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Introduction

IT is a curious, extraordinarily important, but largely neglected fact of life for contemporary Scots that they have at their disposal two separate sets of historical referents, two distinct interpretations of their past or, in short, two histories. That is, in reviewing their historical experience and locating and identifying themselves in terms of their relationship with the past, they confront a situation that at once colours and is coloured by their understanding of themselves both as Scots and as members of a wider British community. Generally speaking, for example, as Scots, they are familiar (though seldom terribly so) with a range of ‘facts’ and points of reference associated with the historical experience of a homogeneous but no longer politically autonomous Scottish community. Equally, however, as Britons, they are also familiar (often to a slightly greater degree) with the historical experience of a composite and still politically dynamic British state. On the face of it, of course, this need not present any real dilemma: after all, identification with a province, locality, town or street does not necessarily preclude or invalidate identification with a greater, more all-encompassing whole. Looked at more closely, however, the efforts of Scots to be both Scottish and British inevitably does generate strains and tensions. For, all things considered, it takes immense ingenuity (or considerable indifference) to maintain the histories of Britain and Scotland, as they are currently interpreted, in double harness.

The problem is rooted in the concept of ‘Britain’ itself The pious hope that after the parliamentary union the idea of being English or Scottish would give way to the idea of being British has remained just that — a pious hope. The English, for better or for worse, have steadfastly refused to be anything other than English and, for most of them, the distinction between English and British remains little more than an irritating semantic quibble. The Scots, on the other hand, both before and since 1707, have maintained the distinction as a significant matter of principle and still persist (at least when it suits them) in differentiating between their Scottish and British personae. What they have signally failed to do, however, is to endow the latter with a credible history distinguishable from (but combining) specifically Scottish and specifically English experience. A British history in this sense, if it has ever been written, has never enjoyed widespread appeal in Scotland, far less in England. Moreover, it is undoubtedly the case that, owing to the nature and location of British political and cultural institutions, the continuities of English historical experience have a far more tangible existence in the present than do those of Scottish experience. Willy-nilly, therefore, when the Scots (or, for that matter, anyone else) invoke British history, they are appealing essentially to the continuities of English experience rather than to a common perspective arising from a shared or combined historical identity. As Britons, in other words, the Scots tend merely to avail themselves of (and, indeed, to exalt) the continuities and points of reference of an alien and, qua Scots, potentially antithetical historical experience.

The dominance of what might be called this ‘Anglo-British’ historical perspective should occasion neither surprise nor outrage. After all, England is indisputably the more powerful partner in the British relationship and in 1707 Scotland was absorbed into her political institutions rather than vice versa. Moreover, as was suggested above, many of these institutions still exist and their massive continuity (the proud boast of Englishmen for generations) inevitably generates a relationship between the present and the past which can afford to ignore Scotland altogether and which the Scots — saving their insistence on the label ‘British’ — have for the most part willingly (or at least passively) accepted. What is perhaps more surprising is that the Scots still retain any sense of being Scottish at all and that they are still vaguely aware of historical referents distinct from those associated with Anglo-British experience. This intriguing phenomenon deserves more thorough investigation from historians, but space permits here only some brief comments on its form and implications.

On a popular level, Scottish historical consciousness manifests itself most notably in a sentimental attachment to such tragic figures as Mary Queen of Scots and Charles Edward Stuart. Suitably romanticized, these ‘tartan’ heroes sustain both a prolific publishing and a flourishing tourist industry. At the same time, however, they serve a crucial (if paradoxical) function in validating, not the continuity of a distinctively Scottish historical identity, but the primacy of the dominant Anglo-British historical perspective. For, far from disrupting the powerful continuities of ‘British’ experience, their splendidly unsuccessful efforts to change the course of history serve rather to confirm those continuities while, simultaneously, underwriting the discontinuity and ultimate demise of a distinct and on-going Scottish tradition. In other words, nostalgic reverence for such glorious failures lends the Scots a comforting but, in terms of the present, anaesthetized and quite irrelevant sense of historical identity. They can be Scots, therefore, without denying that they are also Britons. Indeed, one is tempted to argue, in proclaiming their Scottishness in this way, they are confirming that they are in fact (and first and foremost) Anglo-British!

Scottish nationalists, perhaps vaguely aware of these implications, have never much cared for either Mary Stuart or Bonnie Prince Charlie. More importantly, however, professional historians of Scotland have seldom allowed them entirely to dominate their historical interests. Quite correctly, they have continued to write and rewrite Scottish history without undue regard to popular taste. If there was, in the past, a tendency to interpret it as a pale reflection of English experience (on the assumption that, apart from in church matters, what was important in English history must also have been important in Scottish history), there has, in more recent times, been a greater willingness to abandon the norms of an inappropriate historiographical tradition and to seek to understand Scottish history in terms of its own inner dynamic. This, of course, is by no means indicative of the emergence of a nationalist historiography in any overtly political sense. On the contrary, it is simply a rather belated recognition of what the facts themselves suggest — that Scottish historical experience, although similar to and often influenced by that of England, is emphatically not identical to it. Nevertheless, given the failure of attempts to write a truly ‘British’ history, the establishment of the continuities (however weak and tenuous) of a specifically Scottish experience will inevitably highlight points of tension where these referents of autonomy conflict with the dominant Anglo-British historical perspective. Just as inevitably, therefore, it creates what amounts to a political dilemma for those exposed to the conflicting demands and pressures exerted by essentially incompatible interpretations of the past.

It would be quite wrong to think, however, that such tensions and the accompanying dilemma have only become apparent in recent times. On the contrary, they are evident in Scottish history from the very earliest times. Just as Scotland’s relationship with England has simultaneously both helped to mould and threatened to destroy the Scottish identity, so the Scots have at different times and subject to different pressures toyed with competing and mutually exclusive interpretations of their past. Broadly speaking, these have fallen into the three categories mentioned above: firstly, they have sought to establish securely the continuities of an independent historical perspective and to explain the development of their unique community in its own terms; secondly, they have at times abandoned (or been forced to renounce) their own history as a distinct and meaningful continuum and viewed it rather as a subset of English experience; and thirdly, they have attempted to fashion a British history that would at once incorporate and supersede specifically Scottish and English experience. But, if all of these avenues have at one time or another been tentatively explored, none has as yet proved wholly successful in capturing the popular imagination. Is it, then, an over-dramatization (or simply an over-valuation of the significance of a sense of history) to argue that the future of Scotland and consequently of the British state depends on which perception of the past ultimately holds sway?

Quite fortuitously — although, on reflection, perhaps not unexpectedly — the essays in this volume both illustrate and explore the roots and implications of these tensions. The element of chance must be stressed at the outset, however, for the volume was not conceived as a set of studies on any particular theme, least of all that outlined above. Rather, it was designed to provide a forum for new writing by young scholars studying the social, political and cultural history of Scotland in the early modern period. It was felt desirable that the considerable quantity of original and important research currently being pursued on the period from the Reformation to the onset of industrialization at the end of the eighteenth century be presented in a more convenient and accessible form than in scattered and highly specialized academic journals. In this way, it was hoped to make both fellow historians and the general public more aware of the many new insights and perspectives being explored by what is, in effect, a new generation of Scottish historians. This, the editors feel, is justification enough both for the volume’s title and for the wide-ranging nature of its contents. Despite the obvious diversity of subject-matter and approach, however, the majority of contributions do also either confront directly or make more oblique comments on the manifold implications of Scotland’s historically ambivalent relationship with England. By way of introducing them, therefore, it seems both reasonable and convenient to touch upon their relevance to this all-important subject.

Arthur Williamson’s study of the emergence or ‘invention’ of the concept of Great Britain in sixteenth century Scotland is an obvious point of departure. As he convincingly demonstrates, the Reformation and the subsequent union of the newly protestantized kingdoms under a single sovereign added a powerful fillip to the development of a British imperialist ideology. Rooted in biblical commentary and preached with apocalyptic fervour, the idea of a British empire led on a protestant crusade by James VI and I gained a powerful hold of men’s minds. It did not, however, go unchallenged: Englishmen were reluctant to extend their conception of themselves as an elect nation to embrace the Scots, while the latter were themselves often reluctant to accept the loss of autonomy implicit in imperialist ideology. Indeed, these inherent tensions, as well as the more practical problem of governing the two kingdoms in tandem, were eventually to erupt in the Covenanting Revolution of the late 1630s and 1640s and end in the enforced union of the 1650s.

Various aspects of this revolutionary era are discussed in the three essays by Edward Furgol, Lesley Smith and Allan Macinnes. As Edward Furgol shows, for example, the impulse towards empire was far from dead in Scotland and the desire to impose a uniform presbyterian system throughout the British Isles was one which the Scots were prepared to pursue with the sword as well as through the pen and the pulpit. But, if it proved relatively successful in Northern Ireland, it was almost a total failure in the north of England and, in the long term, the product of that failure was Cromwell’s occupation of the defeated kingdom throughout the 1650s. One aspect of this (perhaps the most successful of all attempts to fashion a uniform British state) is examined by Lesley Smith. As she makes clear, however, at least in the sphere of legal administration, Cromwell’s success was based on his willingness to use and to adapt the existing structure of ecclesiastical courts rather than on uprooting and replacing them with a uniform but alien system. If a similar pragmatism had been displayed towards the western seaboard of Scotland, it might have escaped a great deal of the social and economic dislocation examined by Allan Macinnes. In the event, however, just as James VI’s move to London increased the leverage he could exert to ‘civilize’ the Highlands and Islands, so the covenanters’ British commitments led them to impose such demands on the Gaels that their ancient, if decaying, civilization was irreparably damaged. Having drawn the clan chiefs irrevocably into the mainstream of Lowland Scottish and ultimately English politics and economic life, they left the clansmen bemused and alienated by the collapse of their traditional way of life.

In their different ways, therefore, all these essays are concerned with the tensions (both ideological and social) attendant upon Scotland’s ambiguous ‘British’ commitments and relationships. This being the case, they inevitably also touch upon what was distinctive about Scottish culture and society during this period. As regards political culture, however, this is perhaps more fully brought out in Roger Mason’s analysis of the thought of George Buchanan. Here it is shown how the application of humanist ideals to the under-developed polity of sixteenth century Scotland gave rise to a conception of politics founded on moral criteria rather than (as was increasingly the case in England) on institutions such as parliament and the courts of law. Despite his radicalism, moreover, Buchanan was not an isolated figure: he was part of a European humanist tradition in which Scotland as a whole participated and which survived throughout the seventeenth century. It is identifiable, for example, among the professional intelligentsia of the Restoration period discussed by Hugh Ouston. These men, royalists and episcopalians, were conscious of a cultural tradition rooted in humanist values that stretched back to the reign of James VI. As Ouston shows, however, they were also dependent on the patronage of an absentee, catholic monarch, and they did not survive the Revolution of 1688–9, far less the parliamentary union of 1707. Nevertheless, many of the humanist values and attitudes they upheld did survive and, arguably, the loss of parliament as a focus for Scottish political life helped to reinvigorate a political tradition that elevated moral integrity above institutional autonomy. Certainly, as we shall see, such ‘civic humanist’ pre-occupations are evident, not only among the great thinkers of the Scottish Enlightenment, but also in the discourse of the eighteenth century social elite at large.

This in itself suggests that, if 1707 marks a watershed in Scottish history, it most emphatically does not signify its end. As the remaining essays amply demonstrate, there is more to eighteenth century Scotland than the failure of Jacobitism and Scotland’s gradual absorption into a uniform British state. For, no matter how hard the Scots tried to be ‘North British’, the indifference of England and the practical problems of governing a community neither fully autonomous nor fully incorporated, ensured the survival of peculiarly Scottish modes of thought and action. In the political sphere, for example, the distinct concerns of the semi-autonomous Scottish administration are well brought out in both Richard Sher’s analysis of the important but neglected furore of the 1760s known as the ‘Drysdale Bustle’ and in the examination of the career of Henry Dundas — Scotland’s political manager in the later eighteenth century — undertaken by John Dwyer and Alexander Murdoch. Both these essays shed light, not only on how Scottish political life was controlled and manipulated by a close-knit and powerful social elite, but also on how political actors responded to the distinctive ideological currents generated by Scotland’s ambiguous political status.

As was suggested, the dominant ideology was that of civic humanism with its characteristic accent on virtue or personal moral worth threatened by the corrupting influences of commerce, wealth and luxury. It was an age-old theme, but one which assumed remarkable resonance when, as in post-union Scotland, the social elite embarked on an ambitious programme of ‘improvement’ and economic regeneration. As Sher, but particularly Dwyer and Murdoch, make clear, the civic humanist idiom was a potent mode of political discourse by the second half of the eighteenth century. Indeed, the latter go so far as to suggest that Dundas’s rise to power was intimately connected with its widespread use among the landed classes. Landowners, however, were not the only ones pre-occupied with preserving virtue in an apparently rapacious commercial environment — so too were the intellectuals. Richard Teichgraeber, for example, shows how Adam Smith attempted to transform the traditional humanistic concept of virtue so that it might remain applicable within the ‘society of strangers’ that he believed was generated by modern commercial relations. Clearly, both Scottish social and intellectual leaders were acutely conscious of the tensions and potential conflicts between commerce and virtue and saw it as their major task to monitor and safeguard the latter during the period of economic transition which they hoped would render Scotland as rich and prosperous as her southern partner.

Small wonder, then, that education figured so largely in their thinking. Not only could it mould the virtuous personality and fit the individual for intercourse in civil society, but thereby it could also provide a safeguard against the corrupting influences of modern commercial life. As Craig Beveridge documents, the eighteenth century ‘moralizing elite’ saw even early childhood as a unique stage in the growth of personality that could be manipulated towards educational goals. Although this development was partial and uneven, it was clearly connected with the perceived moral vulnerability of children in a modern commercial environment. In Smith’s ‘society of strangers’, the child had to be protected and adolescence extended. From a different perspective, Peter Jones is able to show how a similar change of attitudes also occurred within the universities. Like the English dissenting academies, the eighteenth century Scottish universities broke the traditional scholastic educational mould in order to cater for and develop an enlightened, ‘polite’ citizenry. Both in theory and in practice, their curricular reforms clearly demonstrate how the Scots viewed a liberal education as a spur to civic virtue and an antidote to social corruption. As long as the elite remained virtuous, the Scottish community could safely reap the economic benefits of the union with England.

In order to carry out their plans, however, ‘enlightened’ Scots had to reckon with and combat an entrenched heritage of Calvinist assumption and prejudice. Until the eighteenth century, formal schooling was controlled by the Kirk, and its goals — largely vocational and theological — had little in common with those of the new ‘moralizing elite’. Both Beveridge and Jones shed light on this confrontation, but John Dwyer’s study of the sermons of eighteenth century ‘moderate’ divines perhaps reveals the difference between these ‘practical moralists’ and their theologically minded predecessors at its starkest. It was, he argues, the singular function of the moderate preachers to refocus one of the most important vehicles of early modern education and social control — the public sermon — on practical moral concerns. Through their weekly preaching, ‘enlightened’ ministers sought to equip men to live a virtuous life in this world rather than to dwell on the felicities of a life hereafter. Furthermore, Dwyer is able to show that these practical moralists were familiar with aspects of the more abstract moral theorizing of Adam Smith. Without a doubt, the close-knit Scottish social and intellectual elite was at one in its pursuit of civic virtue in the eighteenth century. However attained, and whatever precise form it took, it was deemed essential to the survival and well-being of the Scottish community.

As a whole, therefore, these essays on Scotland in its era of ‘improvement’ and ‘enlightenment’ examine the impact of ideas and cultural trends of European currency on the localized context of a semi-autonomous and relatively underdeveloped community. Like those on the pre-union period, they demonstrate the distinctive elements in Scottish culture and society within a wider British and, indeed, continental framework. That the editors have chosen to highlight this theme, however, should not deter the reader from judging each essay on its own terms or from quite different perspectives. In conclusion, it should perhaps be emphasized once again that they were not written around any preconceived plan, but are self-contained pieces of work whose individual worth lies in their contribution to various and particular areas of study and research. Inevitably, as individual papers, they contain much more of interest than it is possible to indicate within the confines of a brief introduction. Collectively, however, it is hoped they illustrate both the enormous potential of Scottish history as a future field of study and the lively interest which is currently being taken in it. In this regard, it is perhaps not irrelevant to point out that less than half the contributors can claim to be Scottish by either birth or upbringing. It would seem that interest in Scotland and Scottish history is by no means confined to Scotland. Indeed, it sometimes appears as if the Scots will be the very last to become conscious of the riches of their past and its relevance to the present. This volume was conceived as a contribution to a greater awareness and understanding of both.
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1

Rex Stoicus: George Buchanan, James VI and the Scottish Polity*

Roger A. Mason

THE political thought of George Buchanan has almost invariably been studied solely from the standpoint of its radical content. Such a perspective is perhaps inevitable and is certainly not unjustifiable. After all, Buchanan wrote both his brief tract De Jure Regni apud Scotos Dialogus (published in 1579) and his much longer historical work, the Rerum Scoticarum Historia (published in 1582), to justify the revolutionary upheavals that occurred in Scotland in the 1560s. Moreover, as an apologist for resistance and tyrannicide and an advocate of elective, limited monarchy, Buchanan was a major contributor to the development of a radical political ideology in sixteenth century Europe. As such he fully deserves the attention bestowed upon him by modern historians. Nevertheless, an over-exclusive concern with Buchanan the revolutionary monarchomach, the herald of popular sovereignty and modern constitutionalism, has obscured as much of his thought as it has illuminated.1 Indeed, the tendency of modern historians to concentrate on the nature and sources of his more radical ideas has led both to distorted characterizations of his theory as a whole and to misleading assumptions about its location in the main streams of early modern political thought.2 The purpose of the present essay, therefore, is to provide a detailed exposition of Buchanan’s thinking from a slightly different perspective than that normally adopted. More specifically, it is intended to approach Buchanan’s works firstly from the standpoint of their author’s humanist background,3 and secondly from that of the Scottish political culture of which their titles purport them to be an analysis and description. In important respects these apparently disparate perspectives intersect in the person of Buchanan’s most illustrious pupil, James VI. Before going on to discuss the texts in detail, therefore, Buchanan’s relations with the young king will repay further investigation.

I

The event that prompted the composition of the Dialogue — the deposition of Mary Queen of Scots in 1567 — also brought to the throne Mary’s year-old son James VI. For at least a generation thereafter the young king was the focus of intense concern among the European protestant communities. As the titular head of one reformed kingdom and the possible successor to another, it was essential, both to the embattled continental protestants and to those more securely entrenched in Britain, that he be brought up a ‘godly prince’ prepared to uphold and defend the ‘true religion’. Consequently, the education of the young prince was a matter of serious import both at home and abroad. It was, moreover, a task for which Buchanan seemed particularly well suited. After all, not only was he (at least after 1560) an undoubted Calvinist, but he was also a pedagogue of considerable repute and a humanist of international standing.

Born in 1506, prior to 1560 Buchanan spent most of his life on the continent.4 Like many of his countrymen, after studying for several years at St. Andrews University, he made his way to Paris to complete his education. Arriving there in the mid-1520s, he graduated MA in 1528 and subsequently held teaching posts at the humanist colleges of Ste Barbe in Paris (1528–31) and Guyenne in Bordeaux (1539–42), acting between times as private tutor to such dignitaries as Gilbert Kennedy, third earl of Cassillis (1532–39) and Timoléon de Cessé, son of the Maréchal de Brissac (1556–60). If, however, the space devoted to them in his brief autobiography is significant, the years spent in Portugal between 1547 and 1552 were the most memorable of Buchanan’s life.5 Persuaded to assist his friend and colleague André de Gouvea in his efforts to establish a humanist College of Arts at the University of Coimbra, Buchanan spent much of his stay in Portugal, charged with heresy, as a guest of the Lisbon Inquisition. An Erasmian catholic with strongly anti-clerical prejudices and liberal theological views, Buchanan was perhaps fortunate to escape heavy punishment.6 As it was, after almost two years of captivity and interrogation, he was released and allowed to return to Paris. The taint of heresy, however, did nothing to lessen Buchanan’s growing literary reputation. By the 1550s he was firmly established in humanist circles as a Latin poet of unparalleled distinction — poetarum nostri seculi facile princeps — and was moving with ease and freedom in French intellectual circles. Nevertheless, sometime in the later 1550s, in circumstances that remain obscure, Buchanan not only rejected catholicism but also his adopted homeland, France. By early 1562 he was back in Scotland where he quickly became associated with the aristocratic leaders of the recently triumphant reforming party, while simultaneously playing a prominent role as a lay member of the General Assembly of the infant Kirk. By 1567, with the help of his patron, the Earl of Moray, Buchanan was Moderator of the Assembly and high in the councils of the rebel nobility. With the overthrow of Mary in the same year, there was no one better suited, by either past training or current reputation, not only to assume the role of ideologue for the rebel cause but also to supervise the education of the infant king.

For twelve years, therefore, between 1570 and his death in 1582, Buchanan presided over the formal schooling of the king.7 During those same years he prepared the De Fure Regni, the History of Scotland and the politically significant play Baptistes for publication.8 While there is no clear evidence that the two activities were strictly related, it does seem probable that the one would have exerted some influence on the other. Certainly, all three of these works bear dedications to James VI which clearly suggest that, if they were primarily designed to justify rebellion, they were also seen by Buchanan as manuals of political guidance and instruction for his pupil. In the dedication to the Baptistes, for example, he wrote that the play

may seem of particular interest to you as it clearly displays the torments and miseries of tyrants even when they seem to flourish the most. This I consider not only useful but also necessary for you to understand, so that you may begin at once to dislike that which you must always avoid.9

In the same way, just as the Baptistes provided a model of tyranny to eschew, Buchanan thought his History contained many examples of kingship worthy of emulation. In dedicating it to James he commented on the ill-health which had kept him from his charge and hoped the deficiency could be supplied ‘by sending to you faithful monitors from history, whose counsel may be useful in your deliberations, and their virtues patterns for imitation in active life’.10 A similar, if more forthright, message is conveyed by the De Fure Regni: Buchanan hoped it would prove a constant reminder to James of his duties towards his subjects and avowed that it was meant, not just as a monitor, but as ‘a bold and assertive critic’.11 Clearly Buchanan took his responsibilities with some seriousness. James was not only to be taught his classical letters, but also the manifold duties of his kingly office. In this respect, it is perhaps not insignificant that in his correspondence Buchanan referred to the De Fure Regni simply as ‘De Regno’, a phrase which may legitimately be translated as ‘On Kingship’.12 The content of the work, moreover, amply bears out the appositeness of the simplified title. As will become clear, the Dialogue is not only structured in terms of a debate over the distinction between a true king and a tyrant, but has at its core an imposing (albeit conventional) portrait of an ideal prince. For all its radical implications, Buchanan’s political philosophy consists of an extended commentary on the nature and function of kingship.

Despite the importunate advice of his Calvinist correspondents, however, Buchanan’s conception of kingship owes little to the post-reformation ideal of a godly prince.13 Remarkably secular and defined in austere moral terms, Buchanan’s model was not biblical, but humanistic and classical. At least in outline, moreover, the portraits of vicious tyrants and virtuous kings — central to the Dialogue and abounding in the History — are far from original either to Buchanan himself or to humanists generally. On the contrary, they conform to conceptual patterns long established in the western political tradition. From the time of Charlemagne, for example, the wise and prudent prince, eschewing flattery and welcoming good counsel, respecting the law and ruling for the common good — a characterization that itself derives from patristic and ultimately pagan sources — was a constant motif in French political literature and one of which Buchanan could not but be aware.14 Although found in works of almost every type, the locus classicus of such descriptions was the genre of specula principum, mirrors of princes, manuals of personal instruction for kings which almost invariably adhere to a conventional typology of princely vice and virtue. Again originating in the pagan world, in the Ad Nicloclem of Isocrates and Xenophon’s Cyropaedia, the standard characteristics of the ideal prince were duplicated ia innumerable specula throughout the classical and middle ages, culminating, although not ending, in such humanist works as the Institutio Principis Christiani of Erasmus.15 In the fifteenth and sixteenth centiuries, moreover, during a period of monarchical consolidation and princely flamboyance, works in the speculum genre proliferated. Among the humanists of quattrocento Italy and subsequently among those of sixteenth century northern Europe, the speculum became a favoured vehicle of instruction and the figure of the ideal prince, already familiar, became ubiquitous.16 Designed, as the specula were, to instruct the prince in the art of government, to instil in him correct moral principles and to encourage him to be a pattern of virtue for his subjects to imitate, many of them inevitably appeared in the library of James VI.17 One such, indeed, was presented to James by his tutor himself and as an example both of the speculum genre and of the kind of political literature Buchanan thought suitable for his pupil is worth brief investigation.

In the catalogue of the royal library the work is described as the ‘Institution of a prince par Synesius en francoys’, a French edition of an oration delivered by Synesius, Bishop of Ptolemais, to the Emperor Arcadius in 399.18 Written in a lofty moral tone and outlining the virtues and attributes of an ideal prince, it reiterates many of the essential characteristics of the speculum genre both past and future. Good rule, Synesius assumes, depends on the personal moral bearing of the prince himself who must, therefore, guard against the vicious caprice of unrestrained desires and appetites by subjecting his base passions to the rule of reason. He must reign with prudence and justice, instituting a regime founded on temperance and emphasizing the military virtues of simplicity and frugality. Finally, he must rule according to law, eschewing the importunities of flatterers and sycophants, and seeking the advice of faithful and honest counsellors. If he so acts, ruling with wisdom and piety and displaying all the kingly virtues, the people will love and emulate him and the strength and prosperity of the empire will be assured. In this general description there is nothing that did not find a place in the humanist specula of the sixteenth century or, as we shall see, in Buchanan’s own political philosophy as expounded in the 1570s. In his discussion of the nature of kingship Buchanan was employing long-established categories and conventional characterizations that had assumed renewed significance in the humanist milieu in which he spent his early and middle years.19

As was suggested above, however, portraits of the ideal prince were never confined to the formal specula alone. Among humanists in particular, any form of literature, be it pohtical treatise, history or poetry, was capable of conveying the same didactic message. Consequently, it comes as no surprise to find that Buchanan’s play Baptistes, a work which his biographer considered ‘but the poetical draft of his famous tract De Fure Regni apud Scotos’,20 in portraying the characteristic features of a tyrant, by implication outlines the physiognomy of an ideal ruler. Many of the attributes of kingship and tyranny analysed in Buchanan’s later works are foreshadowed in the Baptistes and for that reason it deserves closer scrutiny than it is usually accorded. First written around 1540, during Buchanan’s sojourn at Guyenne, the play relates the last days of John the Baptist in a series of dialogues modelled on classical drama. Buchanan’s biographer construed the Baptist’s struggle against accumulated Jewish tradition as deliberately analogous to the attacks of contemporary reformers on catholicism.21 Such an interpretation may be misleading, however, overstressing the religious intent of the play at the expense of its simple political message. Before the Inquisition, Buchanan stated that it was inspired by Henry VIII’s tyrannical persecution of Sir Thomas More and, whether this particular identification of the characters is correct or not,22 it is certainly tyranny which is held up for inspection and implicit denunciation as the drama unfolds. The Baptist is the central figure only in so far as he is an innocent victim of royal tyranny; the play’s main focus is the weak-willed and vacillating Herod, his scheming counsellor the high priest Malchus, and his evil wife Herodias. When the play was put into English in 1642, the translator accurately entitled it Tyrannical-Government Anatomised: or, A Discourse Concerning Evil Counsellors.23

It is Herodias who gives fullest expression to the essential attributes of tyranny as conventionally perceived. Firstly, she puts the personal interests of the ruler above the common good of the subjects:

Let him that on his head once puts a Crowne, put from him all degrees of Common Duty; let him judge all things honest that conduce to a King’s benefit, and hold no fact to be unseemly, that he shall affect for his own safety (25).

Secondly, she advocates rule by force and fear:

Now shall we vindicate our royal dignity in future times to be of none derided, now I’ll force the stubborne people to speake well of Kings or learne it to their grief, and make them hold that all their Kings commands they gladly must beare and obey though never so unjust (25).

Neither this epitome of the tyrant nor its implied antithesis — the just and loving prince ruling for the common good — is in any way original. The characterization of the tyrant, deriving from the fifth book of Aristotle’s Politics, is repeated time and again in the specula principum to offset the more elevating portraits of the ideal prince.24 Conceived exclusively in terms of personal character traits, kingship and tyranny were invariably defined in accordance with the moral predilections of the prince himself — in terms, that is, of his propensity to virtue or to vice. Even the law was harnessed to this mode of thought and consistently construed as a means of moderating royal licence and maintaining the prince in the paths of virtue. Good laws, as Buchanan wrote in the Dialogue, ‘remind a good prince of his duties and restrain a bad one’ (36). Many years earlier, in a passage at the dramatic climax of the Baptistes, he had implied the same sentiment. Herod’s daughter has pleased her father with her dancing and, offered whatever she wishes as a boon, requests the baptist’s head. Whereupon the following dialogue ensues:



Herod: Thou demand’st a gift that ill becomes a Virgin.

Daughter: To destroy an enemy is no uncomly deed.

Herod: Is therefore he an enemy and worthy of a Kings wrath?

Daughter: He’s worthy of such wrath who by his deeds deserves it.

Herod: What redresse may I then purchase for the people’s hate?

Daughter: The people must obey and Kings command.

Herod: ’Tis a Kings duty just things to command.

Daughter: Kings by commanding, may make those things just which were before unjust.

Herod: But Kings commands, the Law doth moderate.

Daughter: If that be right, which pleases Princes, then they rule the Lawes, not the Lawes them.

Herod: Then for a King, a Tyrant the people will divulge me (24).



The ruler’s subjection to law — be it divine, natural or positive — was a central tenet of classical and medieval political thought. The virtuous prince conformed his actions to the law, and conformity to the law was what distinguished the true ‘virtuous’ king from the evil ‘vicious’ tyrant. As we shall see, neither this nor the other attributes of tyranny and kingship evident in the passage were lost on Buchanan — they form the backbone of his later political writings. Patently, the central elements of Buchanan’s political philosophy were present at an early date, absorbed in the humanist milieu in which he spent much of his life, and owing not a little to their conventional definition in an established mode of political thought.

Like the good humanist he undoubtedly was, Buchanan vowed in the Dialogue to ‘express not so much my own opinion as that of the ancients’ (8). The claim is not illegitimate and, leaving aside the many classical poets whom he cites, Buchanan’s debt to Plato and particularly Aristotle among the Greeks, and Cicero and Seneca among the Romans, is plainly obvious in the Dialogue. Nevertheless, the conceptual categories guiding the articulation of his thought, although themselves ultimately deriving from classical sources, were a common inheritance from the middle ages that had assumed particular resonance in the humanist circles in which Buchanan’s early intellectual development took place. That he should adhere to the same conception of kingship and law in his later writings as he did in the Baptistes, despite both the intervening political turmoil and a change in his confessional allegiance, is not entirely surprising. Even if his position as regards the young King James was not a determining factor in the crystallization of his thought, Buchanan was already over sixty when his major works were written and few men radically reorientate their thought at that stage in life. Moreover, the ethical conception of politics to which he adhered was one peculiarly relevant to the under-developed political culture he sought to describe. To make this clear, however, a more thorough examination of Buchanan’s principal works is necessary.

II

The De Fure Regni is not a well structured work, certainly belying Buchanan’s claim to have discussed his subject ‘in an orderly and well-digested manner’.25 As often as not, for example, the conclusion of a particular argument not only does not become apparent until a later stage in the text but also emerges in a slightly different guise. Moreover, the dialogue form in which the work is cast allows Buchanan — whether by chance or design — to substitute for rigorous logic the meek acquiescence in untested assumptions of his spiritless interlocutor, Thomas Maitland. Consequently, central arguments in the Dialogue hinge on presuppositions, in particular about human nature and the fonction of law, which receive neither extensive discussion nor clear definition in the text. Essential as they are to an understanding of Buchanan’s conception of kingship, the reader is nonetheless obliged to piece together his meaning firom scattered and imprecise obiter dicta. A systematic exposition of the text as it stands, therefore, would be both repetitious and convoluted and will not be attempted here. Instead, at the risk of slightly distorting Buchanan’s thought and of endowing it with a precision and coherence it does not possess, the following analysis will attempt to outline his theory without undue regard to the structure of the Dialogue, explicating obscurities in his arguments with relevant quotations and references from wherever they occur in the text. These can be further supplemented, albeit with great caution, by recourse to his most likely sources, in particular Aristotle and Cicero, whom he frequently cites and to whom he owed a considerable debt. Finally, the important arguments from and allusions to Scottish history which occur in the Dialogue can be compared with Buchanan’s own History, a work intimately related in theme and spirit to the De Fure Regni which will thereafter be subjected to more detailed analysis.

Beginning, then, with the Dialogue, it is immediately apparent that, unlike many of his classical authorities and contemporary colleagues, Buchanan is not interested in the relative merits of the various forms of government classified by Aristotle. From the very outset it is clear that neither aristocracy nor democracy are to be discussed, but only monarchy and its degenerate form, tyranny. Maitland, newly returned from France, tells Buchanan of the outraged reaction there to the murder of Darnley and the subsequent deposition of Mary. Buchanan, assuming Mary’s complicity in the murder, argues in return that one cannot disapprove of the crime without approving of the punishment meted out to the criminal. Maitland replies, however, that the European monarchies see things in a rather different light, viewing the deposition as a slight upon monarchical government; while the people, although generally approving of the humbling of tyrants, are confused over what precisely constitutes tyranny. In order to define it more clearly, therefore, Buchanan proposes to set up tyranny and kingship as opposites and, by explaining ‘the origin and reasons for the creation of kings’, by contraries, reveal what constitutes a tyrant (1–7).

Accordingly, therefore, Buchanan goes on to discuss, in terms reminiscent of Aristotle but strikingly similar to Cicero, the beginnings of human society and the origins of government. With Cicero, he rejects out of hand the assertion that human association is the product simply of utility or expediency, maintaining rather that the force that first brought men together was a natural impulse (vis naturae) implanted in all men which makes them shun the solitary life and seek companionship in society (9–10).26 Pressed by Maitland to clarify his conception of this natural force, Buchanan calls it ‘a light divinely infused in our minds’, a light which he further identifies with the law of nature, the ability to distinguish base from worthy things (turpia ab honestis), and finally, with wisdom (sapientia) (10–1). This said, he feels able to conclude that it was neither orators nor lawyers who were the authors of human society but God himself, and that, ‘following Cicero’s opinion, I think nothing on earth is more pleasing to God, than associations of men under the law which are known as states (civitates)’ (11).27

If neither Buchanan’s attempted clarifications seem terribly helpful nor the conclusions he thereupon draws immediately warrantable, his language suggests that a glance at Cicero may provide some illumination. In the De Legibus, for example, Cicero, drawing on Plato and Aristotle, makes a similar identification of nature, natural law and reason, all of which are said to partake of, and function in accordance with, the divine mind. He thence goes on to argue, as did the Stoics, that wisdom or right reason — reason, that is, in accord with nature — is the essence of moral worth in the individual and of justice and law in the state.28 Buchanan appears to be making a similar case, although his statements have even less substantial argument behind them than do those of Cicero. He does assert at this point, however, that ‘nature never says one thing and wisdom another’, while a little later in the Dialogue, presumably with reference to this passage, he tells us that, ‘as has already been proved, the voice of God and of nature is the same’ (11, 30). Although not wholly explicit in these quotations, in the context of his thought as a whole, it is safe to assume that Buchanan, like Cicero, understood God to have created the universe according to rational principles and to have endowed man himself with reason sufficient for the comprehension of those laws of nature by which he should govern both his own conduct and that of the political community in which he is naturally disposed to live. The significance of this identification of nature, reason and law — and its presumed association with virtue — will shortly become apparent.

Having established, at least to his own satisfaction, the origins of society and the state, Buchanan proceeds to an examination of the reasons for the creation of kings. Employing the age-old analogy between the human body and the body-politic, he argues that the latter is as susceptible to disease and ill-health as the former and, therefore, equally in need of the services of a physician (11–2). In the state, he continues, this task is performed by the ruler whose principal function, as with the physician, is to maintain harmony (temperamentum) among the members of the body-politic or, more prosaically, to administer justice in the state (13–4). Maitland, however, demurs at Buchanan’s attribution to justice of the task of maintaining concord and harmony when ‘by its very name and declared character, temperance (temperantia) seems to claim these functions in its own right’ (14). But Buchanan retorts that it matters little to which of the two precedence is given, for all such virtues — by which he presumably means the cardinal virtues — are so interdependent that ‘there appears to be one single function for all, that is, the restraint of inordinate passions (cupiditatum moderatio)’ (14–5). For Buchanan, it would seem, justice, ambiguously identified with temperance, is not so much a matter of administration as the state of equilibrium achieved when the members of the body-politic are acting in harmony. How this is to be brought about will only emerge when he comes to discuss the attributes of the ideal king.

But how, first of all, is the ruler to be chosen? By the law of nature, Maitland tells us, all men are equal, so a ruler can only be legitimately established with the people’s consent (15). But the art of government requires special skills, particularly that prudence or practical wisdom (prudentia) ‘from which, as from a fountain, all laws that are useful for the conservation of human society must proceed and be derived’ (18). A man possessed of the utmost prudence would be ‘a king by nature, not by election’ to whom unlimited power might safely be entrusted. Such paragons, however, are rare and the people are generally obliged to make do with lesser men who, only approximating to the ideal, may not be sufficiently strong to resist the pressures of their own affections. To ensure, therefore, that the less prudent king does not act capriciously, the law is set up as ‘his colleague, or rather as a restraint on his appetites (moderatrix libidinum)’ (18). This prompts Maitland rather ingenuously to inquire if Buchanan does not think that royal power ought to be unlimited. To which the latter gives an emphatically negative reply:

Not at all, for I remember he is not only a king, but also a man, erring in many things through ignorance, sinning in many cases wilfully, and doing many things under constraint. He is, indeed, an animal, easily adjusting to every breath of favour and ill-will, a natural vice which his office as magistrate usually only increases … Wherefore the most prudent men have recommended that the law be associated with him, to show him the way when he is ignorant and to lead him back to the way when he wanders from it (18–9).

There is certainly in such a theory of the origins of political authority many a springboard to a radical political ideology. But implicit also in Buchanan’s language are fundamental assumptions about human nature and the function of law which require more detailed investigation than they are generally accorded.

The king cannot be set free of the law, Buchanan tells us later in the De Fure Regni, because ‘within a man two most savage monsters, lust and rage (cupiditas &  iracundia), wage perpetual war with reason (ratio)’ (32). This basic presupposition about man’s nature, never discussed at any length in his writings and never defined with any precision, is nonetheless the keystone of his political philosophy. The closest Buchanan approaches to a definition of it occurs in a passage towards the end of the Dialogue. There Maitland is led to remark that ‘there is no monster more violent and more pestilential than man when … he has once degenerated into a beast’, prompting Buchanan to reply that

You would say this much more emphatically, if you considered how many-faceted an animal man may be and out of what a variety of monsters he is made … It would be an infinite task to describe the nature of each one, but certainly two most noisome monsters, anger and lust (ira &  libido), are clearly apparent in man’ And what else do laws do, or strive after, but that these monsters be subjected to reason (ratio)? And when they do not comply with reason, may not the laws restrain them with the fetters of their sanctions? Whoever, therefore, loosens these bonds from a king, or anyone else, does not merely release a single man, but lets loose against reason two exceptionally cruel monsters and arms them to break down the barriers of the law. Aristotle seems to have said well and truly that he who obeys the law obeys God and the law, he who obeys the king, obeys a man and a beast (84).29

The language of this passage and the citation of Aristotle clearly indicate that Buchanan is drawing directly (albeit crudely) on the psychological theory of the ancient world. That is, he is describing man’s nature in terms of the classical distinction between reason and the passions in the human soul. This language, however, is not merely descriptive of psychological faculties, it is also, indeed for Buchanan primarily, an ethical vocabulary in which the passions are uniformly vicious and reason (or prudence or wisdom30) the essence of virtue. With his king-centred conception of politics, moreover, Buchanan invariably sees the conflict between reason and the passions, virtue and vice, being waged most significantly in the soul of the ruler. For Buchanan, therefore, the right functioning of the body-politic depends on the moral predilections of its head, and underlying both the Dialogue and the History is the fear that the passions of the ruler will overcome reason and unleash the moral anarchy — the tyranny — that inevitably accompanies the unrestrained indulgence of a ruler’s sensual instincts. Hence both the significance of law and of its identification with reason and virtue. Unlike the weak and vacillating ruler, the law is ‘deaf to threats and to entreaties, maintaining one unswerving course’ (20). It is, as Aristotle tells us in the sentence immediately following that cited by Buchanan, ‘wisdom without desire’31 — reason free of human passion — and to it Buchanan would have the ruler conform both his speech and actions, bearing out the Ciceronian maxim that ‘the king should be the law speaking, the law a dumb king’ (19–20).32 Only the ideal ruler possessed of perfect reason or prudence — ‘steadfast against hatred, love, anger, envy and the other perturbations of the mind’ (31) — can be said in any sense to be unbound by the law. For, indeed, such a paragon of princely virtue would himself be the law, both ‘unto himself and unto others, expressing in his life what is commanded by the laws’ (29).

There is nothing at all unusual in Buchanan’s use of this ‘psycho-ethical’ language or in his application of it to political theory. It was a common device in the specula principum and was further popularized by sixteenth century humanists who exploited the antithesis of reason and the passions (as did Buchanan) to emphasize the significance of education in the attainment of virtue. Ultimately, the distinction derives from Plato and Aristotle, but it was developed as a central tenet of Stoic philosophy and, despite his reference to Aristotle, it is with Stoicism that Buchanan seems to have associated the doctrine. For Buchanan’s ideal king, the prudent ruler impervious to the demands of his passions, is Rex Stoicus, the Stoic King. This conception, furthermore, he explicitly associates with the Roman Stoic, Seneca. Twice in the Dialogue when discussing the ideal ruler Buchanan refers Maitland to Seneca’s tragedy Thyestes, on both occasions saying that therein is portrayed a model of the perfect prince (23, 47). Moreover, the particular lines he had in mind are appended as a tailpiece to the Dialogue under the heading Rex Stoicus ex Seneca (104). Put briefly, Seneca’s portrait merely emphasizes that the true king is incorruptible and self-sufficient, unmoved by either riches or honour, ambition or the favour of the mob. It hardly matches the expectations generated by Buchanan’s encomiastic references. But Seneca’s tragedies as a whole could hardly be bettered as examples of the dire and vicious consequences following upon the unbridled indulgence of man’s sensual appetites. The lesson was apparently not lost on Buchanan who presented young King James with a volume of ‘Senecae Tragoediae’ to complement his copy of Synesius.33 Presumably he wished to impress upon James that only the Stoic King, ruthlessly subjecting his passions to the rule of reason, could be a virtuous individual and a worthy ruler.

In the light of this concept of a Stoic King, it is interesting that Buchanan himself was dubbed ‘a stoik philosopher’ by a Scottish contemporary.34 Now, while there are no grounds for believing that Buchanan was a Stoic in any formal philosophical sense, there is equally no doubt that he was deeply impregnated, as were many contemporary humanists, with Stoic ethics as interpreted and popularized in late republican and early imperial Rome.35 If, for example, Seneca provided Buchanan with a Stoic King, Cicero — the most influential source of neo-Stoic ideas — provided him with much else besides. As has been suggested, his identification of nature, reason and virtue — itself an important Stoic doctrine — if ultimately attributable to Aristotle, was almost certainly mediated through the works of Cicero. A similar process may well have occurred in relation to the theory of the passions. Buchanan’s debt to Cicero was not only considerable but also explicit. In the first twenty-five pages of the De Fure Regni, he quotes directly from De Republica, De Officiis and De Legibus, in all three of which a simplified version of the Stoic theory of the passions is expressed. If Buchanan’s version is still further simplified, his language imprecise and his conceptualization crude,36 it is nevertheless only in the light of this theory that his conception of kingship and law becomes wholly comprehensible.

III

Given, then, that the Stoic King will almost certainly remain an ideal, that the people will have perforce to choose a ruler who merely approximates to it, and that the latter must, therefore, be subjected to the law, the question now arises as to where the power to promulgate law resides. To Buchanan, it is self-evident that the person whose appetites the law is designed to curb cannot be permitted to control the processes by which it is established and administered. Consequently, he immediately proceeds to divest the ruler of almost all judicial and legislative powers (31f). The administration of the law is to be left entirely in the hands of lawyers and judges; the king is to take no decisions as regards future contingencies without the advice and consent of his cotmcil; and the creation of law is to be the preserve of the people, or rather, ‘as is roughly our custom, selected men from all estates (ordines) should meet with the king in coxmcil’, and whatever they decide should thereafter ‘be submitted to the judgement of the people (id ad populi iudicium deferretur)’ (32). To Maitland’s inevitable objection that this is to multiply enormously the chances of the law being framed according to men’s passions, Buchanan replies with the Aristotelian argument that a multitude of men ‘in all things judges better than individuals; for individuals have certain portions of virtues which mingled together create a single pre-eminent virtue’ (33). The virtue and rationality of the council thus assured, the laws framed, as Buchanan tells us at a later stage in the Dialogue, ‘should be nothing other than the express image (in so far as we can attain it) of a good prince’ (68).

It is as well to pause once again at this stage, for a number of points arise here which need further consideration. Most importantly, what are we to understand by Buchanan’s remark that the law ought to be submitted to the people’s judgement? This has been construed both as a device akin to the modern referendum and as an indication that Buchanan believed the people should have ‘a more continuous sovereign control than Locke was to accord them in the Second Treatise’.37 Neither interpretation is convincing — nor, indeed, possible if the phrase ‘as is roughly our custom (prope ad consuetudinem nostram)’ is taken with any seriousness. If Buchanan is referring to Scottish custom — as he surely is — the passage as a whole can only refer to the practice of selecting the Committee of the Articles from the estates assembled in parliament. This committee formulated legislation in closed session with the king and then submitted it en bloc to the parliament — not the people as a whole — for ratification.38 That this latter procedure is what Buchanan means by the ‘judgement of the people’ is perhaps further suggested by the remarks that immediately precede the quoted passage. Maitland has protested that by giving lawmaking powers to the people (populus), Buchanan is handing it over to ‘a monster with many heads’; to which Buchanan replies, ‘I never thought that that matter should be left to the judgement of the whole people (universus populus) …’ (32). Buchanan’s language is often inexact, and his application of the vocabulary of classical republicanism to sixteenth century Scotland often misleading, but there would appear to be a distinction in his mind — at least in this instance — between universus populus and populus. It seems most likely that this distinction corresponds to one between the people and the political nation — in terms of sixteenth century Scotland between the mass of the peasantry and a relatively small but extremely powerful nobility. Certainly, this interpretation is the only one commensurate with contemporary Scottish practice, neither referenda nor popular sovereignty being characteristic features of the sixteenth century polity.

We shall have occasion shortly to return to this question, meanwhile two further points deserve some consideration. J.H. Burns has argued that by stripping the monarch of so much power and responsibility, Buchanan reduces him to ‘a moral ornament’, and that in his anxiety to limit monarchical authority ‘the business of administering a state … has slipped out of the theory of the De Fure Regni’.39 The latter charge, while true, may not be altogether just. If, as has been suggested, the contours of Buchanan’s thought were shaped by his humanist background and his perception of political affairs determined in particular by the pre-occupations of the specula, it should occasion little surprise to find him ignoring the more practical aspects of the business of government. The idealized generalities of the majority of specula left little room for discussing the minutiae of government and administration. Such an interpretation, while perhaps detracting from the practicality and modernity of Buchanan’s theory, is nevertheless fully borne out by his conception of the true function of a king. For, although the ruler’s purpose is (as Burns points out) decidedly moral, it is for Buchanan — as it is in the specula generally — much more than ornamental.

‘The world is united by the example of a king,’ argues Buchanan (quoting the poet Claudian), ‘not even the laws sway the human mind as does the life of a ruler’ (44). Although bereft of all judicial and most governmental responsibilities, according to Buchanan the king retains in his own person a source of authority that quite transcends the domains of routine justice and administration. For the king is the supreme public figure, always on display and always under the watchful eyes of his subjects. His is the example which the people will follow and on him, therefore, rests responsibility for the moral bearing of his subjects and hence, most significantly of all, for the harmonious functioning of the body-politic. The people, argues Buchanan, ‘are so disposed to imitate kings from whom shines forth some appearance of uprightness, so eager to emulate their manners, that they even strive to copy the faults in speech, in dress and in gait of those whose virtue they admire’ (44). To Buchanan, the potential inherent in this situation is all but unlimited:

The idea [of a good king] carries such great force in the minds of men that it readily accomplishes what neither the prudence of experienced lawyers, the science of philosophers, nor the experience accumulated in the arts during so many centuries, could ever achieve. In truth, what greater honour or dignity, grandeur or majesty, could be spoken of or imagined in any man, than that by his speech and converse, appearance and reputation, and finally by the silent image of him carried in men’s minds, he reduces those wallowing in luxury to moderation, the violent to equanimity, and the mad to sanity? (47)

To Buchanan, therefore, what the king has lost in raw political power, he amply recoups in moral force. Moreover, this would seem to be the full fruition of his earlier ambiguous identification of justice with temperance and of his remark that all the cardinal virtues have a single function, ‘the restraint of inordinate passions’. The king is indeed the moral physician to the body-politic, maintaining the harmonious fiinctioning (temperamentum) of its members, not so much by legislative enactment or judicial proceeding, as by the force of his own example. This, for Buchanan, is ‘the true image of a king’ and, as he goes on to imply, it is once again the Stoic King which ‘Seneca in Thyestes has expressed in more beautiful colours than could we’ (47).

Although Buchanan may be taking it to extreme lengths, the notion of the king, not simply as a moral exemplar, but as a potent moral dynamic, was a fundamental theme of the specula. It could, indeed, be argued that it was the raison d’être of a genre in which politics was focused exclusively on the king and discussed primarily in ethical language. A virtuous ruler, it was universally assumed, resulted in a virtuous realm, while, conversely, a vicious king — a tyrant — inevitably presided over a corrupt one. In effect, Buchanan is merely reiterating what was conventional political wisdom. Not surprisingly, therefore, his complementary portrait of tyranny follows similarly conventional lines. Referring the reader to the fifth book of Aristotle’s Politics, Buchanan goes on:

The government of kings is in accord with nature, that of tyrants contrary to it; a king rules willing subjects, the tyrant unwilling; kingship is the pre-eminence of a free man among free men, tyranny, of a master among slaves; subjects watch over and protect the welfare of a king, a tyrant has foreigners crush his subjects; one rules for the good of his subjects, the other in his own interests. (53).

In short, as Buchanan had imphed in the Baptistes, a king is a loving prince reigning for the good of his subjects, while a tyrant rules by force and fear for his own self-interested ends. At this point, however, Buchanan’s thought takes a significantly radical turn. For, he argues, the tyrant who rules only to satisfy his own desires and appetites and ignores the rule of law, has no place in a society of men which depends for its very existence on the law (55–6). For Buchanan, indeed, any man who places himself outside the law forfeits his right even to be considered human. Such creatures are not men, but ‘wolves’, ‘noxious animals’, ‘monsters’ with whom law-abiding persons should have no intercourse (56). According to Maitland, therefore, they ought to ‘be banished to uninhabited places, or sunk in the depths of the sea far from the sight of land, lest even the contagion of their bodies prove injurious to man’. Moreover, Maitland continues, he who kills these monsters ‘benefits not only himself but also the entire commonwealth’ and ought to be rewarded ‘not only by the people but even by individuals’ (56). In this exchange the discussants are referring to men in general who live outside the law, but the implications are clear: the sub-human, animalistic tyrant, intent only on the satisfaction of his own desires and appetites and oblivious to reason and the law, is unfit not merely for rule but for life itself. Ultimately, the theory of the passions can be made to justify even single-handed tyrannicide.

At this stage in the Dialogue, however, Buchanan does not explore the ramifications of these ideas. His full endorsement of tyrannicide does not occur until near the end of the Dialogue and then in a different and, at least by implication, more ‘modern’ guise. From the outset Buchanan has maintained that kingship is elective and has consistently argued that its sole purpose is the good of the people. As he firmly tells Maitland, ‘in this whole discussion nothing else has been sought but that the Ciceronian maxim, “the welfare of the people should be the supreme law”, might be held sacred and inviolable’ (34).40 Moreover, in order to ensure that the ruler fulfils this obligation, the people set up laws to guide and restrain him. The law, therefore, is superior to the king, and the people, the source of law, superior to both (85–6). There is, in fact, as Buchanan states near the end of the Dialogue, ‘a mutual pact (mutua pactio) between the king and his subjects’ based on the ruler’s obligation to abide by the laws (96). If, therefore, he should spurn the law, he also breaks the covenant and may be legitimately held to account by his natural superiors, the people. Furthermore, if the ruler refuses to present himself for trial, he ipso facto reveals himself a tyrant and a public enemy, and ‘once a just war is undertaken against an enemy, it is right not only for the whole people, but even for individuals (etiam singulis), to destroy that enemy’ (96–7).

IV

The climax of the Dialogue, then, consists of an unequivocal endorsement of single-handed tyrannicide. This, the most radical aspect of Buchanan’s theory, has been construed as its greatest deficiency, indicating ‘the limitations of a constitutionalism that had not yet solved the problem of political responsibility’.41 While such a judgement is not invalid, one may perhaps doubt its appropriateness in terms of the totality of Buchanan’s thought and the intellectual context in which he has thus far been placed. For, although he is certainly articulating a theory of kingship under law, to interpret this in modern constitutionalist terms is to do violence to the character of Buchanan’s thought and to underplay the ethical preconceptions on which it is founded. Furthermore, it fails to take adequate account of the particular political culture of which the De Jure Regni apud Scotos at least purports to be a theoretical representation. The significance of these factors will become apparent if attention is paid to Buchanan’s vague and ambiguous understanding of those very features deemed essential to a constitutional theory. That is, his conception of the legal framework of the state and of the institutional checks on arbitrary government which that framework upholds and legitimates.

To deal first of all with the institutional checks on tyranny, Buchanan’s imprecise attribution of legislative authority to a council selected from the estates has already been noted. Unfortunately, the ambiguities of that passage are accentuated rather than clarified when he turns, towards the end of the Dialogue, to a consideration of those who may call an erring ruler to account. Once more he states that this power belongs to the people, but once more the statement is immediately qualified, this time by Maitland:

Indeed, in the whole people (universus populus), or in its greater part (maior pars). I grant you still further that it is in those in whom the people or the greater part of the people (maior pars populi) has vested that power. (88)

On the face of it, this would seem akin to a theory in which sovereignty, ultimately residing in the people as a whole, is vested in those to whom the majority of the people voluntarily transfer it — a body, for example, such as the estates. Unfortunately, however, Buchanan does not elaborate on the question and considerable doubt must be cast on any ‘democratic’ or ‘representative’ interpretation of the passage. What, for example, are we to understand by maior pars? It seems highly unlikely that Buchanan ever entertained any notion of a numerical majority of the whole people and it has been argued that he employed the phrase, as did John Major and other medieval thinkers, to indicate ‘a quantitative-qualitative superiority’.42 Such an interpretation is lent credence by Buchanan’s, again enigmatic, remark that ‘if subjects are reckoned not by number (e numero), but by worth (dignitate) not only the better part (melior pars) but even the greater (maior) will stand for liberty, honour and security’ (90). One can probably most fairly conclude that Buchanan, far from anticipating modern democratic procedure, is simply employing a variant of the well-known Marsilian formula of the valentior pars.43

But what of those in whom this indeterminate maior pars invest their power? Once again Buchanan gives no satisfactory answer and one is obliged to piece together his meaning from scattered references throughout the text. It might be expected that such authority would be vested in the estates assembled in parliament, and Buchanan’s statements that ‘all the estates … in public assembly’ sanctioned the slaying of James III in 1488 (81), and that the murderers of King Cullen were punislied by a sentence imposed by the estates (61), might suggest that this is indeed the case. But, apart from the aforementioned reference to a council being selected from the estates, these are the only occasions on which such a body is mentioned in the Dialogue. Moreover, on the same page as he comments on Cullen’s murder, he remarks simply that it was ‘the nobility’ who punished the assassins of James I (61). Clearly, in the Dialogue, Buchanan gives no precise indication either of those in whom the maior pars invest their authority or of the institutional structure through which they exercise their powers. The most serious candidate is, in fact, the council which we have seen to be responsible for formulating the law, and which Buchanan also tells us a good king voluntarily calls together to deliberate with him (20).

Nevertheless, Buchanan’s oblique references to the Scottish estates suggest that on the wider canvas of the History a more sharply focused picture of that institution as the one to which the ruler is accountable might materialize. At best, however, this expectation is but partially fulfilled. Although there are many references to the estates and several also to parliament in the History, these are far outnumbered by, and in terms of constitutional function impossible to distinguish from, the assemblies, conventions and councils which litter its pages. Moreover, the composition of these bodies is nowhere described in any detail — more often than not Buchanan refers simply to the nobility. If the History, then, makes clear Buchanan’s firm conviction in the accountability of kings, it reveals with equal clarity that he had no conception of a single pre-eminent institution to which they were obliged to account for themselves and their actions. What does, not surprisingly, emerge is that it is the nobility, whether operating within the abovementioned institutions or not, who are responsible for advising the king and for restraining him should his actions prove tyrannical.

Just as this imprecision does not seem to have disconcerted Buchanan, so it need not upset his present-day readers provided they are not intent on finding in his works a recognizably modern constitutional theory. It could, for example, be argued that Buchanan was both constrained and liberated by the revolutionary events of the 1560s which his works seek to justify. Unlike the Huguenot, Francois Hotman, he had no need to revivify a moribund constitutional organ possessed of sovereign powers and legally entitled to hold the prince to account.44 On the contrary, Buchanan had only to rationalize and legitimate the actual workings of the Scottish polity as evidenced in the deposition of Mary in 1567 by a faction of the nobility. Even had he so wished, however, the Scottish polity of the sixteenth or any previous century was hardly amenable to a sophisticated constitutionalist interpretation. The estates, for example, had never played a prominent role in Scottish politics. Perhaps because direct taxation never became a regular instrument of government, the parliament was but fitfully attended and never attained any significant degree of self-awareness. Moreover, the inadequately financed monarchy (woefully prone to minorities) was unable to develop a powerful central administration to counter the extensive and still feudally organized authority of an aggressive aristocracy. Hence the Scottish nobility were still performing in the sixteenth century, much as they had done throughout the middle ages, their traditional function as royal counsellors. Consequently, they dominated not only the privy council but also the unicameral parliament and the conventions — ‘mini-parliaments’ which could be called less formally and thus more rapidly than the full parliament — to the extent that none of these bodies was able to assume any definitive function pertaining to itself alone. Indeed, so extensive was the dominance of the nobility that these under-developed institutions were completely overshadowed by the personnel that manned them. They can, perhaps, best be described as so many more or less exclusive councils of the realm through which the king sought the approval of the nobility for his policies.45 It is not, therefore, surprising that Buchanan should blur the institutional edges of the Scottish polity and view the nobility themselves, rather than the ill-defined institutions which they dominated, as the body to whom the king was accountable. If his political thought is articulated, often to the confusion of modern commentators, in the vocabulary of classical republicanism, it remains, nevertheless, little more than a rationalization of the under-developed political culture of early modern Scotland.46

It would be tedious to recite the litany of those early and largely mythical kings of Scotland who, according to Buchanan, were deposed for their egregious tyranny. Suffice it to say that almost without exception it is the nobility, either in a council, an assembly, a public convention or a parliament, to whom the tyrant must account for his crimes.47 This should not, however, be construed as a charter for aristocratic anarchy. Buchanan has as exalted an idea of noble virtue as he does of royal virtue and, indeed, the two are identical. He is, therefore, highly critical of factious and self-seeking noblemen who, enslaved, like the tyrant, by their passions, act only in their own interests. For Buchanan, the nobility have as great a responsibility for the well-being of the commonwealth as does the king: they are his natural counsellors and they, like he, must act for the good of all. Faced with the vicious tyranny of Cullen, for example, it was ‘the uncorrupted part of the nobility’ who ‘called a public convention … at which the king was ordered to attend, that along with the nobles, he might consult … respecting the public safety’48 To the Rex Stoicus of the Dialogue must be added the nobilitas stoica of the History. Moreover, when the greater nobility do succumb to their passions, Buchanan is not afraid to single out lesser — though still noble — men for praise and adulation. In his account of the regency that followed the murder of James I, for example, he condemns the great but self-seeking nobleman, William, Earl of Douglas, who had been corrupted by flattery — ‘the continual plague of great families’ — and praises the public-spiritedness of William Crichton and Alexander Livingston, even although they belong ‘to families of inferior rank’.49 The rise of the Douglas family in the fifteenth century to a point where it rivalled the king in power but in which that power was used only for self-display and further self-aggrandizement, was perceived by Buchanan as a threat to the equilibrium of the commonwealth. If he does not exactly condone the murder of Douglas by Crichton and Livingston at the ‘Black Dinner’, neither does he condemn it.50 Buchanan’s conception of Scottish politics is thoroughly aristocratic, but it is tempered by a deep-rooted belief in the nobility’s public responsibilities and by the high standards of personal conduct to which he expects them to adhere.

The nobility, therefore, cannot act simply on caprice: they, like the Stoic King, are expected to conform their speech and actions to the law. So far, however, Bnchanan’s conception of the law has proved elusive. It has been noted only that he identifies it with nature and reason, that he perceives the perfect prince as its embodiment, and that in the absence of such a paragon, the less prudent ruler should be subjected to laws formulated in the image of Rex Stoicus. In the Dialogue, however, the latter positive laws are never specified and the legal framework of the state remains an indeterminate abstraction. The closest Buchanan approaches to a definition is in response to Maitland’s damaging assertion that his whole theory is irrelevant because in Scotland kings are ‘not elected, but hereditary’ and, therefore, their authority is not limited, but absolute (58). To this Buchanan responds with an historical argument based on the uncritical and largely fabulous Scotorum Historiae of Hector Boece, published in 1527. Drawing on Boece’s description of an ancient and mythical Scottish commonwealth in which tyrants were deposed with clockwork regularity, Buchanan contends that, from the foundation of the kingdom until the reign of Kenneth III, the monarchy was clearly elective and the kings often held to account by their subjects (60–1). Kenneth, however, as Buchanan grudgingly concedes, established the succession hereditarily in his own family. But, he argues, he could only have done so with the consent of the people and with the proviso that royal power should thenceforward be limited (61–5). These limitations, he contends, are implicit in the coronation oaths by which the kings swear to uphold the laws and customs of the realm. Therefore, Buchanan concludes, our kings are not absolute but remain subject to the law (66).

In modified form these arguments are repeated in Buchanan’s own History, but he is quite unable to document them other than through the repetition of the long list of spurious examples of deposition and tyrannicide provided by Boece’s chronicle.51 He is unable to range against the claims of absolutism a series of statutes or legal decisions demonstrating the limited nature of monarchy or even guaranteemg the rights of the subject. If Buchanan was aware of the medieval distinction between jurisdictio and gubernaculum, his History does not reveal it. Once again, however, this need not occasion surprise. As Buchanan himself implies, Scotland did not possess anything remotely akin to a common law enshrining the rights of the subject and delimiting the sphere of governmental authority. Commenting in the History on the establishment of the College of Justice in 1532, he writes: ‘in Scotland … there are almost no laws except acts of parliament, and these in general not fixed, but temporary’.52 Like the representative and administrative institutions, the Scottish legal system of the sixteenth century was under-developed and immature, having to await the writings of Sir John Skene and Sir Thomas Craig at the turn of the century for its first serious analysis and discussion.53

Ultimately, therefore, the only positive enactments on which Buchanan’s theory of limited monarchy is founded are the coronation oaths, and even these escape real comment in the History. Patently, his conception of the legal framework of the state is neither rooted in nor guaranteed by positive law. He is, on the contrary, appealing solely to divine or natural laws which he believes the ancient Scottish polity to have embodied and exemplified. At the end of the History, for example, in a speech delivered by the Regent Morton, the opponents of Mary’s deposition are upbraided because they ‘do not reflect upon what they owe to the examples of their forefathers, and forget those eternal laws, which have been held sacred since the foundation of the monarchy, and enforced by the illustrious nobles, who set bounds to the despotism of the crown’.54 It is these ‘eternal laws’ which regulate the functioning of the Scottish polity and in accordance with which the nobility have acted in deposing Mary in 1567.

Morton’s speech, delivered before the Scottish estates and recounting the arguments by which he sought to convince Elizabeth I of the justice of Mary’s deposition, will repay closer scrutiny. For Buchanan’s conception of natural law, only implicit in the Dialogue, receives its most forceful expression in Morton’s words. First of all, however, Morton recapitulates the arguments of the De Jure Regni:

For the Scottish nation, originally a free people, created themselves kings upon this condition:— that the government, being entrusted to them by the suffrages of the people, if the state of the country required it, could be taken from them by the same suffrages … from all which, it is evident that government is nothing more than a mutual compact between the people and their kings.55

This ‘ancient law’, which has remained unchanged since the foundation of the kingdom, is neither a Caledonian freak nor one which requires positive enactment:

for it is not one of those laws which are obnoxious to the change of times, but is one of those statutes which, in the primary constitution of our nature, are stamped upon the heart, are verified by the mutual consent of almost every people, and, like the universe itself, must remain unbroken and eternal. They acknowledge no power, but all are governed and regulated by them. This principle, which, in spite of us, dwells in our bosoms, always influenced our ancestors, armed then against oppression, and taught them to repress the insolence of tyrants.56

We have come full circle and are back to the ‘light divinely infused in our minds’ with which Buchanan begins the Dialogue. It is on these grounds that Mary’s deposition is ultimately justified for, as Morton tells us, ‘… our conduct has been agreeable to the divine law, the law of nature, which is indeed itself divine, and to the laws and institutions of our country’.57 In the last analysis, therefore, Buchanan’s theory of limited government resolves itself into the operation of natural law as exemplified in the ancient Scottish commonwealth. As we have seen, this he perceives, not in terms of positive law and constitutional procedure, but in terms of the wisdom and virtue — the conformity to reason and to nature — of a Stoic King and his stoic nobility. Ultimately, one might argue, Buchanan’s political thought is founded on an Aristotelian conception of natural law, mediated through Ciceronian Stoicism and tailored to fit the idiosyncrasies of the sixteenth century Scottish polity.

V

Such an interpretation is borne out if the History is considered as a work of some significance in its own right. As has been suggested, Buchanan derived much of the details of Scotland’s past history from the work of his predecessor, Hector Boece. Boece’s Scotorum Historiae only narrowly escapes condemnation as no more than a particularly picturesque medieval chronicle, not so much by Boece’s humanistic reverence for classical Latinity, as by the unifying theme that sustains his otherwise fantastic narrative. Unashamedly patriotic, it was Boece’s firm conviction that the sixteenth century Scots had declined from the Spartan austerity and temperate manners which he discerned as characteristic of their ancient forbears. It was this ancient discipline that had enabled the Scots to maintain their treasured independence since the foundation of the kingdom in 330 BC. Over the centuries, however, temperance had been eroded by luxury — introduced largely through a too close association with vainglorious English manners — the pristine virtue of the ancient commonwealth had been corrupted, and the now effeminate Scots wallowed in avarice and lust.58 For Boece, therefore, the domestic history of Scotland consisted of the valiant efforts of her virtuous kings to stem the tide of luxury and restore the ancient discipline. While, conversely, those vicious tyrants who succumbed to their passions were disposed of by those of the nobility who remained uncorrupted. King-centred, ethically orientated and dependent on a very crude theory of the passions, the appeal of such an historical framework to Buchanan should be readily apparent. Not surprisingly, he adopted it almost wholesale. More sceptical and more restrained, Buchanan’s History is for the most part simply a revision and continuation of that of Boece.

Although common enough in sixteenth century Europe, it seems likely that the paradigm of luxury and corruption used by Boece was appropriated from Livy’s Ab Urbe Condita. The passage in the preface to Book I of Livy’s work, in which he laments that ‘avarice and luxury’ have gradually corrupted the ancient Roman spirit, finds countless echoes in Boece and thence in Buchanan. Livy, moreover, was a favourite author of Buchanan and in the more tranquil days before 1566, Mary would read ‘daily after her dinner, instructed by a learned man, Mr George Bowhannan, somewhat of Lyvie’.59 Given his preconceptions, it is safe to assume that Livy’s appeal for Buchanan transcended purely stylistic interest. It has, for example, been argued that the dynamic of Livy’s history ‘is above all attributable to the Stoic ethical influence’, and that he ‘looks at the past as a battlefield of manners, and seeks to illustrate the moral qualities needed for a state to thrive …’60 Precisely the same words might be applied to Buchanan, who similarly saw Scottish history as ‘a battlefield of manners’ and was equally concerned with those ‘moral qualities’ which, exemplified by the ancient Scots, had sustained the nation through so many centuries of trial and tribulation. For Buchanan, indeed, by virtue of the pervasive norm of natural law, on these moral criteria depends the correct functioning of the polity. Just as the essence of moral worth is the subjection of the passions to reason and conformity thereby with nature and nature’s law, so the harmony of the body-politic, its ‘justice’ or ‘temperance’, depends on the ruler’s conformity with reason and the free play of natural law which must thereby ensue. Given a Stoic King, conforming to reason and the law, the people will emulate his virtuous manners and the well-being of the polity will be assured.

Despite the evidence of Mary Stewart’s deposition, however, Buchanan remained fearful that luxury and avarice were corrupting the ancient discipline beyond redemption and obscuring the efficacy of the natural laws on which the Scottish polity was founded. It was only in the Highlands and Islands that the pristine discipline of the ancient Scots was still to be encountered, and only among the clans that chieftains were still unquestioningly elected and bound to follow the advice of a council.61 Uneducated, but as yet uncorrupted by luxurious living, the clansmen still adhered to those laws of nature implanted in man by God. Describing the primitive island of Rona, Buchanan suggests that its temperate inhabitants have an innate grasp of those laws which the corrupt majority of mankind can only learn through hard study:

… and here alone in the universe, I imagine, are to be found a people who know no want, among whom every necessity of life abounds even to satiety. Unacquainted alike with luxury and avarice, they find in their ignorance of vice, that innocence and tranquillity of mind, which others laboriously search for in the discipline and precepts of wisdom.62

Buchanan’s admiration of the islanders was no doubt tempered by his knowledge that their virtuous manners were not adopted voluntarily but imposed by the impoverished environment in which they were condemned to live. Nevertheless, he would have the more sophisticated and corrupt Scottish Lowlanders take note of their untutored virtue and aspire to emulate them. It was to the Celtic west that Buchanan looked for inspiration and guidance. If he had a vision of the Scottish polity of the future, one may guess that it was based on the temperate manners of the Gaels enriched by the language and culture of the Romans. ‘I can perceive without regret’, he wrote,

the gradual extinction of the ancient Scottish language, and cheerfully allow its harsh sounds to die away, and give place to the softer and more harmonious tones of the Latin. For if, in this transmigration into another language, it is necessary that we yield up one thing or other, let us pass from rusticity and barbarism, to culture and civilisation, and let our choice and judgment, repair the infelicity of our birth.63

Himself of Celtic descent and possibly also a native Gaelic speaker,64 Buchanan was, above all, a humanist.

VI

In the course of the History, Buchanan remarks that there is ‘a two-fold principle of nature’ in man, one of the body and one of the mind. The development of the body, he continues, outstrips that of the mind, so ‘laws are appointed to restrain the exuberant impetuosity of youth, till, by care and cultivation, reason acquires strength sufficient to regulate the natural desires of the body’.65 If this can be taken as the underlying principle of his political thought, it doubtless also guided his stern and overbearing attitude to James VI. We may legitimately discount Thomas Randolph’s opinion that the young king was ‘more happie that had Buchanan to his Master, than Alexander the Great, that had Aristotell his instructor’.66 Nevertheless, Buchanan, the professional pedagogue, no doubt took his duties seriously and set about moulding his charge in the image of a Stoic King. In the Dialogue, after Buchanan has described the perfect prince as portrayed in Seneca, Maitland exclaims:

Splendid, indeed, and even magnificent, so that it seems that nothing more magnificent could be said or imagined. But among the corrupt manners of our own times it is difficult for such greatness of soul to arise unless careful education is added to an honest character and to natural goodness. For the mind that is fashioned from childhood by good precepts and knowledge, and further strengthened by age and experience, strives to attain true glory through virtue … And so, since a liberal education exerts such great influence on all conditions of men, how much care and solicitude is to be provided so that the tender minds of kings are correctly instructed even from the very first. (48)

On the face of it, in the case of James VI, this programme was conspicuously unsuccessful. Once out of the hands of his mentor, James was notable neither for the subjugation of his passions nor for his conformity with those laws of nature underpinning Buchanan’s political philosophy. On a more pragmatic level, however, James may have learned more from his tutor than he was prepared to admit. Reading in Buchanan’s History of the particularly vicious tyranny of Durstus, James was heard to exclaim, ‘How durst he be sa euill? Thai micht have callit him Curstus, because he was curst, and had acurst us’.67 Durstus was deposed and later slain by his subjects. This was a ‘curse’ which James never forgot and, while it gave him additional incentive to defend the sanctity of his prerogative, it may also have been responsible for making him more aware than any of his predecessors of the nature of his position in the Scottish polity. In his shrewd exploitation of his power in Scotland, James demonstrated a profound sensitivity to the extent and limitations of royal authority in relation to that of the nobility. While the Basilicon Doron — itself a speculum for James’ son, the four-year old Prince Henry — shows a remarkable appreciation of the idiosyncrasies of Scottish political culture and expresses many opinions which Buchanan would have heartily endorsed. If he never attained the stature of a Stoic King, James was, nevertheless, ‘the last and greatest exponent of the old style of Scottish kingship’,68 and for that some credit should go to George Buchanan.

NOTES

1. Whether a cause or a symptom of this problem, there is, in fact, no adequate exposition of Buchanan’s political thought as a whole. The best, but all too brief, analysis of the De Jure Regni is J. H. Burns, ‘The Political Ideas of George Buchanan’, SHR, XXX (1951), 60–8. The History of Scotland has never received serious treatment. H. R. Trevor-Roper, ‘George Buchanan and the Ancient Scottish Constitution’, English Historical Review, Supplement 3, 1966, while an interesting reconstruction of the circumstances under which Buchanan wrote the History, tells us little about its significance as a political statement either in its own right or in its relations to the Dialogue.

2. This is not, of course, to deny the importance of Buchanan’s radicalism nor to invalidate such attempts to trace the sources of these ideas as Francis Oakley, ‘On the Road from Constance to 1688: The Political Thought of John Major and George Buchanan’, The Journal of British Studies, I (1962), 1–31 and Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 1978), ii, 338–45 especially. But neither conciliarism nor, more broadly. Skinner’s ‘radical scholasticism’ are adequate analytical frameworks for Buchanan’s thought as a whole. Unfortunately, the scope of the present paper precludes any thorough examination of Buchanan’s possible sources — either contemporary or medieval — and is confined to pointing out his obvious indebtedness to classical writers. It is hoped, however, to explore these in greater detail at a later date.

3. The probable significance of Buchanan’s humanist background to the orientation of his political thought has been pointed out, although not fully explored, by I. D. McFarlane, ‘George Buchanan and French Humanism’ in A. H. T. Levi (ed.) Humanism in France, Manchester, 1970), 295–319, especially 303–6.

4. This paragraph is based largely on the standard biography of Buchanan, P. Hume Brown, George Buchanan: Humanist and Reformer (Edinburgh, 1890). For a more detailed study of his career and contarts in France, see I. D. McFarlane, ‘George Buchanan and France’ in J. C. Ireson et al (eds.), Studies in French Literature (Manchester, 1968), 223–45.

5. The Vita Sua is most conveniently printed in Brown, George Buchanan, 364–8. Of its 4½ pages, 1½ are devoted to the Ponuguese expedition.

6. Both the charges against him and Buchanan’s defence are detailed in James M. Aitken, The Trial of George Buchanan before the Lisbon Inquisition (Edinburgh and London, 1939).

7. Buchanan shared responsibility with Peter Young, but there is no doubt that he was the senior partner, at least until his health began to fail in 1578. For details of James’ schooling, see Brown, George Buchanan, 249–63.

8. For a detailed study of when Buchanan’s major works were composed, see Trevor-Roper, ‘Buchanan and the Ancient Scottish Constitution’, passim. As he makes clear, there is no means of ascertaining precisely when the Dialogue in its final form was written. The earliest possible date is 1567 and MS copies were circulating in England by at least 1576. Nevertheless, the extent to which it was revised — if at all — before publication is impossible to determine. With the History more precision is possible. It seems likely that the bulk of it was written between 1566 and 1572 and extensively revised between 1576 and its publication in 1582. The Baptistes was written as early as 1540 but not published until 1577.

9. Georgii Buchanani … Opera Omnia, ed. Thomas Ruddiman and Peter Burmann, 2 vols. (Leyden, 1725), ii, 217.

10. History, i, civ. The edition used throughout is the History of Scotland, trans, by James Aikman, 4 vols. (Glasgow, 1827).

11. He Jure Regni, Dedication (unpaginated). Throughout the paper the facsimile reprint of the first (Edinburgh, 1579) edition published by Da Capo Press (Amsterdam and New York, 1969), has been used. To avoid unnecessary footnotes, wherever convenient page references to the Dialogue have been included in the text.

12. To a friend in Zurich Buchanan wrote: ‘ad te mitto commentariolum nostrum de Regno’, Opera Omnia, ii, 748. The phrase was also used by others of his correspondents. For example, Thomas Randolph remarked to Buchanan that ‘De Regno is greatly desyred amonge us’, ibid., ii, 746), and Daniel Rogers commented that ‘Dialogismum de Regno … avidissime perlegi’, ibid., ii, 737).

13. See, for example, the letters from Rodolph Gualter, Theodore Beza, Phillipe du Plessis-Mornay and Thomas Randolph in ibid., ii, 721ff.

14. On this, see Dora M. Bell, L’Idéal Éthique de la Royauté en France au Moyen Age (Geneva and Paris, 1962), and H. R. Dosher, ‘The Concept of the Ideal Prince in French Political Thought 800–1760’, University of North Carolina PhD thesis, 1969. Interestingly, in his discussion of the place of the ideal prince in Huguenot literature of the late sixteenth century (ibid., 175–83), Dosher draws most of his evidence from the De Jure Regni.

15. This is not to deny considerable variations in the form and scope of the specula, but the standardization is nonetheless remarkable. This is well brought out in Allan H. Gilbert, Machiavelli’s ‘Prince’ and its Forerunners (Durham, North Carolina, 1938), and in L. K. Bom’s lengthy ‘Introduction’ to his edition of Erasmus, The Education of a Christian Prince (New York, 1936).

16. See Skinner, Foundations of Modern Political Thought, i, 113–38, 213–43, for a general analysis of Italian and Northern humanists’ use of the genre. It should be noted, however, that Skinner ignores the medieval examples of the genre and the humanists’ probable indebtedness to them.

17. See G. F. Warner (ed.), ‘The Library of James VI 1573–1583’, Scottish History Society Miscellany I (Edinburgh, 1893), xi–lxxv.

18. Ibid., lvii. The original is in Greek and the following remarks are based on a modern French edition. Le Discourse sur la Royauté de Synésios de Cyrene, ed. Christian Lacombrade (Paris, 1951).

19. Buchanan’s possible indebtedness to the concept of the ideal prince current at the court of Francis I has been briefly referred to by McFarlane, ‘Buchanan and French Humanism’, 304.

20. Brown, George Buchanan, 124.

21. Ibid., 123–4.

22. See Aitken, Trial of George Buchanan, 25. Aitken devotes an appendix (128–35) to showing that parallels to More are more exact than any others and that the play’s political significance outweighs the religious.

23. The publication was authorized by ‘the committee of the House of Commons concerning Printing’. For the parliamentary opposition to have identified the central characters with Charles I, Laud and Henrietta Maria would have been no difficult task. (The following quotations are from this edition.)

24. See, for example, Erasmus, Education of a Christian Prince, ed. Born, 160ff, where he draws heavily on Aristotle in describing both the tyrant and the true prince.

25. In a letter to Rodolph Gaulter (24 July 1579) in Zurich Letters, ed. H. Robinson, 2 vols. (Cambridge, Parker Society 1842–5), ii, 311.

26. Cf. Cicero, De Republica, I, xxv, 39; De Officiis, I, iv, 12; and Aristotle, Politics, I, i, 9.

27. Buchanan is here paraphrasing Cicero, De Republica, VI, xiii, 13.

28. Cicero, De Legibus, I, vii, 22–3; I, x, 28–30; and II, v, 11–3.

29. The reference is to Aristotle, Politics, III, xi, 4, but cf. Nichomachean Ethics, V, vi, 5.

30. I have been unable to detect Buchanan distinguishing in any consistent manner between ratio, prudentia and sapientia. He appears to use them interchangeably and all imply a high degree of moral excellence.

31. Politics, III, xi, 4.

32. De Legibus, III, i, 2.

33. ‘The Library of James VI’, lxix.

34. James Melville of Halhill, Memoirs of his own Life 1549–93 (Edinburgh, Bannatyne Club 1827), 262.

35. For the general revival of Stoic ethical ideas, see Leontine Zanta, La Renaissance du Stoicisme au XVIe Siècle (Paris, 1914).

36. Buchanan does not aspire to anything like the sophistication displayed by some of his near contemporaries as described by Anthony Levi, French Moralists: The Theory of the Passions 1585–1649 (Oxford, 1964). It is, however, interesting in the light of the seminal influence of Montaigne on the development of the theory (ibid., 51ff) that he was taught briefly by Buchanan at Bordeaux in the 1540s and gives him a favourable mention in the Essays (see Brown, George Buchanan, 111–3).

37. Burns, ‘The Political Ideas of George Buchanan’, 64.

38. On the function of the Committee of Articles, see R. S. Rait, The Parliaments of Scotland (Glasgow, 1924), 362–79.

39. J. H. Burns, ‘The Political Ideas of the Scottish Reformation’, Aberdeen University Review, XXXVI (1955–6), 251–68, at 266 and 268.

40. Cicero, De Legibus, III, iii, 8.

41. Burns, ‘The Political Ideas of George Buchanan’, 66.

42. Oakley, ‘On the Road from Constance to 1688’, 26.

43. On Marsilius’ use of the valentior pars, see Michael Wilks, The Problem of Sovereignty in the Later Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1963), 108–9, 194–6.

44. See Francois Hotman, Francogallia ed. R. E. Giesey and J. H. M. Salmon (Cambridge, 1972).

45. See Rait, Parliaments of Scotland, 1–9, 30–47 and passim.

46. Interestingly, Buchanan’s description of the Scottish polity bears a striking resemblance to that which emerges in Jennifer M. Brown, ‘The Exercise of Power’ in Jennifer M. Brown (ed,), Scottish Society in the Fifteenth Century (London, 1978), 33–65.

47. See, for example. History, i, 157, 184, 200–1, 252, 259, 277 and 280.
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