and Athenian history. To the civic humanists and

advocates of the vivere civile, it offered the theory which their commit-
ments rendered necessary: one which depicted human socid life as a
universality of participation rather than a universal for contemplation.
Particular men and the particular values they pursued met in citizenship
to pursue and enjoy the universal value of acting for the common good

and the pursuit of all lesser goods. But the theory was bought at a high
price; it imposed high demands and high risks. The polity must be a
perfect partnership of al citizens and al values since, if it was less, a
part would be ruling in the name of the whole, subjecting particular

goods to its own particular goods and moving toward despotism and
the corruption of its own values. The citizen must be a perfect citizen
since, if he was less, he prevented the polity from attaining perfection
and tempted his fellows, who did for him what he should have done
for himself, to injustice and corruption. To become the dependent of
another was as great a crime as to reduce another to dependence on
oneself. The dereliction of one citizen, therefore, reduced the others
chances of attaining and maintaining virtue, since virtue was now
politicized; it consisted in a partnership of ruling and being ruled with
others who must be as morally autonomous as oneself. In embracing
the civic ideal, therefore, the humanist staked his future as a mora
person on the political health of his city. He must in a totally non-
cynical sense accept the adage that one should love one's country more
than one's own soul; there was a sense in which the future of his soul

depended on it, for once the justice which was part of Christian virtue
was identified with the distributive justice of the polis, salvation became
in some degree social, in some degree dependent upon others.

To the Renaissance mind, this problem was bound to present itself
as a problem in time. We have seen that the problem of the republic
was the problem of maintaining a particular existence, that instability
was the characteristic of particularity and time the dimension of
instability. In the theory of the polis and the polity, it was possible to
recognize the republic as a universal, because a comprehensive and there-
fore stable, harmonization of particular values; and such a harmoniza-
tion should in principle—even when it assumed the abridged form of
a successful combination of the one, the few, and the many—remain
stable and unchanging in time. Yet as against this there was the pre-
sumption that the republic, being a work of men's hands, must come
to an end in time; there was the unmistakable historical fact that Ath-

75



THE PROBLEM AND ITS MODES

ens, Sparta, and Rome had all declined and ceased to he; and there were,
inherent in the Aristotelian analysis, excellent theoretical reasons why
this should he 0. Since the range of particular values and of activities,
associations, and individuals seeking them was of indefinite extent, it
would always he very hard to construct a polity which was not in fact
a dictatorship of some particulars over others, and it would he similarly
difficult to ensure that the citizen did not prefer his particular values
to the common good. If he did this, he sacrificed his civic virtue; but,
as we have aso seen, it was the predicament of civic virtue that it could
only he practiced with one's fellow citizens, and consequently might
he lost as surely in consequence of another's dereliction as of one's own.
The laws and other imperatives enjoining the virtues of citizenship
might he enforced as rigorously as they had been at Sparta, and yet the
citizen could not be forever sure of the self-maintained virtue of his
fellow, let alone of his own. Corruption (as it came to be called) was
an ever-present possibility. If virtue depended on the freely willed
actions of other men, on the maintenance of laws seeking to regulate
those actions, and on the continuance of the external circumstances
which made those laws possible, it in fact depended on a myriad
variables—on the polis seen as a myriad particulars as well as on the
polis seen as a single universal—and the name of the force directing
the variations of particulars was Fortune. Since Boethius, it had been
held that though the flux of secular happenings was inscrutable, unpre-
dictable, and to all appearances unjustifiable, nevertheless the Christian
might have faith that it was being providentially directed in ways rele-
vant to his salvation and that what appeared mere fortune in fact pro-
vided the context in which his active virtue took shape, the matter to
the latter's form. The theme was resumed and intensified in the writ-
ings of Christian humanists, as their sharpened philological and histori-
cal sense made them more acutely aware of the varieties of fortune
and the vicissitudes of the socia and mora contexts in which men
acted. But the politicization of virtue introduced a dramatic change.
The operations of fortune were no longer external to one's virtue, but
intrinsically part of it; if, that is to say, on€'s virtue depended on coop-
eration with others and could be lost by others failure to cooperate
with one, it depended on the maintenance of the polis in a perfection
which was perpetually prey to human failures and circumstantial varia-
tions. The citizen's virtue was in a specia sense hostage to fortune, and
it became of urgent moral importance to examine the polis as a struc-
ture of particulars seeking to maintain its stability—and its universal-
ity—in time.

For reasons which must be presumed to inhere in the character of
Athenian temporal consciousness, Aristotle had not been overwhelm-
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ingly concerned with the image of time as the dimension of instability,
but there existed at least one pre-Christian classic in which this concept
was applied to political and constitutional thought. The sixth book of
Polybius's Histories, though it did not become available in a language
other than Greek until the second decade of the sixteenth century,
exercised so great an influence on Renaissance ideas about politics in
time that it may be considered here as indicative of that age's funda-
mental conceptual problems. Polybius, a Greek exile of the second cen-
tury B.C. who witnessed from a vantage point within the Roman gov-
erning class Rome's conquest of the central Mediterranean, set himself®
to explain this unprecedented achievement by a city-state on the sup-
position that the republic's military success might be related to its
internal stability. He was thus led into a lengthy analysis of stability
and instability in cities, and to a rephrasing of the theory of polity
which was to have a momentous appeal to the Renaissance mind. He
took a variation of the sixfold classification used by Aristotle—mon-
archy, tyranny; aristocracy, oligarchy; democracy, ochlocracy (mob-
rule or anarchy)—and pronounced it a developmental sequence, the
famous anakukl sis politei n or cycle of constitutions.® That is, he
declared (with little warrant from the historical data known to him)
that any state, unless prevented, must pass through each of these forms
in turn and in the order stated, and from anarchy must return to mon-
archy and begin the cycle again. The only stable system would be
one which had escaped the cycle, or might hope to do so; it would
resemble Aristotle's polity in being a blend or balance of the three
numerically defined forms of government—monarchy, aristocracy, and
democracy.

To Polybius the cycle was a physis, a natural cycle of birth, growth,
and death through which republics were bound to pass;® yet insofar
as he offered means of escaping from it, he presented it less as nature
than as an undesired and malignant fate and, though in his writings
tyche and fortuna operate rather in the field of external events than in
that of internal relations, it is very important to understand how the

%®|n Book VI of his Histories. See vol. 1 of the 2-vol. ed. of E. S. Shuckburgh's
translation, with a new introduction by F. W. Walbank (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1962); F. W. Walbank, A Historical Commentary on Polybius
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1957); K. von Fritz, The Theory of the Mixed
Congtitution in Antiquity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1954) and
Robert Denoon Cumming, Human Nature and History (The University of Chi-
cago Press, 1969), vol. 1, chs. 4 and 5.

¥V, 3-10 (Shuckburgh, pp. 459-66), 57 (pp. 306-307).

40 Shuckburgh, p. 466; note, however, the dictum (repeated from p. 461) that
the Roman constitution is preeminently the product of natural causes, meaning
perhaps that it was not the result of forethought (p. 467).
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cycle might come to appear a special case of the rotation of Fortune's
wheel. Each simple form of government had its virtue, and it was this
that was bound to degenerate if unchecked by the virtues belonging
to the other potential ruling elements. In this idea of the corruption of

a good agent by the excess and overbalance of its single good quality,
there was something of the Greek tragic concept of hubris, something
more of the Aristotelian concept that the dictatorship of one good over

others was fatal to the ruling good as well as to the ruled. A Roman,
however, would recognize fortuna as the normal adversary of virtus,
and would understand that the virtus of each part, balancing and inte-
grating the virtutes of the others, was what in this case imposed order
and glory upon fortune. At the same time, it could be seen that through

politela—the constitution, or relation between virtues exercising pow-
ers—the politeuma, or citizen body, of Aristotle was being organized
into polis, as matter into its proper form, and held stable against the
deforming work of time—which, again, we have seen to be the work
of virtue against fortune. But virtus was now politicized; not the heroic
manhood of a ruling individual, but a partnership of citizens in a polis.

To Renaissance readers, the point must be that each simple virtue
must degenerate precisely because it was simple and particular. The
problem of the particular was its finitude, its mortality, its instability
in time, and once a virtue (itself universal) was embodied in a particu-
lar form of government it partook of this general instability. The
mortality in time of a system of human justice, moreover, was not sim-
ply a matter of physis, the natural life and death of living things; it
was a moral failure, a repetition of the Fall, and at the same moment
another triumph of the power of Fortune. When men sought to erect
moral systems in finite and historical shapes, they were placing their
virtue at Fortune's mercy. The wheel that raised and threw down kings
was an emblem of the vanity of human ambitions; a wheel that raised
and threw down republics was an emblem of the vanity of the human
pursuit of justice. And the citizen who had committed himself to the
active practice of a vivere civile must pay a heavy price for the retreat
into Boethian faith and contemplation; one no less heavy for the fact
that it was often paid.

A world in which justice rode the wheel of Fortune was a frighten-
ing prospect, but a certain intelligibility was paradoxically imported
by the notion of cyclical recurrence. Fortune, it could be argued, was
essentially uncreative and could only shuffle endlessly a pack of cards
she had not made. It was implicit in the whole concept of change as
irrational that change contained no principle of growth and could pro-
duce nothing new; therefore there could be no understanding of
growth or of change as history. But in that case Fortune was doomed
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to repeat her effects. When every possible combination of the cards
had been dealt, there was nothing she could do but begin again; to do
50 was the only recourse, and ricorso, like rivoluzione, became a term
regularly used to indicate that the fortune-process was beginning again
from an earlier point—perhaps from the beginning of everything. In
the long run, therefore, everything had happened before and would
happen again; Fortune's wheel became the image of repetition as well
as of unpredictability, and there arose the extremely important and,
within limits, heartening consequence that if one knew what had hap-
pened before, one could make predictive statements concerning the
combinations in which things would happen again. To the extent to
which this might be possible, Fortune's world would become more
intelligible, less frightening, and even more manageable.

It was a long step to the assumption that the cards would be dealt
again in the same order, that events would not only recur but recur
in identical sequences and cycles. Polybius made this assumption in
company with many of his fellow Stoics, and possibly felt the more
able to do so because he had reduced the number of variables to be
combined in making the polity from infinity to three.* If degenera-
tion was the only agent of change it must be uncreative; the number
of variables in the world must be finite; the fewer there were in any
department of reality the greater the chance that they would recur in
a fixed order, and three is a very small number indeed. It followed
further that he might permit himself a considerable degree of optimism
as to the chances of constructing a polity of universal form which
would escape the cycle of change. If al that was necessary was to
construct a mixture or balance of the one, the few, and the many,
assigning to each the measure—or kind—of power needed to check
the simple and self-corrupting reign of any one of the other two, then
it might seem that a universal political harmony was well within man's
conceptual and perhaps his practical grasp. And if the causes of change
lay in the inherent instability of particulars, and there were only three
particulars that needed to be taken into account in the construction
of a state, then the causes of change were few and might easily be
eliminated; it was within the bounds of possibility that a Polybian
mixed constitution might be immune from change and so last forever.
One would have left the Wheel and entered the Sphere.

But Polybius did not permit himself this position. As a Stoic he held
that nothing in this world was immortal, and he also predicted®? that
the richer and more powerful a commonwealth became, the harder

4 Cf. Cumming, pp. 143-54, for Polybiuss difficulties and Walbank's interpreta-
tion of them.
2 shuckburgh, p. 507.
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it would be to maintain the orders and virtues composing it in their
proper equilibrium. The pursuit of particular satisfactions would
become fiercer, until no system of restraints could contain it. He was
not only predicting—so at least it would appear to his readers in later
centuries—the disintegration of the Roman republic under the strains
and temptations of Mediterranean empire; he was stating that, even—
or especially—under the most prosperous of historical conditions, the
pursuit of particular goods would prove incompatible with the mainte-
nance of civic virtue. The republic was self-doomed. This to a Chris-
tian reader must mean that history could not be prevented from reiter-
ating the story of the Fall, and that not even the republic could replace
grace in saving man from its consequences. It was possible to say that
fortune (or that nature) would bring corruption and decay to any
republic in time, and to mean by this a repetition of the Augustinian
doctrine that man's salvation did not lie in politics or in history. Indeed,
Polybian theory that raised the possibility of a republic's proving
immortal virtually forced the Christian back to Augustine; for if the
republic lasted forever, the world must last forever, which it was pagan
to assert.

The Christian citizen might still seek to have it, as far as possible,
both ways. He might declare that a system of politicized virtue—a per-
fectly balanced Polybian commonwealth—could last as long as virtue
without grace could last in a world ruled by fall and fortune, which
might be almost forever. Alternatively, he might declare that the virtu-
ous city, which imposed form and stability upon fortune, was identical
with the kingdom of grace, that it would appear and manifest itself
when grace was bringing the eschaton to pass, that it embodied and
actualized the millennium or the Third Age. But the politicization of
grace came remarkably close to the replacement of grace by politics.
To such extremes and such heresies might the civic humanist mind be
driven by its decision to abandon both the traditional and the timeless
modes of politics and to attempt the realization of the universal values
of the polis in the particular, finite, and historical form of the republic.
Since the republic was neither a customary community nor an aspect
of the church militant, it must remain a moment in time—a moment
either in the fulfillment of prophecy or in the irrational turning of
fortune's wheel—or it must seek means of escaping from the concep-
tual scheme we have so far outlined. Minds that could be led to make
such commitments and take such chances would be toughly and secu-
larly civic minds indeed.
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CHAPTER IV

FROM BRUNI TO SAVONAROLA

Fortune, Venice and Apocalypse

[1]
THE SCHEME OF VALUES and problems outlined in the last chapter was
clearly not the sole ethos by which the Florentine citizen articu-
lated his sense of civic patriotism. There were other languages, derived
from Roman law and from the practical operation of Florentine insti-
tutions, in which this might be done and a set of active and participa-
tory values put into words; and it has understandably been the inten-
tion of Riesenberg' and others to question whether the concept of
"civic humanism" is needed at all to explain the rise of a civic con-
sciousness and its articulation. In civil law and municipal statute, they
have shown, the citizen's position was expressed in actual rather than
theoretical terms, which did not encounter the problems with which
this book is becoming concerned. In the chapters which follow, how-
ever, it will be argued that a language for which the term "civic
humanism” may appropriately be used can be traced, deriving from
the assertion of a republican vision of history, and employed for a
variety of purposes among which by far the most important was that
of asking whether the vivere civile and its values could indeed be held
stable in time. This purpose was consciously pursued by the great
thinkers of the last years of the Florentine republic, among them Guic-
ciardini who, though trained in both civil and canon law, made remark-
ably little use of jurisprudence in his studies of civic morality and
political institutions; while there is evidence? that in the daily delibera-

! Peter Riesenberg, "Civism and Roman Law in Fourteenth-century Italian
Society," in Explorations in Economic History, vol. 7, no. 1-2 (1969), pp. 237-54.
See also Lauro Martines (as cited above, ch. 11, n. 14).

2 Felix Gilbert, Machiavelli and Guicciardini: Politics and History in Sxteenth-
Century Florence (Princeton University Press, 1965), ch. 1. "Florentine Political
Institutions, Issues and Ideas at the End of the Fifteenth Century," is a study of
the language employed in the pratiche and other recorded debates which brings
out the extent to which its terminology coincided with that of Machiavelli and
Guicciardini. See aso his "Florentine Political Assumptions in the Period of
Savonarola and Soderini," Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 20
(1957), 187-214.
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tions of Florentine citizens, obsessed by external danger and internal
divisions, the language whose history we are tracing was employed.
At both practical and theoretical levels, the conceptual vocabulary of
"the Machiavellian moment” discharged a function and has a history
which can be written. It forms a significant part of the Florentine
legacy to subsequent European and Atlantic political perception.

In order to bring out that vocabulary's paradigmatic character, we
have located it in two ways: in the context of a model which asserts
that there were available only certain limited and specific ways of
rendering the sequence of secular phenomena intelligible, and in the
context of a history which asserts that, for whatever reasons, Italian
city-state humanism made increasing commitments to a scheme of active
civic values which necessitated existence first, in a polis and second, in
time. The formal dilemma of the humanist republic thus became that
it was an attempt to realize a universality of values within a particular,
and therefore finite and mortal, political structure. The revival of
Aristotelian philosophy carried with it the problem of reconciling the
Hellenic view that man wasformed to live in a city with the Christian
view that man was formed to live in communion with God; but it was
only when the republic, in its particularity as Rome or Florence,
claimed (for whatever reason) an autonomous history of its own that
it began opening new gaps between the two schemes of values. If—it
was always a question, never an assumption—republics existed only at
certain periods in human history, and these periods were exemplary
while the others were not, it was peculiarly clear that the republic,
which the values of the vita activa insisted was the realization of all
human goods in a self-sufficient system of distributive justice, led alife
finite in time and space, outside which was an unlegitimated world
governed by fortuna. It therefore faced a problem in mutability, which
could be finally overcome only if the final phase of a republic's exist-
ence could be made to coincide with the millennium, end of time, or
eschaton; while conversely, if it could finally solve the problem of
secular stability and last forever, the Christian time-scheme, the view
that man's ends transcended time and the city, and even the presence
of God himself in history, might vanish altogether.

At a less exalted level—closer to that on which the actual reconcilia-
tion of groups and factions must be attempted—republican theory
faced the problem of explaining how a system of distributive justice,
once defined as finite in space and time, could maintain its existence in
a world where fortuna constantly presented threats which, because
they were irrational, were always immediate rather than remote. It
was never quite enough to say that a system of distributive justice, in
which every virtue reinforced every other, should be fortified against
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every cause of instability. Once the polis was admitted to be finite, it
ceased to be truly self-sufficient;® it existed within, and was condi-
tioned by, an unstable temporal-spatial world, the domain of fortuna,
in which some of the conditions necessary to its stability were located
s0 that they could not be relied upon. The justice of the republic might
be the form into which civic virtue organized the circumstantial mat-
ter of human life; but the triumph of republican virtue over historical
fortune could not, within this conceptual scheme, be assured unless
grace were at work in history in such a way that the republic in its
temporal finitude occupied an eschatological moment.

Custom—the alternative, merely human way of organizing the suc-
cession of particulars otherwise known as providence or fortune, and
fashioning experience into usage and tradition which constituted the
second nature of man—however great its continuing importance, was
unlikely to meet the requirements of republican theory. There were
several reasons for this. The decision-making structure was more than
a community of custom; to the experience of the many must be added
the superior reflective capacity of the few, and a partnership of all
modes of intelligence and al human virtues must be organized before
it could be claimed that civic virtue had triumphed, with or without
the aid of grace. Both Christian redemption and the vivere civile were
concerned with man's first nature or essence, rather than his socialy
conditioned personality acquired through mere use. That must be
transformed if the former was to be fulfilled. And custom, it was obvi-
ous, had little if any power over the dangers to the republic arising
in the externa field.

To the partnership of custom, grace, and prophecy, the resources of
Greek and Roman political science added, it is true, a formidable
armory of reinforcements. We shall see that the end-product of the
Florentine experience was an impressive sociology of liberty, transmit-
ted to the European Enlightenment and the English and American rev-
olutions, which arose in reply to the chalenge posed by the republic's
commitment to existence in secular history. But of the Florentines cer-
tainly, and of the Americans probably, it can be said that they did not
fully succeed in solving the problem and showing how a self-suffi-
ciently virtuous republic could exist in the secular time which was a
consequence of its own finitude. We aver, then, that it was with this
problem—in a double sense that of the "Machiavellian moment"—that
Florentine thought grappled at the end of the republican period. It is

3 Cf. Polybius, VI, 57 (Shuckburgh ed., vol. 1, p. 506): "In all polities we observe
two sources of decay arising from natural causes, the one external, the other
internal and self-produced. The external admits of no certain or fixed definition,
but the internal follows a definite order."
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next incumbent on us to show that the problem and the modes of
confronting it did indeed appear to contemporary intelligences in terms
of the paradigmatic structures so far outlined.

(1]

We now become concerned with Florentine thought during the
century which followed 1434, when Cosimo de' Medici established a
sixty-year-long rule by his family, manipulating politics behind a
republican facade. After more than two full generations and the
masked principalities of four heads of the Medici family, this system
collapsed spectacularly in 1494 and was followed by an alternation of
equally insecure republican and Medicean regimes, until the family was
reestablished as a hereditary and titular dynasty by another Cosimo,
later Grand Duke of Tuscany, in 1537. The last quarter of this cen-
tury—from 1512—is that of the transforming writings of Machiavelli,
Guicciardini, and Giannotti, but the whole period can be treated in
terms of the working out of the implications and contradictions inher-
ent in civic humanism; and it can also be shown how the thought of
the Machiavellian epoch served to convey the Aristotelian-Polybian
tradition to future generations and to lands beyond Italy. There is
danger, however, that to concentrate on the giants of 1512-1530 may
be to forget how many of their themes and values had been stated for
them; and before the stage is set for the scenes of 1494, 1512, and 1527-
1530, something must be done to depict the expression of the civic
humanist outlook by the men of the quattrocento.

The premier political thinker, among those who witnessed the ideali-
zation of the Florentine republic after 1400 and its decline into the
crisis of 1434, is Leonardo Bruni from Arezzo. There were other
humanists and humanist writers—once there was a humanist style avail-
able for use, the terms could not be identical—who concerned them-
selves with the values of a vita activa and the ways in which a civic
virtus or virtu (the choice between Latin and Volgare could itself be
significant) might undergo exposure to, and rise triumphantly above,
the insecurities of fortuna; but not all of these pushed so far ahead as
to analyze the role, in relation to fortuna, of politela, the formalized
relationship between public roles which constituted the structure of
civic virtue when fully developed. They might consider public activity
and service to the republic as a mode of virtus in which the citizen
might or might not seek—while agreeing that he might not refuse—
to engage; they might show themselves hesitant between private,
familial, mercantile, and fully civic conceptions of the active role;* and

4 See generally Holmes, Florentine Enlightenment, ch. 5; Garin, Italian Human-
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a great part of the humanist vocabulary of virtus and fortuna might
come into play before the level of political analysis was reached and
the citizen depicted as necessarily involved in decision-making and
power-relationships with other citizens in varying patterns of distribu-
tion. The vocabulary of citizenship, like the vocabulary of humanism,
is complex and multiple. But though Florentine thinkers might many
times turn away from the image of the citizen as fully political being,
this level of analysis could not be neglected. One might easily find one-
self admitting that political engagement was necessary to virtue, and
when engagement was seen to have been lost or to have become subject
to another's manipulation, something had to be said of what had hap-
pened and why.

Bruni's development is therefore important to us, since he was both
representative and dominant among those who articulated at a political
level, first, the efflorescence of civic humanist ideals before 1430, and
second, the increasing consciousness of their problematic character
toward and after 1434. There is no full-dress study of his political
thought in English to compare with the chapters devoted to him by
Hans Baron,” and these are to some extent dominated by the chronol-
ogy of Bruni's earlier writings in relation to the Viscontian crisis of
1400-1402. For his later development, however, the crucial periods of
activity seem to be the years from 1415 to 1421, the year 1428, and
those from 1439 to Bruni's death in 1444, so that the crisis which
brought Cosimo to power in 1434 is not immediately reflected in his
productions. In his earlier works—the Laudatio Florentinae Urbis and
the Dialogi ad Petrum Paulum Histrum, written after 1402—and those
of his middle chancery period—the first four books of the Historiarum
Populi Fiorentini (1415-1421), the De Militia of 1421, and the Oratio
Funebris on Nanni degli Strozzi of 1427-1428—the following scheme
of civic values emerges. Active virtus, to achieve its highest develop-
ment in the confrontation with fortuna—Bruni on the whole differs
from those who pronounced that fortuna was only externally and con-
tingently related to virtus—requires the fullest participation in the life
of the city, and the citizen must be involved in the choice of magis-
trates and the making of laws and decisions. Florence meets this
requirement as a republic of a popular kind, in which most offices are
open to most citizens and the individual, if qualified at al, is not fur-
ther restricted by property or other qualification from joining in

ism, chs. Il and Ill, pp. 1-3; also Renée Neu Watkins' introduction to her transla-
tion of Alberti's Della Famiglia in The Family in Renaissance Florence (Colum-
bia: University of South Carolina Press, 1969).

®Baron, Crisis, chs. 3, 9, 10-12, 15, 17-18. Cf. Holmes, pp. 22-25, 26-28, 94-95,
155-64.
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political life on many, including some high, levels of responsibility.®
Bruni goes on to develop an idealization of Florentine civility along
lines consciously modeled on the Funeral Oration of Pericles;” the
citizen is he who can develop as many forms of human excellence as
possible and develop them all in the service of the city, and a consti-
tution like that of Athens—which Florence now follows—was praise-

worthy because it encouraged and required this combination of versa-

tility and patriotism from as many individuals as possible. The case for
the open society, as Bruni saw it, was that the excellence of one could

only flourish when developed in collaboration with the diverse excel-
lences of others; not only was it better for any citizen that there should

be many rather than few others, but such civic if not directly political

excellences as the arts and letters could flourish only under conditions
of liberty. It was aso better for any one republic that there should be
others than that it should rule the world alone. In the writings of his
middle period, Bruni restated the theme that Florence was descended
from the Roman republic—in which the temporal and spatia finitude
of republics, and their consegquent mortality, had been clearly acknowl-

edged—by declaring that there had been many free republics in ancient
Etruria (the modern Tuscany) and that their subjugation by the single
conquering republic of Rome had been a prime cause of the decay of
virtue, in Italy at large and ultimately in Rome herself.® Republics
needed other republics, because virtue was participatory and relational

and required the virtue of others; but what were to be the relations
between them?

It may or may not be relative to this problem that Bruni is to be
found, in the De Militia and the Oratio Funebris of seven years later,
addressing himself to the idealization of the citizen as warrior and the
warrior as citizen. It was already in the civic tradition to do this—
Petrarch had noticed as one of the highest manifestations of the Roman
triumph of virtus over fortuna that any army of citizens was prepared
pro libertate tuenda recta fronte mori®—and it was part of the Periclean
ethos which Bruni was adapting to express Florentine values that the
supreme good, the supreme devotion of one's self to the public good,
might be to embody in one's life as many virtues as one man might
display and then offer them all to the city in a sacrificial death. But, in

® See Laudatio, part iv; text in Baron, From Petrarch to Leonardo Bruni, pp.
258-63.

" Especially in the Oratio Funebris;, Baron, Crisis, pp. 412-30. Bruni is therefore
an exception to the general rule of pro-Spartanism enunciated above, ch. Ill, n. 37.

8Baron, Crisis, pp. 65, 74, 267-68, 417-18.

° Petrarch, Africa, quoted by Baron in Rowe and Stockdale, Fiorilegium (ch.
3, n. 4 above), p. 28.
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the De Militia particularly,”® Bruni is engaged in advancing several
statements more complex still. He seeks to identify with one another
an idealization of Christian knighthood, the circumstance that some
Florentine citizens are knights as that term was used in quattrocento
Italy, and the historical memory that the Roman ordo equestris was a
civic category possessing defined political functions, in such a way that
the military function can be considered not merely civic but an essen-
tial attribute of citizenship itself. Mercenaries appear as half-hearted
because they are ignoble; they fight poorly because they are not part
of what they fight for; they lack virtus in the field because they lack
that virtus which can be exercised only in the city. Citizens with arms
in their hands, by contrast, can not only be praised as exemplifying
Periclean virtue; it can be said that they fight better because they are
citizens—from which it is only a step to adding that they are better
citizens because they are willing to give the supreme proof of virtue.
What happens if the citizen warriors of one virtuous republic meet the
citizen warriors of another is not 0 clear. To suggest that they are
engaged in a chivalrous contest of virtue ("I will lay on for Tusculum
and lay thou on for Rome") would not satisfy the civic realist (and
Tuscan patriot) already aware that republics devoured other republics
and suffered loss of virtue, as well as inflicting it, when this occurred.

Subject to this qualification, however, the problem of particularity
appeared soluble so long as each individual trod his own path toward
universality in association with a diversity of others treading theirs; an
isonomia—as the Greeks had called a society in which office was widely
accessible on an equal footing—tended to realize this ideal. But in
Bruni's later writings he recorded his awareness of a change. Cosmo
de' Medici assumed power in 1434. By the end of the decade Bruni had
completed a Latin translation of Aristotle's Palitics, and had composed
in Greek a treatise On the Polity of the Florentines; and here as in the
later Histories he argued that Florence had become less a popular state
than a mixed one, in which there was a clear differentiation between
the political functions of the few and the many. It belonged to the
former to deliberate and propose policies, to the latter merely to accept
or reject, choosing between the alternatives placed before them; and
this differentiation had come about in Florentine affairs as the result
of historical change, the decision by the many to cease bearing arms
in their own defense. As a result, the effective control of policy had
fallen into the hands of a few, rich enough to possess the resources out
of which mercenaries were paid and disposed to employ statecraft

0 see the translation and commentary of C. C. Bayley, War and Society in
Renaissance Florence (University of Toronto Press, 1961); Holmes, pp. 156-57.
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rather than arms as the instruments of power (consilio magis quam
armis uterentur).” Now the wealthy and the sagacious normally form
elite minorities in Aristotelian analysis, and Bruni seems to be recording
that political power in Florence is being redistributed on a basis of
qualitative fitness. It could well be argued that this was no bad thing,
as it approximated the city to the condition of an Aristotelian polity,
and to say of a constitution that it was neither wholly aristocratic nor
wholly popular, but a mixture of both forms, was normally to praise
it. Bruni's language is indeed ambiguous; it was entirely consonant with
Aristotelian doctrine to say that power should be functionally dis-
tributed, so that the elites should exercise more specialized degrees of
responsibility than the non-elite, but there was a tension between this
and the no less classical principle that the degrees of responsibility
should be as evenly distributed as possible, o that the maximum number
of citizens should have opportunity to develop their highest capacities.
The Aristotelian analysis was flexible to the point of containing pro-
found contradictions. When Bruni says that the Florentine constitution
began to change from the moment when the mass of the citizens ceased
to bear arms, he is, says Baron, setting forth "a masterpiece of early-
humanistic sociological reasoning."** This we may accept; he is paying
realistic attention to the question "who decides what, and why?"; and
yet the thought is grounded in ethical concern for the development
of human capacities and we may detect the same underlying ambigui-
ties. Most contemporaries would have thought it an excellent provision
that neither arms nor an equal share of power should be in the hands
of those outstanding for neither wealth nor wisdom, and it is not cer-
tain that Bruni altogether disagrees. Yet he thinks of arms as the ultima
ratio whereby the citizen exposes his life in defense of the state and at
the same time ensures that the decision to expose it cannot be taken
without him; it is the possession of arms which makes a man a full
citizen, capable of, and required to display, the multiple versatility and
self-development which is the crown (and the prerequisite) of citizen-
ship. To abandon arms to professionals is to abandon the control of
policy to those €lite groups whom wealth and wisdom may render
peculiarly fit to control it; yet it is also to abandon on behalf of the
many all aspiration to become equally fit and equally virtuous—a goal
which they might have achieved through the exercise of arms. And
there remains in force Bruni's earlier doctrine that the full develop-
ment of citizenship requires that it be exercised by as many as possible.
If the number of effective citizens is few, then the number of €lite

2 From a Latin translation of the Iepi ris mohireias rdy Dhwperrv@y, quoted by
Baron, Crisis, p. 560.
2 Baron, Crisis, p. 427.
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groups governing the city is few also; the number of virtues exercised
in government must be few correspondingly, and the danger is pres-
ent—on Aristotelian and on Polybian principles—that these virtues will
be corrupted by the lack of any need to acknowledge the existence of
others. If the mixed state is one tending toward elite government, it
too may contain the seeds of decay, and Bruni's account of Florence's
movement from democracy toward polity is ambiguous in its value
judgments. Yet so great was the prestige of the word "polity” that
Bruni cannot quite equate the transition with degeneration or the tri-
umph of fortune. That judgment must be made by others, in other
terms.

Another writer of the early Medicean period noted the trend toward
oligarchy within a structure of supposedly wide participation which
characterized the years before as well as after 1434, and it is significant
that in his thought can be detected a revision of accepted ideas on the
subject of virtue and fortune. This was Giovanni Cavalcanti, the author
of two somewhat contrasting studies of the exile and return to power
of Cosimo de' Medici.”® In an analysis of his writings a modern scholar,
Claudio Vérese, begins* by studying a predecessor, Goro Dati—one
of the leading figures in Baron's reconstruction of civic humanism—
who in his patriotic history of the Viscontian war raises the problem
of whether Florence's predominance over her Tuscan neighbors is
due to providence, fortune, or some specia virtue. Dati replies—dis-
playing once again the "sociological reasoning” of the humanists—that
because Florence stands on agriculturally poor ground, her people have
become merchants, who travel through the world and learn from
observing the ways of other nations; there is, as we might say, an
intensification and speeding-up of the process of accumulating experi-
ence, and it has put Florence ahead of her neighbors in both wealth
and intelligence. It is implicit in this argument that a wide distribution
of participant civic rights serves, like the practice of trade and travel,
to mobilize more intelligence and virtue in the service of the common
good than could ever be achieved by a monarchy or tyranny. But, Dati
adds, none of this could have come about but for a specia gift of divine
grace, which is available to all who seek it through the practice of a
just and holy life; if it is not sought, then fortune comes into play and
takes away the goods of this world from the undeserving.® We are
looking here at traditional Christian doctrine, but there is a significant
difference between Dati's thought and the Boethian tradition: he is,
when all is said and done, talking about policy and success, and though

B Claudio Vérese, Soria e Politica nella Prosa del Quattrocento (Turin:

Einaudi, 1961), pp. 93-131.
¥ Varese, pp. 65-93. B Varese, pp. 76-77.
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he thinks of success as a reward for Christian virtue, he also thinks of
it as achieved by reason (ragione), the characteristic Florentine term
for that quality of the mind by which decisions of policy and state-
craft were directed. Fortune now invites the response of the appropri-
ate policy decision, and the purpose of such a decision is to control and
guide events, or at least to adapt oneself to them; a political definition
with a content other than the Christian humility and resignation rec-
ommended by Boethius. That Florence is a republic means that the
virtues are effectively mobilized in her service, and among the virtues
those of Christian piety occupy the foremost place in Dati's mind. But
if piety deserves success, ragione achieves it; the knowledge, skill, and
resolution by which the appropriate event-controlling decision is taken
are aso virtues; and we are near the point at which ragione and virtu
are amost interchangeable terms, and virtue confronts the challenge
of fortune less as the appropriate Christian than as the appropriate
Roman and political response—virtu beginning to take on its Machia-
vellian meaning of the skill and courage by which men are enabled to
dominate events and fortune.’® Along this line of development, of
course, it was possible for virtu to lose its Christian and even its ethical
meaning altogether; but as long as it appeared that virtu, in the policy
sense, was best practiced by the concurrence of citizens in a republic,
it could not lose its association with the social virtues, which were till
best described in Christian terms. Should the republic break down,
however, much that made human life intelligible and moral might
break down with it.

Giovanni Cavalcanti put these words in the mouth of a Florentine
urging a mercenary captain to leave the Viscontian service: "Surely
you have heard of the great constancy of the Florentines, and what it
is to have the love of a republic so constituted. That of your master,
though it be very great, yet it is brief; it cannot be more stable than
is the life of one man; but the Republic is continuous."!” The senti-
ment was something of a humanist commonplace, yet had not lost its
exciting and liberating implications. By joining together the energies
of many men, the republic achieved virtue and—what was very nearly
the same thing—stability; by taking on the technical immortality of a
corporation, it ceased to depend upon the virtue of one man (or a finite
number of men), which as it was less durable must actually be less in

8 "Ma la forza accompagnata della ragione debbe sempre vincere." Vérese, p. 79.

Y "Per certo tu conoscerai la gran costanza de' Fiorentini, e quello che & ad
avere I'amore di una cos fatta repubblica. Quella del tuo signore, posto che ella
sia grandissima, ella & pit breve; con cio che sia cosa che ella non pud essere
stabile se non quanto é la vita d'un uomo: ma la Repubblica & continua." Caval-
canti, Istorie fiorentine (Florence, 1838), Ill, xxv, quoted by Vérese, p. 117.
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virtue. We can see very clearly why it was that humanist knowledge,
which gave simultaneous access to the whole store of human wisdom,
was the mode of knowledge appropriate to a republic: since the latter
was a universitas, it could not depend on the knowledge and virtue of
one or a few men; neither could it depend upon an immemoria con-
tinuity of experience, since it was not a customary structure but lived
and acted in the present. The continuity of which Cavalcanti wrote
was a matter less of antiquity than of immortality. All social virtue was
mobilized in it; all human wisdom was made accessible by learning.
But Cavalcanti lived to see that the virtue, and the virtu, of the Floren-
tine republic had indeed become that of a limited number of persons,
and could not maintain itself as such.

He describes how, in the last phases of pre-Medicean rule, there came
to be a strange discrepancy between what was sad and who was
elected in the public assemblies of the republic, and what was deter-
mined and how it was determined in the politica backrooms where
things were actually done. Many were called and few were chosen, he
observed; many were called to office and few to real power.”® The
sensation is not an unfamiliar one to students of governing assemblies,
but Cavalcanti believed he was witnessing the decline of government
by participation. Rule by the citizens themselves, on a footing of abso-
lute or proportionate equality, was being replaced by the government
of a courthouse gang, of which the Medicean machine politics that
replaced it was only the culmination. To the phenomena he described,
later analysts were to give the name of corruption, a term among whose
many meanings perhaps the salient one is the replacement by private
relationships of those public relationships among citizens by which the
republic should be governed; and it is clear that Cavalcanti found the
most alarming feature of the process to be the replacement of rational-
ity by something else. He describes an assembly in a time of crisis, to
which citizens come and give their views; al is public and seemly,
what is said is both rational and virtuous; but there is no connection
between what is said and what is ultimately done, and by whom and
for what reasons decisions are finally taken cannot easily be found
out.”® Again, most modern readers will know how he felt; but the

B . il Comune era piti governato ale cene e negli scrittoi che nel Palagio; e
che molti erano eletti agli uffici e pochi a governo." Istorie fiorentine, II, I, p. 29.
Cf.Varese, p. 122.

¥ "Dette che ebbero queste ed altre convenevoli parole, molti cittadini salirono
ala ringhiera a consigliare: diversi cittadini consigliarono, e diversi consigli vi s
disse. E perché io non ero pratico a vedere come s amministravano i fatti della
Repubblica, dispos I'animo mio al tutto a portarne alcuna regola di governo con
meco; e, per meno fallibile, dess la regola e |'arte del preclaro cittadino Niccolo
da Uzzano, maestro piu reputato e piu dotto. Mentre le preallegate lettere s legge-
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important point to an understanding of Cavalcanti and his world is that,
to a republican idealist of the period, decisions could not be rational
or virtuous unless they were taken with the universal or at least
unhampered participation of the qualified citizens. Republics existed
to mobilize the intelligence and virtue of all citizens; their stability was
dependent on their doing so and if they failed they became govern-
ments of a few, whose intelligence and virtue were doomed to decline
by their finite and insufficient character. A hidden oligarchy behind
a republican facade must lack rationality, because it did not direct the
intelligence of al to the good of all; it must lack virtue, because it
subjected the good of all to the good as seen by a limited number; it
must lack virtu, because it did not mobilize the ragione and costanza
of all to deal with the happenings by which it was surrounded. It must
prove insufficient in both integrity and durability, and Cavalcanti calls
it tirannesco e non poalitico.

Consequently, it must encounter in new and complex forms the
problem of fortuna. Since it was less than virtuous, it must encounter
the temporal flux in its unlegitimated form and, since it lacked virtu,
without knowing how to control events or adapt oneself to them. It
must therefore confront a world irrational because not understood, one
in which words (as Thucydides noted in similar circumstances)
changed their meaning. We have seen the extraordinary importance
which the age attached to the notion of stability, but Cavalcanti, antici-
pating a theme of Machiavelli's, wrote that in Florence the pursuit of
stability had itself become a fault: "I accuse not the mobility of for-
tune, but the immobility of diverse persons and perverse men in our
republic . . . this pertinacity and fixity of nature (stabilitd della condi-
zione) among our citizens has been the cause of the many misfortunes

vano, e la proposta s feceva, e la turba consigliava, il nobile cittadino fortemente
dormiva, e niente di quelle cose udiva, non che le intendesse. Consigliati molti e
diverse cittadini, chi una cosa e chi un altra, diverse cose e diverse materie vi s
disse. Non s0 se fosse stato tentato o destino, o veramente il sonno avesse il suo
corso finito, tutto sonnelente i allaringhiera. . . . Detto che ebbe Niccolo questo
od fatto parere, tutti i consigliatori s accordarano a suo detto. Allora, avendo
io tenuto a mente i modi di Niccolo, per me s giudico che lui, con altri potenti,
aveva sopra quelle lettere, nel luogo privato e segreto, accordato e conchiuso che
quel consiglio fusse per lui dato, e per gli atri confermato e conchiuso. Allora,
per pil essere certo se il mio credere era d'accordo col suo essere, diss con
alcuni de' miei compagni quello che credeva, e com'egli mi pareva che nella
Repubblica ne dovesse seguire tirannesco e non politico vivere, che fuori del
palagio s amministrasse il governo della Repubblica. La risposta che mi fu data
col mio credere fu d'accordo, dicendo che com' io credeva cosi era . . " (I, I,
pp. 28-29).
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of the city."® It is sinful to remain unchanged in a world rendered
changeable by our own inadequacies and excesses; it is to persist in the
private value-pursuits which have disordered it. Florentine thought
was ambiguous as to whether men of virtue found the world providen-
tially directed or subject to their rational control, but there is no
ambiguity in the general assent that when men are not virtuous, the
world becomes problematic and even unintelligible. Cavalcanti insists
that when we are studying the moral and political lives of men in a
disordered or corrupt society, the world around them must be seen as
an uncontrolled and enigmatic flux, and the only question is whether
we must not add to the notion of fortune the notion of stellar influ-
ence. His conclusion is that we cannot do without astrology: the idea
of fortune is that of an essentially meaningless and absurd directing
power, but the central assertion of astrology is that the erratic affairs of
this world may be correlated with the irregular but not wholly random
movements of the errant stars. Paradoxically, such a belief restores the
possibility of free will; once we have restored a causal order to human
and social events, we may shape our own moral courses relative to that
order, and Cavalcanti's defense of astrology is that it is necessary if
moral judgments, by citizens or historians, are to be possible® All this
because he saw politicized virtue to have collapsed. The political order-
ing of society and the rational ordering of history had become nearly
interdependent.

Fortune controlled a chaos of unlegitimated particulars, visualized
amost always in terms of events and circumstantial alterations in
human affairs—vicissitudo rerum, la vicissitude des choses humaines.
The world appeared in this guise, as subject to the empire of fortune,
increasingly as the republic failed to unite al citizens in virtu and
ragione. But as that failure developed, there came to be another chaos
of unlegitimated particulars, that of individual wills, passions, and per-
sonalities, no longer joined in the moral union of citizenship. The fail-
ure of politicization brought the problem of particulars to the fore
once again—when Cavalcanti wrote of diverse persone e perversi
uomini, diversity and perversity were almost interchangeable terms—
and raised the problem of what power operated to make men unlike
one another and to shape the course of events as determined by psy-
chological diversity. It is of some significance that Cavalcanti did

20+ non accusando tanto la mobilita della fortuna, quanto la immobilita delle

diverse persone e de' perversi uomini della nostra republica. Al tutto dico che

guesta pertinacia e questa stabilita della condizione de' nostri cittadini e stata la

cagione delle tante sventure della nostra republica . . " (quoted by Vérese, p. 110).
2 Varese, pp. 108-109.
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not ascribe to fortune, nor altogether to the stars, the power of endow-
ing men with their personalities and preferences. Between the stars and
men he introduced a symbolic figure with the arresting name of Fan-
tasia, who expounds the history of the world, from the Hebrews to
the Greeks and from the Romans to the Florentines, and declares:

| am Fantasy common to every rational creature . . . there are as
many different human wills as there are different influences from
the stars . . . and as wills differ so differ the fantasies and the actions
of men. And | am the origin and the stay of al my disciples and |
have over each authority to exert such sovereignty as is granted me
by all the starry order, by command of the heavenly emperor to
whom are subject all things transitory and eternal, and from this
diversitgzof fantasy proceed al the diversities of character among
men...

Fantasia does not seem to be precisely a creative power shaping men
asthey cannot help being; that role is ascribed to the starry influences.
Rather she is a nonrational creative force immanent in men, by which
each is driven to fulfill his own individuality, sharply distinguished
from the universal values fulfilled by and in each individual according
to the thought of Aristotelian Christianity: a self-created uniqueness
of bent, in pursuing which each man acts out his fantasies and deter-
mines his individual personality. She has on the one hand something
in common with Erasmus's Folly, but on the other the rhetoric makes
clear that she shares many of the characteristics of Spenser's Mutability
or—more immediately—the traditional fortuna. As aforce driving par-
ticulars toward diversity, subject only to the stars and the Creator, she
is responsible for the course of human history; but exactly the same
role was assigned to fortune, whenever the course of events was not
stabilized and ordered by the successful establishment of republics.
Thereis aletter of Machiavelli's to the exiled Piero Soderini, in which
we are told that fantasia is part of what gives each man his individual

% "o sono fantasia comune a ciascheduna razionale creature. . . . E cosi sono
differenti volunta umane quante sono differenti le influenze delle nature nelle
stelle, e perché altra volta fu in Pipo di ser Brunellesco che non fu in Lorenzo di
Bartoluccio et altra fantasia fu nel maestro Gentile che non fu in Giuliano
d'Arrigo [it is significant that these all seem to be the names of artists] e cosi
come sono differenti le volunta, cosi son differenti le fantasie e le azioni negli
uomini. E io sono l'ungine e il sostegno di tutte le mie discepole e ho sopra
catuna autorita di comandare cotale signoria a me conceduta da tutto lo stellato
ordine per comandamento dello imperadore celestiale a cui sono suggette tutte le
cose caduche e sempiterne, e che queste diversita di fantasie procedono tante
diversita d'ingegni negli uomini . . " (quoted from a manuscript source by
Vérese, p. 111).
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personality. Fortuna, by contrast, gives us our circumstantial fates;
and—the thought recurs in Il Principe—it is because we find our
natures hard to change (Cavalcanti's stabilita) that fortuna has power
over us.® Fantasia and fortuna were concepts necessary to concretize,
rather than explain, the course of history when it was not legitimated
by political order; but the end of the republic was to establish virtue
and reason, and these were seen as utterly incompatible with change.
History existed in the absence of the republic, the only order which
could legitimize the coexistence of particulars.

Cavalcanti wrote in a context of republican failure, one where virtue
had failed to triumph over fortune. He had first seen that failure in the
machinations of the cliques which preceded and sought to oppose the
accession of Cosimo de' Medici to power. It was open to him either
to condemn Cosimo's rule as the culmination of backstairs govern-
ment, or to praise him as the author of an order which had transcended
it. There are signs of ambivalence in his various writings about this
matter, and it is perhaps best summarized in his observation that "if |
had supposed that human virtues could be immutable and perpetual in
this our transient and momentary life, | would have ventured to say
that [Cosimo] was a man rather divine than mortal."** We may
expound his thought as follows. Cosimo rules the city; but unlike the
republic, he is not immortal and so cannot mobilize in his person the
virtue and reason of al the body politic. His rule will pass, and will
not leave behind it a civic life designed to withstand vicissitudes and
decay; it is a child of fortune and fantasy, and perhaps a force of evil
since it fails to develop virtue and reason in others, a thing possible
only through the communion of citizenship which Cosimo frustrates.
On the other hand, his system obtains and endures; he has succeeded

% »Credo che come la natura ha fatto all'uomo diverso volto, cod gli abbia fatto
diverso ingegno et diversa fantasia. Da questo nasce che ciascuno secondo
I'ingegno et fantasia sua § governa. . . . Ma perché i tempi et le cose universal-
mente et particolarmente s mutano spesso, e gli uomini non mutano le loro
fantasie né i loro modi di procedere, accade che uno ha un tempo buona fortuna,
ed un tempo trista . . . havendo gli uomini prima la vista corta, et non potendo
poi comandare ala natura loro, ne segue che la fortuna varia et comanda agli
huomini, e tiengli sotto il giogo suo" (Lettere, ed. Gaeta, pp. 230-31). See K. R.
Minogue, "Theatricality and Politicss Machiavelli's Concept of Fantasia" in
B. Parekh and R. N. Berki, eds, The Morality of Politics (New York: Crane,
Russak and Co., 1972), pp. 148-62.

24 nCosmo de' Medici, il quale, sio conoscessi che le virtll negli uomini fossero
immutabili e perpetue in questa nostra transitoria e momentanea vita, io avrei
ardire di dire che fosse pi tosto uomo divino che mortale. . . " Istorie, I, I,
quoted by Vérese, p. 126. For uses of civic humanist symbolism to exalt Cosimo,
see Donald Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence: Prophecy and Patriotism in the
Renaissance (Princeton University Press, 1970), p. 60, n. 85.
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where the republic has failed, and it is just conceivable that he is the
restorer of men to citizenship or the creator of an order transcending
it. In any case, s0 far asit is possible to regard him as doing anything
which the republic failed to do, he has succeeded where the politicized
virtue and reason of society did not succeed. But man is zoon politikon;
his virtue and reason can flourish only in political associations, and if
Cosimo has transcended association by his isolated virtue, it should fol-
low that his virtue is superhuman. This is to equate him with the being
adumbrated by Aristotle, as far above political man as man is above
the beasts; but Cosimo's methods do not really suggest those of a
Platonic philosopher king. From this point the Machiavellian ambigui-
ties may be permitted to run on; if Cosimo's virtue has allowed him to
establish an order on the ruins of that in which alone men can be virtu-
ous, it may be that his virtue is virtu, outside morality altogether. We
shall later study the possibility of a legislator whose virtue preceded
the establishment of human civic virtue and was the occasion of it.
Cavalcanti had gone thus far down the road that leads to Machia-
velli because, when the republic seemed dissolved into its component
particulars, the individual seemed to have lost that community of
thought and action with his fellow citizens which the vita activa offered
him as means of comprehending and controlling both the particulars
by which his life was surrounded and his own being as a particular
person. The mainly neo-Platonic philosophies which flourished under
the government of Lorenzo de Medici may be read as attempts to
restore that harmony and control in a non-civic form.”® Though they
represent a return to the vita contemplativa, the contemplation they
offer is far from being a monastic meditation on undisturbed univer-
sds. The Platonic stress on knowledge as intuition and illumination
enables them to reassert the old doctrine that contemplation is a form
of action and even creation; man is presented as unique among created
beings in his ability to enter into the intellectual essences of al other
creatures, so that he identifies himself with them and in return takes
them up into his own nature. Hermetic and magic ideas permit it to
be said that knowledge and language, articulating into consciousness
the correspondences and principles by which all things are held
together, make man in his intellectuality (not his fantasia) the gover-
nor and creator (under God) of all things in creation. Particular
natures are universalized in being known by him, and he himself par-
takes in universality through knowing them. But hermetics are no
substitute for politics, if they cannot set up a scheme of relationships
between men as equal individuals. The universe of Pico della Miran-

% For these see Garin, ch. lll: "Platonism and the Dignity of Man."
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dola's Oration on the Dignity of Man is in the last analysis composed
of intelligible objects and the intellect that knows them, and although
knowledge for Pico has become an Adamic passion of identification
and creation, self-identification and self-creation, the relation between
citizens cannot really be reduced to the relation between the knower
and the known. Citizens are not engaged in knowing (and so creating)

the universe and themselves, so much as in managing the relationships
between one another's minds, wills, and purposes, and the appropriate
quality of mind for this enterprise is not a Platonic gnosis so much as
an Aristotelian philia or Christian agape. Magic, the manipulation of

objects through knowledge of their natures, is an activity supremely
unsuited to a relation between political equals, and to the extent to
which it tends to elevate knowledge to the status of action—the magi-
cian commands an object simply by speaking its name—it is not even a
form of Machiavellian virtu. A philosophy which isolated man—always
Man, an abstract and solitary universal—in his capacity as knower
could envisage the individual as philosopher, or as ruler if ruling were
thought of as an intellectual activity, but could not find concepts for

a relation between ruling individuals precisely because it thought only
of ruling and never of being ruled. The neo-Platonic attempt to reunite
knowledge and action failed, therefore, in proportion as it failed to take
account of socialized cognition, decision, and action; here was a realm
of experience with which it could not deal. It envisaged the life of
virtue and reason as an illumined communion with the cosmos, and
the stress it laid on the relation between knowledge and action suggests
that the cosmos was intended to reconcile man to the loss of the polis.

Perhaps this is one reason why Pico and other neo-Platonists were so
powerfully drawn to Savonarola, who as we shall see depicted the
restored polis as a holy community of justice appearing at an apoca-
lyptic climax of sacred time, so that grace and politics took over from
magic and philosophy as restorers of human nature.

In this context constitutional thought—if by that we mean thought
about the forms and institutions of joint action between citizens—
could assume great moral and even existential importance; it was con-
cerned with the restoration of politicized virtue, without which, there
was reason to fear, neither man's nature nor his world could be other
than a chaos of unintelligible forces. The theory available to Floren-
tines wishing to consider the relationships between citizens was, as we
have seen, Athenian theory mediated through a succession of classica
and humanist authors and summarized for working purposes into the
paradigms of the one-few-many classification of governmental forms.
It was during the period of Medicean ascendancy that the myth of
Venetian stability and antiquity assumed the character of a myth of

9
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Venice as an Aristotelian and later a Polybian polity, perfectly stable
because it was a perfect balance; and it is significant that this myth was
of Florentine as well as of Venetian making. Felix Gilbert has traced
its genesis® beginning in the impulse of humanists at Venice—Fran-
cesco Barbaro, aided by the Byzantine Giorgios Trapezuntios—to find

a classical justification for Venetian government, but evolving soon
into a means of characterizing and exploring that government's unique
structure. Venice was habitually free from faction and constitutional
instability, and could afford to forget many of the historical changes
she had in fact undergone, so that a myth of antiquity and changeless-
ness was already traditional and found expression in the epithet Serenis-

sima by which the republic chose to be styled. Humanist observers, in
search of the principles or classical paradigms which would explain the
causes of this stahility, fastened on two characteristics of the Venetian
constitution, which did not, however, point to identical conclusions.
The first of these was the analysis of the ruling powers into a Doge, a
Senate, and a Consiglio Maggiore; here, it seemed, was that combina-
tion of a one, a few, and a many of which classical theorists spoke. But
the other was the long-established limitation of citizenship, in the sense
of political participation, to a large yet finite body of ancient families.
This seemed to define Venice as an oligarchy or aristocracy; yet it was
usual to treat the numerical classification into one, few, and many as
equivalent with the socia classification into monarchy, aristocracy, and

democracy. Was Venice, then, a true mixed government or a true
aristocracy? A great deal of the subsequent mythical character assumed
by the image of the Most Serene Republic can be attributed to this
basic ambivalence of the paradigm, which can in turn be linked with
the ambiguities arising from Aristotle's crucial decision to combine
different sets of criteria in compressed verbal formulae. Doge, Senate,
and Consiglio Maggiore might stand for one, few, and many, for mon-

archy, aristocracy, and democracy, or for distinguishable political
functions which it was appropriate that one/monarchy, few/aristoc-

racy, and many/democracy might undertake; aristocracy might be
represented as a pure form of government, as an ingredient in three-
fold mixed government, or as capable of containing a mixture of one,

few, and many within its socially exclusive structure.

It is clear from Gilbert's analysis that the quattrocento Venetians had
no desire to think of themselves as anything but an aristocracy, though
one unusually well balanced and proportioned internally; nor was this
view of the case initially challenged by Florentines interested in the

26 "The Venetian Constitution in Florentine Political Thought,” in Nicolai
Rubinstein (ed.), Florentine Studies: Palitics and Society in Renaissance Florence
(London: Faber and Faber, 1968), pp. 463-500.
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constitution of Venice. The Venetian myth's main appeal in Laurentian
Florence was to members of the status group known as ottimati—those
long-established families, rather mercantile than noble in their origins,
who could see themselves as a hereditary ruling class or predominant
element, distinguished by prudence, experience, and other ruling quali-
ties above the average, and therefore as identifiable with those Aris-
totelian elites to whom such epithets as "few" or "aristocracy” might
justly be applied. Ottimati—the term is transferred from the optimates
or senatorial aristocracy of the Roman republic—who were discon-
tented with the share of responsibility and power alowed them by
Medicean political methods were understandably interested in any
argument or terminology which emphasized and classified the role of
a political aristocracy—a very different thing, by the way, from a
feudal or territorial nobility, whether or not the patricians of Venice
and Florence at this date were buying lands—and accordingly adopted
Venice as the contemporary model of a constitution embodying the
classical principles which alowed such an aristocracy its due share
of power. In the relations between the Doge and the Venetian aristoc-
racy they saw the relations which ought to, but did not, exist between
the head of the house of Medici and the ottimati of Florence, and some
of them may even have dreamed of a time when a Florentine Doge
would be but primus inter pares and not necessarily a Medici at all.
They had no interest, clearly, in emphasizing—and to emphasize it
would be necessary to invent—a democratic element in the constitu-
tion of Venice, and yet it is interesting to note how socia realities
conspired with the paradigm they had chosen to adopt to make them
do so. At Florence there really was a popolo (whether grasso or
minuto) with a long tradition of active citizenship, which it would be
hard to leave out of account in any theoretical or actual distribution
of power; and the one-few-many terminology, which both humanist
classcism and the tripartite form of the actual Venetian constitution
compelled them to employ, required them to talk in terms of a balance
between democracy as well as aristocracy and monarchy in the idea
scheme to which they were looking. In the post-Savonarolan era there
was to be a hard core of optimate theorists around and after Bernardo
Rucellai,?” who insisted that Venice was an aristocracy, that Florence
ought to be no more than an aristocracy, and that this was all they had
ever meant; but the intellectual initiative had been taken from them, as
much by the inescapable implications of their own language as by any-
thing ese.

27 Gilbert, "Bernardo Rucellai and the Orti Oricellari: A Study on the Origin

of Modern Political Thought," Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes
12 (1949), 101-31; see Machiavelli and Guicciardini, pp. 80-81.
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In the long run—at least as viewed in an Anglo-American perspec-
tive—the myth of Venice (at its most mythical) was to lie in the asser-
tion that the Venetian commonwealth was an immortally serene,
because perfectly balanced, combination of the three elements of mon-
archy, aristocracy, and democracy. This assertion was to be expressed
in the language and assumptions of Polybian theory, but in the quattro-
cento Polybius's sixth book was insufficiently known to be listed among
the sources of the Venetian myth, and it is rather to the grand tradi-
tion of Athenian philosophy and civic humanism that we should direct
our attention.”® The Florentine ottimati who played so large a part in
the myth's making can be seen to have invoked ideas and an ideology
which went beyond their desires or control, but the fact remains that
they saw themselves as citizens and expressed their class interests—if
we choose s0 to put it—in the language of the political community.
When what they may have intended as no more than an indication of
the relations that should obtain between the one and the few—between
Lorenzo or Piero and the ottimati—became a paradigm of the relations
that should obtain between all parts of the Florentine polity, the ideal
of universal citizenship was restored to the Florentine vocabulary in the
form of an Aristotelian-Polybian mixture. Yet the circumstances in
which this came about—the intellectual tone of the years following
1494—revedl that it could not be done without great political and ideo-
logical tensions. The heritage of civic humanism was such that the
failure of citizenship compelled the intellect to confront the image of
a disordered universe as surely as the failure of "order and degree" did
Shakespeare's, and the neo-Platonic philosophies encouraged the
thought that the only return to order lay through the union of the
intellect with the cosmos, a dramatic restoration of the unity of
the intelligible world. The minds that developed the myth of Venice
belonged to an alternative tradition, which proposed to restore the
world through citizenship and political order, and the image of Venice
was merely the vehicle through which they conveyed once more the
categories of Aristotelian politics. Yet Venice became a myth, a para-
digm exercising compulsive force on the imagination; and—Ieaving
aside the problem of what failure of nerve at Florence it was that com-
pelled thinkers to rely so heavily on the image of arival city for which
they felt no love—the force of the symbol surely lay in its perfection:
in the vision it conveyed of a polity in which all particulars were har-
monized and whose stability was consequently immortal. If a polity
was to restore order to the subjective world, it must be truly universal.

% Barbaro and Trapezuntios seem to have modeled their ideal Venice on Plato's
Laws; Gilbert, "Venetian Constitution," pp. 468-69.
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It is intensely interesting that the image of Venice became politically
operative at Florence at the moment when the apocalyptic preachings
of Savonarola encouraged that city to see herself as holy and elect, the
instrument by which God would reform the church and save the
world.

In 1494 Medicean rule collapsed at the advent of the French army,
and toward the end of the year was set up the constitution which was
to symbolize Florentine republicanism for the brief remainder of its
politicar existence—from 1494 to 1512 and from 1527 to 1530. This
constitution included a Consiglio Grande, a Signoria, and a Gonfalo-
niere (who became an official appointed for life in 1502); and contem-
porary theory insisted on the correspondence between these and the
many, few, and one of classica analysis. Further, the admission on a
fairly broad scae of nonaristocratic elements into the Consiglio
Grande, with the consequent right of election to office in the Signoria,
indicated that there was a popular or democratic presence in the con-
stitution—these epithets have of course to be taken in the sense in
which they were then used—and that a balance between the socid
categories of democracy and aristocracy accompanied that between
the numerically determined categories of many, few, and one. By the
time-honored device of blending the two modes of categorization, the
constitution was spoken of as a balance or mixture of democracy, aris-
tocracy, and monarchy, although the ottimati by no means dominated
the Signoria—the "few" considered in numerical terms—and the exer-
cise of power by one man, even for life, did not constitute him a class
or status-group in the sense in which a king and his courtiers might be
said to form one. But this was the constitution which was repeatedly
and generally said to be modeled on that of Venice—the hall built for
meetings of the Consiglio Grande being modeled on that of the Vene-
tian Consiglio Maggiore®—and it is to this identification that Venice
owed much of her reputation as a uniquely stable blend of democ-
racy, aristocracy, and monarchy. If, however, the myth of Venice
owes a great deal to the Florentine constitution of 1494, it is not less
true that 1494 marks the capture of the myth by advocates of broadly
based mixed government. All the evidence collected by Gilbert goes
to suggest that Florentines before 1494 generaly saw Venice as an
aristocracy. Who then thought Venetian imagery appropriate to the
legitimation of a popular-aristocratic mixed government, and why was
it that this mode of legitimation was generally accepted as being appro-
priate? The situation becomes more puzzling when we find the Con-
siglio Grande, the constitution that went with it and the recommenda-

2 Gilbert, Machiavelli and Guicciardini, pp. 9-10.
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tion of Venice as the model which that constitution followed, all
occurring together in the apocalyptic sermons of Girolamo Savonarola.
These often lucid and intellectual addresses revea to us the eschato-
logical coexisting with the other modes of expounding the affairs of
particular political systems, which our model disposes us to expect as
crucial in early modern republican thought.

Savonarola® had been resident in Florence since 1490 and had devel-
oped an increasingly prophetic style of preaching, in which he
exhorted his hearers to repentance by foretelling events of a dramatic
and terrible nature that should be God's judgment on a corrupt world
and prepare the way for its purification. In the climate of the time,
this was evocative of a semi-underground strain of chiliastic preaching,
whose possibilities were always heretical and subversive; but Savona
rola, however responsive to this tradition, showed great determination
to remain the orthodox Thomist of his Dominican training. It is, how-
ever, remarkable—or at least it appears o to us—to find the apocalyptic
mode, which we associate with the irrationalism of the oppressed,
exerting such power over the minds of Renaissance Florentines; yet this
is a point at which it is easy to construct a false antithesis. The effect
of civic humanism, we have seen, was to isolate the community in its
present moment of time; apocalyptic history presented time as a series
of moments of unique significance, in which any community might
find itself called to play a part as momentous as that of Israel or Rome.
The attempt to realize the civic community was not far removed, in
the thought of the time, from the attempt to realize the holy commu-
nity and might draw on the same language. Before 1494, however,
Savonarola had nothing to say about the political form of the Floren-
tine community—though the Medicean government was understand-
ably uneasy about having a prophet in its midst—and emphasized not
that Florence had a unique part to play among the nations, but that
God's most terrible judgment was coming upon the city and coming
immediately. The fact that it was Florence upon which the doom was
to fall must nevertheless have heightened his audience's awareness of
their community's unique individuality, and the phrase "a once and
swiftly"—cito et velociter—which Savonarola repeatedly used with
terrific effect, must similarly have heightened sensitivity of the unique
importance of the present moment. All this became focused upon the
forthcoming expedition of the French king against Naples;, Charles

%A study of the relation of apocalyptic to civic humanism in Savonarola's
thought, more subtle and far-reaching than is attempted here, is now available in
Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence. See the same author's "Savonarola and
Machiavelli,” in Myron P. Gilmore, ed., Studies on Machiavelli (Florence: G. C.
Sansoni, 1972).
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VIII figured as a flagellum Del, a "king from the north" in the language
of Old Testament prophecy, who should punish Italy and purge the
church of its corruptions. We may be reminded of the mystical impe-
rialism of Dante or even Cola di Rienzo; but the event was to produce
a revolution at Florence which involved Savonarola, irrevocably and
as it turned out tragically, in political events and compelled his pro-
phetic vision to take account of the civic ideal. The language of apoca-
lypse had now to blend with the language of political community.

When Charles VIII reached Florence, Medicean rule collapsed in a
series of revolutions. Piero de' Medici lost his nerve; the inner ring of
influential ottimati discovered that they could now bring to an end, by
refusing to support, a regime which they found increasingly trying;
an attempt, after Piero's abdication, to restore the old republican sys
tem by leaving it to the ottimati to refurbish the traditional institutions
failed in its turn, in the face of an upsurge of political activity on the
part of the popolo—the non-elite membership of the politically enfran-
chised classes. These were the circumstances in which there was
brought forward and adopted the tripartite constitution based on the
Consiglio Grande, and the still obscure decision was taken to recom-
mend this essentialy nonaristocratic structure as following the Vene-
tian model. Savonarola played a leading part in recommending and
later in guiding this constitution, and the imagery of Venice is to be
found in his sermons. It is nevertheless hard to believe that his was the
brain that devised the constitution, and the terms in which he recom-
mended it as an imitation of Venice certainly do not suggest that this
idea originated with him.3! In the history of ideology, however, we
are concerned less with initiatives, motives, and actions than with lan-
guages and the ways in which they are used; and we may study Savo-
narola's preachings at this juncture—November-December 1494—in
order to draw conclusions about the condition of republican ideology
at this moment.*

The crucial conjuncture was that between Savonarola's apocalyptic
utterances and the resurgence of the republican popolo: between
prophecy and citizenship. He had been convinced that a special divine
judgment was in preparation for Florence and the church, and it was
possible for this conviction to become belief in a specia divine mission
for Florence in the world. Whom God chasteneth he loveth; Florence

% Weinstein, Savonarola, pp. 20-23, 150-53; Nicolai Rubinstein, "Politics and
Constitution in Florence at the End of the Fifteenth Century," in E. F. Jacob
(ed.), Italian Renaissance Studies (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1960).

%2 | use the edition of Francesco Cognasso, Savonarola: Prediche Italiane ai
Fiorentini: |, Novembre-Dicembre del 1494 (Perugia and Venice: La Nuova ltalia
Editrice, 1930).
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was to be visited because Florence was elect.®® He came to believe that

the church was to be reformed through a spiritual renewal beginning
at Florence—apocalyptic thought identifying spiritual history with the
secular community—and more important still, he came to eguate this
renewal with arestoration of republican citizenship. The precise degree
to which his thought moved from the observance of traditional moral-
ity to the distribution of political functions is the issue debated between
those who dispute how far it continued or departed from medieval

norms,® but it is of more value to the purposes of this study to notice
how Savonarola was able to blend Aristotelian, civic, and apocalyptic

language in a single synthesis.

His millennial expectations coincided with the ideological needs of a
moment when the republic was to be restored after an eclipse of more
than sixty years. Unsophisticated Florentines identified the republic
with the traditions of the city and with their patron San Giovanni;
San Giovanni was therefore to be restored, just as a short-lived repub-
lican regime at Milan in 1447 had taken the name of Sant' Ambrogio,
and as at serene Venice San Marco had never ceased to reign.*® But
intellects responsive to a tradition of heretical preaching, and those
responsive to the ideals of civic humanism and the torments of its
apparent disintegration, might both express in a more sophisticated
eschatology the sublime audacity of what they were now attempting.
A republic was to be restored; a particular city was to attempt—after
earlier failure—to render itself universal in time. Neo-Platonic thought
supplied a hermetic vocabulary for such endeavors, but one which did
not lend itself to political expression. The language of eschatology,
however, described a series of occasions on which human communities
had become of universal significance through acts of divine grace. To
restore citizenship might be to restore man to his universality; if this
could not be done through hermetic wisdom, it might be done through
restoration of the vivere civile and the zoon politikon; but restoration
of the active life must be performed by an act in time.

Savonarola's millennialism, however, was obstinately orthodox and
Thomist. Though he spoke of a Fifth Age of the church now at hand
and came to his ultimate downfall through condemning the pope as

33 Weinstein, Savonarola, passim: in particular the discussion, pp. 35-66, of the
extent to which a new apocalyptic arose to replace the older Guelfic sense of
Florence's divine mission; and the text of the Compendium Revelationum—writ-
ten by Savonarola in 1495 as an account of his history as a prophet—cited in
English translation, pp. 68-78; aso pp. 168-70.

34 Weinstein, Savonarola, pp. 4-25, surveys the historiographical literature on
Savonarola.

% Gilbert, "Venetian Constitution," p. 464.
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Antichrist,* he shared St. Thomas's doctrine that grace fulfilled nature
and did not abolish it. There is a form of life which is natural to man,
namely the pursuit of values in fellowship and association; the city is
that fellowship in which a common good, the good of al, is pursued
and men seek others' goods rather than their own.*” There may there-
fore be a restoration of the church or the city which is a restoration
of the true form to human life. Such a reformatio or rinnovazione is
strictly Aristotelian, an assertion of the primacy of spirit and form over
matter, but it must be the work of grace and it must be carried out in
time. Since the prima forma is the gift of grace, it cannot be renewed
without a renewal of grace, and this is for all who will have it by liv-
ing justly. But things divine—Savonarola makes Noah tell his sons in
the Ark—are not subject to time; things temporal are in need of peri-
odic restoration. The church is no exception to this rule,® and so can
be restored by the establishment of a human giustizia, through Flor-
ence's becoming what a human community ought to be and naturally
is; but this recovery of prima forma can come about only through
grace operating in time, choosing and proclaiming the moment in
Florentine, Italian, and spiritual history and sending to the city the
prophetic message of her election. It is for the Florentines to heed the
prophet and embrace the moment.

So profoundly mistaken—Savonarola repeatedly insists®—is the say-

% Weinstein, Savonarola, ch. v, is a detailed analysis of Savonarola's millennialism.

5" For this see especially the sermon of 14 December 1494 (Cognasso, pp. 18l-
97) and the Trattato circa il reggimento e governo della citta di Firenze, com-
posed in 1497, Edizione Nazionale delle Opere di Girolamo Savonarola, vol. Xl,
Prediche sopra Aggeo con il Trattato . . ., ed. Luigi Firpo (Rome: Angelo Belar-
dotti, 1955).

% Cognasso, pp. 108-10 (7 December 1494): "S come per e diluvio s rinnovo
el mondo, cosi manda Dio queste tribulazioni per rinnovare la chiesa sua con
quelli che staranno nell'arca. Ma notate che quelle cose che non sono subiette al
tempo non invecchiano, e perd non s rinnovano. Dio, li beati ed € cielo non
invecchiano, che non sono sottoposti al tempo, ma le cose temporali e composte
di elementi mancano ed invecchiano e perd hanno bisogno di rinnovazione. Simil-
mente la Chiesa di Dio che fu construtta ed edificata della unione de' fedeli e
delle loro buone operazioni, quando quelle mancano, s chiama invecchiata ed ha
bisogno di rinnovarsi ... Or quanto a rinnovare una cosa che sia composta di
materia e di forma, dovete notare, secondo l|'ordine delle cose naturali, che la
rinnovazione sua consiste prima e principalmente nella forma e secundario nella
materia. L'uomo € composto di forma e materia, cioé d'anima e di corpo, ed €
corpo e fatto per l'anima, perd bisogna rinnovarsi prima nell'anima. Adunque
vediamo prima la rinnovazione della forma."

® Cognasso, pp. 116-17 (7 December 1494), and 18690 (14 December). The
latter are a lengthy and formal refutation of the same dictum, in which it is
proved in extenso that states can be governed only in perfection of form through
grace.
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ing (attributed to Cosimo de' Medici) that states cannot be governed
with paternosters. In this, clearly enough, he was anticipating Machia-
velli's later criticism and meeting it on its own ground. The just city
does not exist in the moment of fortuna and ragione, because it exists
in the moment of grazia and rinnovazione; but an evident corollary is
that it must exist in one or the other—there is no third choice. We are
now brought, by Savonarola's own use of language, to confront the
problem of exactly how far he saw virtue as politicized, the reign of
justice as necessitating a high level of general participation in citizen-
ship within a polity. The means existed of making such a transition; if
the prima forma meant that each must follow the common good rather
than his own, the exercise of citizenship was by far the most conscious
and institutionalized means of doing this, and polity could well be the
form of justice. From this it would follow that the establishment of a
republic might be the moment of grace. But it is not easy to maintain
that Savonarola ever saw the exercise of citizenship as the paradigm
under which the exercise of al the traditional virtues must be brought.
What can be established is that he spoke increasingly of governo e
reggimento as the forma, opposed to the materia, of the reformed
life;* that he denounced tyranny** and the rule of one man able to
subject others to his ends* as incompatible with justice, seeming to
mean less that the tyrant practised injustice upon others than that he
impeded their practice of justice in their own lives;, and that when he
recommends the adoption of a republic,”® on the Venetian model,* it
is in the context of rinnovazione and the apocalyptic moment.

At this point it is less clear that Savonarola saw mora reform as pos-

40 Cf. Weinstein, Savonarola, pp. 147, 153-54, 156-58.

4l seen. 39, above, and Cognasso, p. 212.

42 Cognasso, pp. 115, 194; 219 (16 December): ". . . tho detto e ridico, che tu
facci in questo tuo nuovo governo e pigli tale modo di reforma che nessuno citta-
dino s possa far capo della citta, accio che tu non perda pitu quella liberta che
Dio t'ha data e restituita. Che male € questo? Anzi quanto € € tuo bene e la tua
salute. lo vorrei che voi fussi tutto uno cuore ed una anima e che ciascuno
attendesse a ben commune e qual bene che Iui avesse dalla citta, lo riconoscesse
dal commune e dal publico e non da alcuno privato."

4 Governo civile or reggimento civile are the terms used in the Trattato; cf.
Weinstein, Savonarola, ch. IX. Such language appears in the later sermons, rather
than in those of 1494.

4 Cognasso, p. 117 (7 December): "E cod essendo fondati nel timore di Dio,
Lui vi dara grazia di trovare buona forma a questo vostro nuovo reggimento, accio
che nessuno possa innalzare e capo, o come fanno € Veneziani, o come meglio
Dio vi inspirerd. Per la qual cosa accido che Dio vi illumini, vi esorto per tre
giorni a fare orazione e digiuni per tutto € populo e poi vi congregate insieme
ne' vostri Consigli per pigliare buona forma a vostro governo. E questo basti
aver detto quanto ala forma per reformarvi. . . ."
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sible only in a republic — though elements of this thought point in that
direction — than that he realized that the republic could be legitimized
only in the context of a moral reform. But it may be that the best and
most revealing index to his underlying feelings about the republican
form is to be found in his attitude toward the Florentine character and
its history. In the medieval writers who were his guides to Aristotelian
politics — St. Thomas and Ptolemy of Lucca®™ — he found it unequivo-
cally stated that monarchy, if the rule of one good man, was the best
form of government, but that nevertheless, in the actual world it was
necessary to concede to a people the sort of regime best adapted to its
particular and local character.”® He proceeds to argue that tradition
and climate (if not, as earlier humanists had declared, the practice of
merchandise and travel) have made the Florentines peculiarly habituated
to taking part in their own government, and have endowed them with
a character peculiarly suited to doing so.*” If then a governo civile or
republic is the best form of government for Florence, it is — on the
face of it — as a second-best and in consequence of the second nature
which the citizens have acquired through usage and custom. But there
now comes into play a uniquely Christian mode of thought by which
Savonarola is paradoxically enabled to make usage a prerequisite of
renewal and rebirth. He repeatedly declares that consuetudine® is no
foundation for spiritual reform. Second nature is a barrier to true
realization of one's original nature or prima forma; it is an artificial
personality which individuals erect around themselves without employ-
ing their right reason — as there are musicians o little aware of what
they are doing that they can talk to their friends on irrelevant matters
while they play*® — and sometimes use as protective shells o that they
can hear the prophet's words without attending to their true import.>
So powerful a barrier is this that even the reformer must often proceed
pian piano, like a doctor who sets about curing a disease by slow and
careful steps® Yet in these very passages Savonarola makes it clear
that he has not suddenly become a cautious pragmatist; it is an agony
to proceed pian piano, because the burden of the prophetic message
becomes greater for the fact that it cannot be spoken all at once.*? The

* Weinstein, Savonarola, p. 290. “®|bid., pp. 292-93.

47) Cognasso, pp. 183-84 (14 December); Trattato, 1, 3 (pp. 446-50), I, 3 (p.
470).

“8 Cognasso, pp. 125 (8 December); 228-31 (17 December).

49 savonarola, Prediche sopra Ezechiele, ed. Roberto Ridolfi, Edizione Nazio-
nale, vols, |-l (Rome: Angelo Belardotti, 1955), I, 90-91.

* | bid., and Cognasso, p. 230.

5! Cognasso, pp. 125-26, 144, 146, 268, 272.

52 Cognasso, pp. 144-45 (9 December): "O Firenze, io non ti posso dire . . .
O Firenze, ¢ io ti potess dire ogni cosa ... lo ho veduto uno infermo piagato
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reformation of the artificial personality must be atotal rebirth, the old
man dying to be born again in the new;*® the republican traditions of
Florence are of little help in the creation of the reign of justice,** and
the city must change its form through grace and be no longer the city
of Florence but the city of God.*®

But it is Florence which has been chosen to be reborn in this way,
and there seems little doubt that the traditional second nature of the
citizens is one reason for, or sign of, this election. The old Adam (to
use Pauline phraseology) must die and be reborn; but some "old men"
are predestined for rebirth above others, and there is no reason why
use and tradition should not be among the predetermining forces. The
peculiar nature of the Florentines fits them, we are to understand, to
be the object of a peculiar act of divine providence and to occupy a
peculiar moment in apocalyptic time. It is no