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PREFACE


What exactly is politics? Why does it occur? (Has there been politics ever since there were recognizably human beings? Might it just stop, even though there continue to be eminently recognizable human beings?) How has it come to take its present forms?


How is it best understood? What are the best approaches to understanding it? How far can it in fact be understood? What limits do human beings face in their attempts to understand it? What resources for understanding it do we now have? How far, if at all, do these resources derive from the professional study of politics? How successfully are they now incorporated into that study?


In the pages that follow I try to show readers how to answer these questions for themselves, and to make clear how closely their answers depend on one another, I try to show how politics has come to be a vaguely degrading and highly specialized occupation: the trade of Tony Blair and Peter Mandelson, of William Hague and Michael Howard, and until quite recently at least one of the trades of Jonathan Aitken: also, of course, the trade of Bill Clinton and Newt Gingrich, of Benjamin Netanyahu and Yasser Arafat, of General Suharto all too recently and, alas, still of Saddam Hussein as I now write. And vaguely degrading? Well, on the evidence of this list alone, plainly a career wide open to all but unmentionable talents and an occupation blatantly unfit for gentlemen – let alone gentlewomen. And this last was a complaint pressed from the beginning not merely against the cultural styles of conspicuously brutal and autocratic regines, but also very much against the impact of democratization on the personnel who lead or govern a political society (cf. Plato 1930–5; Wood 1991).


But I try, too, to show why even today politics can still sometimes seem uniquely courageous, direct and even potentially effective in its assault on the misery and injustice of the great bulk of collective human life. Not just a career, but a true and noble vocation (cf. Weber 1948, 77–128). (A noble vocation? How undemocratic can you get?) I try to show why the impact of concentrated coercive power upon individual human life chances should vary so sharply from time to time and place to place. More immediately and pressingly I try to make clear why the politics of such a large proportion of states should have shifted so drastically to the right (in practice, if not necessarily in explicit political preference) over the last quarter of the twentieth century, and what that shift is likely to mean for the politics of the next few decades.


Whom can you trust to tell you the answers to these questions? (People who share your taste in political outcomes? People who plainly do not care what the outcomes are?) Why should you trust them, and not trust others who answer them very differently?


Why is politics so consistently disappointing? Why does it repeatedly nourish such high hopes, and why does it virtually never realize them.? Few factors have more causal force in politics (do more to determine what in fact occurs) than how well we understand what we are doing. Disappointment is a mixture of dismay and surprise. If we understood politics better we would certainly be less surprised by its outcomes, as well as surprised much less often.


This would be partly because we had greater expectations of being dismayed by them (less readily anticipated that they would come out just as we wished). Replacing disappointment with dismay, a perspective of eager anticipation by one of chastened retrospection, would not be gratifying in itself. My claim is just that only this shift in attitude would place us as well as we can be placed to secure the outcomes we want.


All human action lies under the shadow of prospective regret. But there are few, if any, domains of our acting over which that shadow fells so darkly as it does over the huge, and ever more drastically consequential, field of politics. What this book aims to show is why this should be so and what it means. (What it means? Well, let us say: what it meant for our parents and grandparents, what it has meant for you and me, what it is likely to mean for our children and children’s children, and how we should see all three of these together.) You could think of it as a book about the inevitability of disappointment. But I prefer myself to think of it as a book about how (and how not) to hope.


It is not a book for advanced students in particular (though I hope that many of them may get something from it). But it very much is a book for those who read books. It asks to be read as a whole, and is most likely to prove instructive to those who do so read it. It presumes its readers to be intelligent and potentially interested, and trusts that they will prefer to be addressed as such (as a serious newspaper might). But it tries to avoid presuming anything much in the way of prior knowledge about politics. It makes bold claims, and seldom lingers to give adequate reasons for regarding most of them as valid. (It has a long way to go, and travels as fast as it dares. It hopes to blaze a trail, not to lay down a road.) But it does also try throughout to show an incredulous reader where she (or he) can turn to see just why I believe its claims to be valid. Few of the arguments which it advances are particularly original. But the relations which it tries to bring out between them are at times comparatively novel. It is here, if anywhere, that its capacity to illuminate lies: in the whole, not in the dismembered parts.


I have written it very much on my own. So its failures and follies are no one’s but mine. But in writing it I have drawn wholesale and ruthlessly on what I have been taught, both as student and as teacher, in the three and a half decades which I have spent in the still great University to which I have the honour, the privilege and the more intermittent pleasure to belong. Any merits it has are mainly borrowed, not earned.


I am grateful to the Humanities Research Board of the British Academy for the term of research leave in 1998 which made it possible for me to finish this book, to the University of Cambridge for the sabbatical leave which made it possible for me to begin it, and to my colleagues in the Department of Social and Political Sciences for the many burdens which they shouldered while I was doing so. I should like to express my warm thanks to Frank Kermode for inviting me to write it in the first place, to Stuart Proffitt, Philip Gwyn Jones and Toby Mundy at HarperCollins at earlier stages, to Georgina Laycock and Michael Fishwick for all their kindness, encouragement and help in ushering it at long last into the world, and to Peter James for his exemplary patience, skill, tact and taste in handling a very trying manuscript. I must also apologize one last time to Ruth, Charty and Polly for all that it has cost them. I can only hope that in some ways, in the end, it will have been worth it.




JOHN DUNN


King’s College, Cambridge


July 1999


















PART I
















1
Starting Out



Defining the Task



What would I have to understand to be confident that I really understood politics?




WHAT IS POLITICS?



My first need would be to be sure that I knew what politics is: what it is that I was trying to understand. This is considerably harder than you might at first suppose. Beyond a certain degree of assurance, indeed, it is simply impossible. Any of us, if we bother to, can form reasonable beliefs about what politics is or isn’t. But none of us can literally know what politics is. What stops us from knowing is the fact that the beliefs which seem reasonable to human beings about what politics really is, and about why it is as it is, have always differed very widely. As far as we can now tell, they will always continue to differ: perhaps, in the end, less widely than a thousand years ago, but perhaps, also, still more widely as the centuries go by. Some have recently been confident that they are bound to differ less widely in the centuries to come (Fukuyama 1992). Some have been equally confident that they will continue to differ at least as much more or less indefinitely (Huntington 1997; Gray 1998). But each, on the most preliminary inspection, is clearly just guessing.


We can criticize one another’s beliefs about these questions, and learn to do so quite effectively. But none of us can sanely hope to replace most of other people’s beliefs on this score with a plainly superior set of our very own. Political understanding modifies and sometimes amends the understanding of others; but it never simply supplants it. However clear-headed and well-informed we may learn to be, and however confident we may become, none of our understandings of politics will ever be more than one small voice in dialogue with an immense range of other voices. To be sure, we can often hear ourselves exceedingly well, but that is largely because we are so ill placed (and perhaps also in many cases so disinclined) to listen accurately to anyone else.




WHY IS THERE POLITICS AT ALL?



My second need would be a clear and accurate view of why any such field of activity as politics existed at all. What is it about humans, or about their present situation, which ensures that none of them today can ever fully escape politics? Does politics come from what they always necessarily are? Does it come merely from how they now happen to be, and might soon or eventually cease to be? Or does it come not from inside each of them (from their own minds or bodies), but from outside them (from the ways in which their human predecessors have shaped and reshaped their world over time, or from the cumulative impact of those reshapings on the minds and bodies of the present generation)? If it comes from all three, which parts of it come from which?







Agency



Why should we think of politics as an activity? Because human action is the centre of politics – its core, what makes it itself and not some other field of human experience (love, suffering, laughter). Politics can be moving. (It can elicit passion and even deserve devotion.) It is often weighed down with suffering. It is usually more than a little absurd. But passion, ludicrousness, even misery, are never the key to politics.


That key is always how human beings see their world (above all, the role and significance of one another in making it what it is), and how they choose to try to master it, to bend it to their wills. How they judge, and how those judgments impel them to act. Often, perhaps on careful examination always, mastering it1 includes, and perhaps principally requires, subduing, eluding, persuading or enlightening one another.


Politics is an endless and highly unstable round of struggle and quest for understanding. None of us can ever be certain how obstinacy in struggle and effort to understand are balanced, within it or within ourselves, at any particular moment, and how far one is tipping decisively into the other. Because professional politics and routine political awareness are often banal and callow, and because most human beings have their pride and seek out occasions for feeling superior, all of us are permanently tempted to assume that we ourselves (unlike all too many of our acquaintances) understand politics at least as well as we have any good reason to bother to and that, insofar as we don’t, this is essentially because we have chosen not to, and done so for pretty respectable reasons. One of the main things which I hope to show is why this is extremely unlikely to be true for any of us.







Scope



Why should we think of politics as a field? It is always the external setting of human action, the constraints this imposes and the opportunities which it opens up, which dominates human action. It is this setting which frames it, gives it much of its meaning, summons up its energies and challenges it to do its best or worst. And as of human action in general, so too of politics, our actions towards one another on the largest possible scale and over the great issues of life and death, prosperity and indigence, even more conspicuously and peremptorily.




FORMS OF POLITICS



My third need would be to see just why politics has come to take the distinctive forms which it has today, and to judge, more tentatively, how these forms are likely to alter, either in shape or in meaning, in the reasonably near future (the modest horizon of comprehension of the prospective outcomes of their own future interaction with one another which is open to human beings). Note, again, the centrality of action, and the key significance of the unintended consequences of past human actions for the prospects for human agents in the present and the future.






THE RANGE OF ANSWERS



In the course of human history, the faltering and patchy memory of our species’ progress through time, an immense range of answers has been given to each of these three questions (cf. Dunn 1996(a)). To be quite certain that we really understood politics, we might need to know all of these answers, and to see how far each was or was not valid. To assume that we do not need to know most of them is to assume at least that none of these contain elements which are distinctive, valid and of any real depth. And how, without even knowing what they are, could we reasonably be confident of this?


For most of the last two or three hundred years many European thinkers have assumed that all they needed to know was which answer was valid and what that answer was, since the rest of human belief on such matters could safely be consigned to the rubbish bin of history. More sporadically, of course, much the same assumption has been made by rather smaller numbers of thinkers over a far longer span of time and in societies scattered throughout the world. Today, for the most part, we have lost this confidence. In the main we are quite right to have done so. Modesty is more prepossessing than arrogance; and overwhelmingly rational modesty is more reasonable than preposterous arrogance. But even though modesty is an epistemic virtue (an aid in knowing), it is emphatically not enough. Extreme modesty in cognitive pretension (in the scope of what we claim to be able to know) is quite compatible both with utter confusion and with the abandonment of the slightest attempt to understand most of what we need to understand. More maliciously, it is equally compatible with abandoning the attempt to understand anything more exacting or useful than how to quarrel deftly and intimidatingly with one another in public (or private). Compare Thomas Hobbes’s savage account of the pleasures of fellow citizenship in his great book De Cive (Hobbes 1983), eminently applicable to the experience of any working academic.


The Academy, the Republic of Letters, even the day-to-day and very ordinary citizenry of the modern republic (or constitutional monarchy) need a more responsible and less self-indulgent approach than this (Fontana (ed.) 1994; Dunn 1990; Dunn (ed.) 1992), That is to say, we – you and I – need a more responsible and less self-indulgent approach than this.


If the key to politics really is how human beings see their world and how they try to bend this to their wills, it is vital to judge how far they see that world accurately and how far the ways in which they wish to alter it are ways in which it can in practice be altered. Insofar as they fail to see it accurately, they can scarcely hope to understand what they are doing; and they are exceedingly unlikely to alter it even broadly as they wish. Today we are pretty confident that the line between true and false beliefs about politics is not a clear and bright one, and that there is no single authoritative site, no privileged human, or supra-human but humanly accessible, vantage point from, which it can be identified decisively or once and for all. (Even those, like the Iranian ulama or perhaps the Supreme Pontiff, who reject the first premiss, appear in practice now to accept the second.) Only utter confusion, however, could possibly lead us to believe that there is no distinction between true and false beliefs about politics (Dworkin 1996), or that false beliefs about politics will not, in most instances and over enough time, do great harm to their human believers or others whom they affect. (But compare Elster 1975, 48–64, with Plato 1930–5.) This is discouraging, since the most casual inspection of politics in action, or the most desultory attention to most people’s political beliefs, shows at once that a very large proportion of political beliefs are predominantly false. Dispiriting or not, however, one thing which this could not reasonably discourage is the attempt to understand politics better.


In this book, I consider in turn the three themes which we most need to understand, if we are to learn to understand modern politics, the politics of our own day and of the epoch which lies just ahead of us, better than we yet do. Of these, the first is deceptively simple. What politics is, you might think, must surely be either obvious or else essentially trivial, a matter for more or less arbitrary definition. It is a term which we can look up in a dictionary, and for which we can, if we wish, trustingly take the dictionary’s direction. Or, if we are less trusting, we can write our own dictionary entry instead, taking care that the latter responds fully to our own impeccable reasons for viewing politics as we do. Neither of these two approaches, however, has the slightest chance of providing us with the sort of dependable control which we need. If we do not know what politics is we cannot even know what we are talking about or trying to understand. If we incorporate the full range of other people’s usage of the term (even within our own natural language community: English, French, Korean, Hindi), we merely reproduce in our own understanding all the confusions and equivocations in their understandings. If, instead, we purge their understandings ruthlessly and rely firmly on our own, we beg the question of whether we ourselves really do understand what we are talking about, and do so at the most disabling of levels: the level at which we decide what we will even bother to consider.




THE KEY DILEMMA OF POLITICAL UNDERSTANDING?



There may be a real dilemma here: a choice between two profoundly unenviable alternatives, which at the same time appears to exclude the possibility of any other option. By the end of the book I hope that you will be better placed to judge for yourselves how far this is indeed a dilemma, and, insofar as it is, how far its two horns are accurately described. My own view, for what it is worth, is that it is not a real dilemma, since the most prudent way to proceed is to adopt both approaches resolutely, alternating the vantage points which they provide, and interrogating ourselves sternly throughout on the imaginative opportunity costs of the strategies of understanding which we find enticing. We can only see through our own eyes; but it is merely stupid to suppose that any of us will not still have almost everything to learn about politics up to the time that we die.


For the moment we must simply register the imaginative discomfort and the sense of external intellectual constraint of this potential dilemma, because each has strong implications for the strategies of understanding which it can make sense for us to pursue. What they preclude, we must notice at once, is the sort of confident allegation about what politics really is and why it occurs at all with which didactic accounts of it, Introductions to Politics, Introductions to Political Science, often begin.


Consider, for example, the initial formulae from a pair of recent British textbooks. ‘The term “Politics” is used to describe the process through which individual and collective decisions are made’ (Selby 1995, I). ‘People are social beings. They choose to live together in groups. Because people live together in groups, there is a need to make decisions . . . The study of Politics is the study of how such decisions are made. It may also be the study of how such decisions should be made’ (Bentley, Dobson, Grant and Roberts 1995, 2). Neither of these, we can be sure, was intended to be controversial. Yet each contains quite surprising judgments.


In Selby’s case, if there is a clear contrast between individual and collective decisions, it is surely that the former are taken by single individuals and not infrequently for single individuals. With many of the decisions which you or I take for ourselves it is most unlikely that we think of the process of deciding (however protracted) as an instance of politics. (Is it to be mangoes or strawberries? Shall I wear my jeans?) Sometimes we may be badly wrong in thinking as we do. But surely not always.


Bentley and his associates introduce their readers to British politics with a more elaborate and ambitious train of thought. But they too make at least one striking assumption: that the group character of human life which occasions the need for collective decisions is a product of choice. No doubt there is some sense in which this is true. Most individual human beings could probably live in a far more solitary manner than they do, if only they wished to with sufficient intensity. But it is certainly not true that they could all (the populations of Greater Tokyo, Mexico City, London, Bangkok, Beijing and so on) still simultaneously live in a far more solitary manner. Geography, the history of technology and the population history of the world, taken together, by now just preclude this. It is not a plausible description for most of us even by late adolescence that the groups in which we in fact live are ones which we have chosen for ourselves. More importantly still it is never true for any modern population for more than a fleeting moment that the sovereign political units in which they live are ones which most of them have chosen (Dunn 1997).


Consider now a series of bolder allegations, in some cases plainly intended to provoke controversy. Politics, Max Weber assures us, ‘comprises any kind of independent leadership’ (Weber 1948, 77). Politics, says Isaac D’Israeli, has been misdefined as ‘the art of governing mankind by deceiving them’ (quoted in Crick 1964, 16). What it should be seen as, Bernard Crick himself insists, is neither:




a set of fixed principles to be realized in the near future, nor yet . . . a set of traditional habits to be preserved, but . . . an activity, a sociological activity which has the anthropological function of preserving a community grown too complicated for either tradition alone or pure arbitrary rule to preserve it without the undue use of coercion. (Crick 1964, 24)





This is less clear or economical than the definition which D’Israeli rejects (what exactly is a sociological activity? What is an unsociological activity?); but it is also considerably more appreciative.


Compare, again, the more astringent viewpoint of the German Carl Schmitt, writing under the Weimar Republic: ‘The political is the most intense and extreme antagonism, and every concrete antagonism becomes that much the more political the closer it approaches the most extreme point, that of the friend–enemy grouping’ (Schmitt 1996, 29). ‘The specific political distinction to which political actions and motives can be reduced is that between friend and enemy’ (Schmitt 1996, 26). Contrast this, in turn, with the list of eight possible ingredients of the idea of politics set out more ponderously by the American political theorist William Connolly in his widely used study The Terms of Political Discourse. The first six, in brusque summary, are (1) policies backed by the legally binding authority of government, (2) actions involving a choice between viable options, (3) the considerations invoked by participants in selecting options, (4) the impact of the choices on the interests, wishes or values of segments of the population, (5) the extent to which the outcomes of the decisions are intended by or known to those who make them, (6) the numbers affected by the decisions and the duration of their effects (Connolly 1974, 12–13). By politics these writers plainly mean many different things. The more urgent their reasons for selecting their preferred emphases, the less inclined they are likely to prove to defer to one another’s habitual usage. Why should you be any more inclined to do so?


How, then, can I have the gall to assure you that human action is the centre of politics: a far from, self-evident claim, and in the view of many not even a valid one?


I do so simply to encourage you to start thinking for yourselves, certainly not as an intellectual promissory note, a guarantee that you would be well advised to take the claim on trust.




SPECIFYING POLITICS: WORDS AND THINKERS



Let us take the question of what politics is (what it is that we are trying to understand) a little more slowly, and see what is going on as we try to answer it. One way of approaching it is to start off from dictionaries and see what they tell us. A second is to start off from some of the great European political, thinkers who have tried to answer the question of what politics is, and whose answers, to varying depths, still mark educated understandings of politics in the world today. Why European political thinkers? Well, not just for old times’ sake, but because politics is a European category and indeed a European word, and because European categories still have a dangerously privileged role within modern politics (Dunn 1996 (a)). Both the danger and the privilege are exceedingly important and need to be handled together and in relation to one another.




ARISTOTLE



If we adopt either of these approaches, we shall soon find that it intersects with the other. The history of words cannot readily be disentangled from the history of the ideas which the words are used to refer to; and the history of these ideas, in turn, cannot readily be disentangled from the seething turmoil of conflict and co-operation between human beings across their long history (Dunn 1080, cap. 2; Tully (ed.) 1988; Ball, Farr and Hanson (eds) 1989; Dunn 1996(a)). If we adopt either of these two approaches, we shall also soon discover that politics, the word itself in modern English and its transpositions into a wide range of other contemporary languages, is taken ultimately from the title of a single historical text, the Politics of the fourth-century BC Greek philosopher Aristotle, tutor to Alexander the Great of Macedon. It was a text, moreover, to which, as far as we know, the author himself did not even give a title. The word itself was not composed arbitrarily by Aristotle or his subsequent editors (by, for example, juxtaposing previously unconnected letters of the Greek alphabet). It was not a deliberate coinage, but a natural development of meanings already embodied in the Greek language. We have no reason to believe that it had been used by any previous Greek speaker (or writer) to pick out a field of human activity of particular importance, or one which posed distinctive problems of understanding. In our present understandings of politics, in all their confusion, it would be absurd to claim that Aristotle can in any sense have started politics. But it remains true that his performance as an author has placed an indelible mark on the entire cumulative subsequent effort to comprehend what politics is (an effort which could scarcely have had any integral momentum until politics had been picked out in this way as a distinctive field of activity). Whatever else Aristotle did, he certainly started something when he wrote the lectures we now call the Politics. At least some of our effort to understand politics, even today, whether we like it or not, indeed whether we realize it or not, must still take the form of a struggle with Aristotle’s ghost.


The Politics is a complicated book, and not invariably clear. We do not, as noted, even know that Aristotle gave it a title, let alone the title it now carries. But that title is certainly closely related to the subject matter which it contains, and still echoes some features of Aristotle’s own judgment about that subject matter. In particular, it echoes the judgment that there is a special sort of human association, one concerned with rule among free and equal human beings (Aristotle 1932, 1255b, p. 28) and at its best aiming at the supreme human good, that this association is deeply in harmony with what human beings and the world really are like, and how they ought to be (Aristotle 1932, 1252a, p. 2), and that humans who do not belong to such an association are sharply diminished by failing to do so (Aristotle 1932, 1252b, pp. 8 and 10; but compare Cooper 1975 on Aristotle’s accompanying and not obviously compatible confidence in the priority of the life of the mind). Still more controversially, it picks out this form of association as virtually self-sufficient, as bound together above all, in its pursuit of a shared good, by the human capacity for speech and the unique concern of human beings with what is good or bad, just or unjust: not simply with the pursuit of given goals, but with how to value goals themselves, how to choose well (Aristotle 1932, 1253a, p. 10; cf. Taylor 1989, caps 1 and 2). More controversially still, it ringingly identifies this very grand conception of shared human public activity with a particular institutional and geopolitical format, the small self-governing polis (city state) of the fourth-century BC Greek world, and underlines the implication that the standing of such a polis is prior both in meaning and in value to any individual citizen within it, let alone to any of his female kin or slaves or its resident aliens. This is not an ensemble of convictions which anyone today really shares. But its power still pervades our conceptions of what politics really is (or should be, and hence perhaps could be), helping to shape these inadvertently even when we least mean it to.


One way of telling the story which culminates (if that is the word) in contemporary dictionary entries for the term politics, or in usages of that term today by television commentators or newspaper journalists, ’would be to see it as a protracted sanitization of the term, that came to serve as the title of Aristotle’s book: as a more or less steady depletion of its meaning, and a corresponding enlargement of its potential scope of application. There is nothing wrong with this judgment in itself. But for our purposes it is not the most instructive way to see what has happened. For us, it will be better neither to adopt Aristotle’s viewpoint in its entirety (an option probably not really open to us anyway: cf. Williams 1981, cap. 11), nor to ignore the fact that he ever existed, but to try to understand the significance of some of the tangled imaginative history which lies between his formulation of his conception and the conceptions, in all their variety and disorder, which we ourselves hold today.


In the end we shall have to decide how much of Aristotle’s conception it is still wise to embrace, and how far that (perhaps very shrunken) residue needs to be supplemented by types of consideration which did not, and perhaps could not, have occurred to Aristotle himself. The view that a truly political association can and should verge on self-sufficiency (Aristotle 1932, 1252b, p. 8), for example, seems practically precluded for us by the central facts of our increasingly globalized economy, though, its echoes remain audible enough in the present anxieties of the right wing of the British Conservative Party. The conceptions that women have no clear place in politics or that slaves are a natural and acceptable feature of the social and legal landscape (cf. Garnsey 1996) are no longer avowable in polite company, though distinctly shiftier traces of each still play a pretty prominent role in practical life. But, by the time that we have decided which features, if any, of Aristotle’s conception we should still adopt, we shall have had to think our way through virtually the whole of modern politics (perhaps, indeed, through literally the whole of it). Or, to see the matter another way, we shall have come to realize that our starting point and our hoped-for destination are massively confounded with one another: that we cannot hope to answer any of the three broad questions which we initially posed without answering each of them: that their answers are interdependent. In the end, we must answer them together, or give up any attempt to answer them at all.


A century or so ago it was easy for any educated European to suppose that Aristotle’s vision of politics (along with his views on the character of human existence as a whole) did carry a general significance for the denizens of any country. As a founding text of the continuing and still increasingly self-confident tradition of evaluation and judgment which Europeans liked to suppose lay behind their conspicuously growing power, its status was both emblematic and agreeably reassuring. Today the reasons for judging it central in the same way must be very different. But they may nevertheless still be extremely powerful. Strongest of all, perhaps, is the fact that a state form (the modern representative democratic republic) which draws its ideological charter from the claim to be uniquely equipped to provide rule for and among free and equal persons has fought its way to clear primacy in all the wealthiest and most of the most powerful societies in the world (see Chapters 6 and 8 below). The sheer power which has been won through, and exercised within, this state form stems from the human authority of that claim; and no other extant civilization has a comparably historically deep tradition of interpretation of the nature and sources of that authority. Aristotle was, at most, a severely qualified democrat. But the merits which he felt unable to deny in the democracy of the polis remain surprisingly close to the cool, unexhilarating advantages which it is reasonable to ascribe to this ever more commonplace and widely diffused state form.


The least controversial feature of his viewpoint today is his presumption that politics (both what he called ‘politics’ and, anachronistically, what we ourselves call ‘politics’) is inherently concerned with rule, the regular exercise of ultimately coercive authority by some human beings over others. (Cf. Finer 1997.) Virtually every feature of his viewpoint, however, has been controversial at one point or other in the many centuries which separate us from him: even the judgment that there is a sharp and telling contrast between the rule of free and equal human beings and rule over the unfree and unequal. Some features of his viewpoint are probably more controversial (or, at any rate, less widely acceptable) today than they have been at any point in the intervening period. Especially inflammatory today is his confidence that rule over unfree and unequal persons, the rule of a master, is not merely to be contrasted with genuine politics (rule not over, but among, free and equal human beings), but also wholly appropriate to the structure of a household, Aristotle did not, on the whole, think well of the absolute authority of barbarian monarchs, Greece’s non-Greek neighbours to the East, whose territories his great pupil Alexander was to conquer wholesale. He viewed their political arrangements as uncivilized and their public belief systems as profoundly superstitious. But he also explicitly regarded the type and scope of authority which he scorned in their (as we would say) political arrangements as acceptable enough within the households of his own Greek communities: as the proper form for relations between an invariably male household head and the younger males, the women and the slaves who also belonged to that household.


The view that the authority of masters over slaves was natural and readily justified was already under fierce attack in Europe and North America two centuries ago (Davis 1966, 1975 and 1984), and now lacks public defenders in most parts of the world. But the view that male household heads have natural authority over female household members, and the extraordinarily elaborate range of more discreet practices of subordination still etched into the conventional domestic divisions of labour in most societies in the world, have only come under effective frontal attack on any scale in the last few decades. While their defenders in many settings are now more sheepish than they used to be, it must be said that the practices themselves continue for the most part to hold up with some tenacity. Because of the sheer numbers of human beings involved, it is likely that this particular enlargement in the scope of politics, this drastic politicization of some of the most intimate and pervasive features of collective human life, will prove in retrospect the most important single change of the last century in the scope and agenda of politics. Whatever we may in the end choose to agree with Aristotle over, we can hardly hope to see eye to eye with him on this. Some of us may still share many of his feelings (however surreptitiously). But none of us could now muster, on this score, the same unruffled public blandness.




THREE INTERCONNECTED QUESTIONS



What is the pivot of this great (and still startlingly recent) shift in the political agenda? A prudent answer would have to be that we are too close to the shift, and far too deeply and confusingly involved in it (urging it on, trying as best we can to ignore it, or fighting discreetly or brashly to obstruct or even reverse it), to be in a position to tell. But for our present purposes a bolder response will be more useful, even if in the long run it is unlikely to prove wholly correct. (‘In the long run,’ as Maynard Keynes tartly observed in his 1923 Tract on Monetary Reform (Skidelsky 1992, 62, 156), we are all dead.’ And in politics especially, as the British Prime Minister Harold Wilson once memorably noted, even a week is a long time.)


More bravely, then, we may say that the source of this huge expansion in the scope of politics has been the perception that rule can hope to be legitimate only insofar as it passes the test of acceptability to the free and equal (cf. Dunn (ed.) 1992), and that very much of the texture of domestic relations virtually everywhere in the world today, as for long in the past, still conspicuously retains the character of rule, and rule over unfree and unequal persons at that. Once again, we can see how forlorn it is to hope to separate our conception of what politics really is (what it consists in) at all sharply from our understanding of what has been happening in the course of modern politics, and why that politics has taken the course that it has.


The view that to understand politics we first need to know what politics is (what we are talking about whenever we mention it) has a certain immediate force. The view that, if we are to understand it, we shall in the end need to understand why politics today takes the forms which it does and has the consequences which it has is blindingly obvious. The view that these two elements of understanding depend on one another, while more surprising and perhaps more puzzling, can be defended with some ease. But why do we need to know (indeed do we really need to know) why there is any such field of human activity as politics: why politics occurs at all? This is an extremely important question, but it cannot be answered convincingly in a hurry. The book itself is my attempt to answer it. At its outset, all I can do is try to indicate why this third and intervening question earns its place in our schedule of responsibilities, and is in the end the key to our prospects of discharging these.


Why, then, do we need to know why politics occurs at all in order to decide what it really is or grasp why it takes the forms which it now does? We need to do so, essentially, because we need to select a strategy for addressing both of these questions. Only a clear and well-founded conception of why politics occurs at all can give us a strategy of any power for answering the first of them; and only a convincing answer to the first can give us the chance to identify a well-founded answer to the second. There is a structure of analytic priority between these three questions, and it is unobvious and somewhat counterintuitive. In this book, I try to formulate answers to each of these questions and to show these answers in action in relation to one another. Each of these answers could certainly be false (misinformed, misconceived, irredeemably muddled). But none of them, taken free-standing and on their own, could simply be true or valid. (If anyone volunteers to tell you what politics just is, disbelieve them without hesitation.)


Their claim is not to be correct (to carry epistemic authority), either prior to or in the aftermath of experience. It is merely to be useful: to aid in understanding something important and intractably there. That claim every reader who reads the book through can, must and unquestionably will judge for themselves. If they decide against it, that will be that. The claim simply falls (at least for them; and for them, that must be what matters). I don’t, of course, mean that they must be right in rejecting my arguments – that they, or you, or any of us, are guaranteed to display perfect judgment. I only mean that, when it comes to understanding, each of us can only understand (or fail to understand) for ourselves. I can only hope that some of you will find that the book does help you to understand and, in this simple respect, that it is indeed useful.






Why Is There Politics at All? Four Answers





ORIGINAL SIN OR MORAL ERROR



Why is there politics at all? Why does it (or anything like it) occur? Many answers have been given to this question. Let us consider some of the more impressive and interesting. One is that that there is a way in which human beings should behave but in which most of them conspicuously fail to. You might call it the theory of original sin or, less hectically, the theory of moral error. Humans are very apt to be bad, or in more censorious eyes to be very bad indeed.


Almost anyone would agree that if there is indeed a clear and well-specified way in which human beings ought to behave, most of them lamentably fail to follow it, and very many give little, if any, sign of recognizing what it is. They deviate from the straight and narrow, do what they ought not to do, and there is little health in them. Not only do they behave badly: their bad behaviour is often linked directly to how they feel, and their feelings often appear not merely unedifying, but also very ugly. Politics, in this view, stems from human misbehaviour (of which there has always been, and will no doubt always continue to be, plenty). All this clashes discomfitingly with the terms of modern democratic belief systems, in which all adults are assumed to be entitled to behave as they feel inclined, at least within the scope of their incomes and the constraints of public law, and insofar as they refrain from damaging the opportunities for their fellow citizens to do likewise. But in this clash, for the present, it is still probably true that at least in European countries the older and essentially pre-democratic theme reaches deeper into the individual psyche than its younger rival. Despite Nietzsche’s efforts, many of us still have a lot of guilt. Perhaps this is a disadvantage for you and me; but I doubt if any of us has much reason to regret it in most of our contemporaries.


There are two main limitations to this answer. The first (and analytically more immediate) is that it is unconvincing even on its own terms. If there were indeed a single coherent way in which human beings ought to behave and they all always punctiliously adhered to it, then politics (like most of human life) would certainly be very different from the way it is today. It is far from clear, however, that there would be no politics. If the humans who conformed to the one true Way with care and dependability were still recognizably human, they would certainly be more trustworthy than most of their current counterparts. But they would still face many decisions about what to do. They would take these decisions for themselves and have to cope with the consequences of one another’s decisions. It is inherently unlikely, even if they always agreed on what to value and what goals to pursue, that they would also invariably agree on how best to act to realize these values, or attain these goals, in practice. Insofar as they thought, saw or felt differently about how to do so, they would disagree too in practical judgment: disagree about what is to be done, and need to decide yet again how to handle these clashes in judgment. Some of politics, certainly, comes from human depravity. (Think of the fates of Bosnia or Burundi: Lemarchand 1996.) But some, too, comes from discrepancies in practical judgment: disagreements on what is to be done to reach even the best agreed goals.


The second grave limitation of the theory of original sin (or moral error) is politically more fatal, though analytically less decisive. It could be expressed in many different ways. But one increasingly natural way of putting it is simply to say that it has become steadily harder to believe that the theory itself is literally true. It may, for many, have lost little in metaphysical resonance or rhetorical, force. But few today can still contrive both to see it clearly and to believe it. That human beings are often very bad is an evident truth of experience; and no sane observer could doubt its political relevance. What is hard for us to make sense of is the view that there is a single coherent way for them to be good, and that this is a way which they all knowably have good reason to adopt. (Compare John Locke’s famous affirmation that ‘The candle of the Lord which is set up in us shines bright enough for all our purposes’: Locke 1975, I, i, 5; p. 46; Dunn 1989.(b).) I doubt myself whether this view can even be expressed coherently any longer; and I am quite certain that no possible expression of it could still reasonably hope to win universal assent. The view that there is such a way of acting has been strongly linked historically to the perception of the world as a whole (and of human beings within it) as fully under the sway of a single unified and directing moral intelligence. Without that link, it carries little credibility and perhaps barely even makes sense. The theory of original sin (or moral error) can explain some but not all of politics, and may not even explain the parts which it does cover in a very illuminating way. But for us and our potential successors its fatal weakness is not its limited explanatory scope or precision, but our increasingly strong grounds for supposing that it simply is not true. Human beings (all human beings?) are strongly inclined to behave very badly: some, of course, worse than others. The reasons why they feel so inclined (and act on their inclinations) may often involve failures in apprehension – in imagining exactly what it is that they really are doing. But we have no reason whatever to believe that there is a single way of acting which, if only they saw straight and had themselves fully in hand, they would have no option but to adopt. This is still a central myth of our culture, as of many others. But that does not make it true. It is not a reasonable belief about human beings as a type of animal (cf. Runciman 1998) that all of them are as a matter of fact capable of seeing consistently straight or keeping themselves permanently in hand. Try, if you doubt me, to see if you can believe that you have these capacities yourself.


And even if it were, how would we set about determining what it is to see consistently straight? Which of us is equipped to judge dependably? Whom can we trust to do so on our behalf when we ourselves have the misfortune to be in error? How can we tell when we are in error, and need to defer to judgments more reliable than our own? The great question in politics, as John Locke painstakingly explained, following, among many others, Plato, is: ‘Who is to be Judge?’ (Locke 1988).


The theory of original sin states that it is the aberrations of human passions and the distortions of judgment that these passions prompt which lead to the massive weight of crime and folly in human history. So, indeed, they rather obviously do. The less drastic theory of moral error presumes either that the passions in question could in principle often or always have a less malign outcome, or that the judgments “which govern them or result from them might always be free from such distortion, or that sounder judgments could either harness more beneficial passions or subordinate the former dependably to the latter.


In its classic theological form, the theory of original sin is radically despondent. It presumes human beings to be profoundly corrupt and their corruption to be beyond human remedy. But the theory of moral error is far less pessimistic. It presumes, with varying confidence and precision, that humans could, if only they wished to, act far better, and that if they do not wish to, the fault is no one’s but theirs. Both attribute much of the worst of politics (perhaps even all that is genuinely bad within it) firmly to human nature. But the first sees human nature grimly as fate; and the second sees it, more charitably, and perhaps more energizingly, as a site of continuing and real choice. It may accept the existence of (or even confidently predict) patterns in these choices; but it has no doubt that the choice in question is always entirely real.


As explanations of why politics occurs at all, both the theory of original sin and the less perturbing, and perhaps now less alien, theory of moral error are versions of a general theory of human nature. We have politics because we are human beings: because of the sort of creature (animal) that we are: because of what we are like. (A modern version, of the viewpoint is the human application of the academic discipine of sociobiology: as yet pretty uninstructive on political matters.) At some level this certainly must be right. The question is how much, if anything, it really tells us about why politics occurs at all. In the last century and a half many thinkers (including, for example, Karl Marx and Michel Foucault) have claimed that it tells us literally nothing, because human beings have no definite nature (aren’t really like anything in particular). This seems a shade extreme. It is not in general hard to distinguish humans from other animals. Their intelligence and social gifts – above all, as Aristotle pointed out (Aristotle 1932, 1253a, p. 10), their gift of speech: the capacity to express themselves in language – make them, in many ways markedly unlike every other animal, (Just how unlike? We do not yet really know. Some animals prove to be much better than expected at learning human languages and even at counting. Many types of animals, birds and even insects communicate extensively with their fellows and some modulate their behaviour very elaborately through doing so. We can be pretty certain that there are many more continuities than we have yet contrived to notice.) But the central sceptical objection that we know human beings to differ astonishingly from one another, across time, space, culture and occupation, remains extremely powerful. Since the forms which politics takes at particular times and in particular places are marked so strongly by this unimaginable range of differentiation, it will not be easy to see, underneath or within it, clear and stable structures, either in human agents or in their situations, which pervade it in its entirety and explain accurately why all of them have politics at all.




CONFLICT OF INTERESTS



Let us consider three other very different answers to this question. The first is that politics occurs among human beings because of, and only because of, historically created conflicts of interest between them. On this view, of which the most important exponent was Karl Marx, there once was a time (call it primitive communism) when there were no grave conflicts of interest between human beings. There will or may once again come a time when there are no grave conflicts of interest between human beings (call it full communism). In these two (in most ways so very different) times there was or will be no politics. Politics, accordingly, is not an inevitable product of a given human nature. It has come about in history and will or may pass away in history. But in the lengthy meantime what it comes from and expresses harshly and durably is the deep clash between what is to the advantage of one group of human beings and what is to the advantage of another in the most fundamental practical activities of their lives.


Here it is important to be extremely careful. This is an approach which can (and often does) offer great explanatory power. It makes the clearest and most vivid sense of many particular conflicts. It can often show, in a steady hand, just why we have many of the sorts of political conflicts and solidarities which we do. On its own terms, too, it explains with some ease just why politics occurs at all. Politics appears, it claims, where the main contours of collective social and economic life set the principal interests of groups of human beings against one another: where fundamental human interests conflict deeply, predictably and durably. Where they do not so conflict, politics will not occur. This last judgment may not be correct. (I do not myself believe that it is.) But it might be correct; and if it were, its exponents could reasonably hope to find themselves able to explain not just why humans have politics at all, but also why the politics they now have, and have had in the past, has developed just as it has. In Marx’s own version of the viewpoint, the interests which groups of human beings have arise above all from the ways in which they take part in producing; and production itself is shaped by the inherent dynamism of human powers. This is a bold and exciting theory (Lichtheim 1961; Kolakowski 1978), even if it may be hard (or impossible) to render it completely clear (Elster 1985; Cohen 1978). It has certainly prompted many of its exponents to disastrous misjudgments about the near future (Kolakowski 1978; Dunn 1984(a) and 1989(a); Harding in Dunn (ed.) 1992). But that might be at least as much their own fault as it is the fault of the theory itself.


Its principal limitation as an instrument of explanation is closely related to its main merit as an approach to explaining the historical contours of politics at different times and in different places. What makes it historically and politically illuminating is its diffuse suggestiveness – its radical openness to historical and political variety. What limits its explanatory power is the vagueness or implausibility of its key assumptions. (In each instance, in my view, they can be vague and plausible, or clear and implausible.) In particular its conception of the nature of human interests is inappropriately clear-cut and rigid. The clarity sounds a clear intellectual advantage; but the rigidity offsets any gain which might result from this by its resolute insensitivity to the human propensities for fantasy, to the vagaries of our attention and to the unpleasant conspiracy between these features and their clever and energetic manipulation by those who hope to gain power from doing so (Cf. Pascal 1962, 103, pp. 63–4,)


It is not hard to find apparent structural oppositions of interest between groups of human beings who interact extensively with one another: between, for example, masters and slaves, feudal lords and their serfs, capitalists and workers, perhaps in many instances even, men and women, or the old, the young and the middle-aged. In every instance, however, the clarity of even these relatively stark oppositions depends upon causal judgments of how matters might otherwise be, about what exactly would have to be different if they were to be transformed into commonalities of interest, and about how reasonable it is to hope, and under what circumstances, for that transformation to occur. Because judgments of interest depend upon extraordinarily complicated and hazardous causal judgments, they are ineliminably controversial. (Not only will they provoke bitter quarrels. It is quite unclear how many of them can be settled decisively, even by the most careful and detached reasoning or the most painstaking inquiry. No wonder our judgments differ so widely.) Such conflicts cannot therefore ever be decided with authority once and for all, even if some (over the relations between master and slave, for example) eventually pass so solidly into history that it becomes hard to see where the need for judgment could have arisen. Even in this case, a little historical inquiry brings out how very hard-won such belated clarity has been (Garnsey 1996; Davis 1966 and 1984; Jordan 1968; Tuck 1999; Cohen 1997).


What cannot ever be adjudicated with authority once and for all cannot hope to serve as a trustworthy instrument of final and external understanding – especially understanding of such an unstable and conflictual field as politics. On a sceptical view, there is no determinate and reliable answer, even from my own point of view, as to what exactly is in my interest: still less any reliable means for me to ascertain just what is in the interest of anyone eke. We can, to be sure, make plenty of confident negative judgments. It is unlikely ever to have been in the interest of most chattel slaves to be slaves rather than free citizens. But positive judgments (the ones which we would need to pin the field of human interests firmly down) are inherently hazardous. There is something to this second answer to the question of why politics occurs at all. But it is too slippery, and in the end too inconclusive, to serve our needs on its own. In the end its key underlying weakness (epistemic as much as political) is that what the interests of any human being really are is a first-order political judgment in itself.




PARTIALITY IN JUDGMENT



What then of the other two varieties of answer? What hope is there that either or both of them may serve us better? The third answer turns not on the objective relations between human interests (what will be determinately there, if and only if human interests themselves are determinate in the first place), but rather on the force and idiosyncrasy of human judgment.


We may doubt that humans do have clear and indisputable interests. But we can scarcely doubt that the great majority of them judge their interests for themselves and take their own judgments with the utmost seriousness. This does not, of course, imply that nothing external to us affects these judgments, or that most of us have much insight into why we judge as we do. Still less that most of us are wise to feel such complacency about the quality of our own judgment.


It is not solely in assessing their own interests that most human beings take their judgments all too seriously. Over every issue of what is of value or what is to be done humans may choose to judge for themselves (with, to be sure, widely varying courage, inanity and incisiveness). Most attach great significance to the judgments which they do make, and fiercely resent the scorning of these by their fellows. Most side intuitively with themselves; and many pride themselves explicitly on the quality of their own judgments. For the most part, too, they take a distinctly less sanguine view of the quality of judgment displayed by their fellows, and are inclined to attribute the main deficiencies which they detect there largely to failure of character. (Compare, for example, in a work by a prominent modern social scientist, Gellner 1998.)


Human partiality is all but universal, keenly motivating, and productive of endless mutual enmity. But, even in the case of the nicer among our human fellows, those whose character is untainted by conceit, self-regard or condescension towards others, clashes in judgment remain important. If they believe a particular action to be wrong, or a particular line of conduct to be prospectively disastrous in its consequences for others as well as for the agent herself, the most saintly and selfless of persons has every reason to press their judgment with some vehemence.


Partiality, therefore, is no prerogative of the ludicrously self-satisfied. In their strong forms the theories of original sin or moral error volunteer to undercut explanation through human partiality, attributing the latter in effect to pride, and hence to culpable departure from the knowably good, induced by the corrupting impact of pride (or other dubious passions) upon the judgment. In their strong forms, however, each of these theories requires us to believe too much. We do not need to explain human partiality from below (at a supposedly more fundamental level) to recognize that it is there. It establishes its own presence all too effectively by direct experience; and very palpable features of human beings explain both its presence and its motivational weight, and do so all too readily. (The sociobiological explanation of human partiality, in contrast to the perspective of natural law (Dunn 1969 and 1989(b)), would be the same as, not the opposite of, its explanation of human intelligence.)


It is the intricacy of the context in which human beings act (social, economic, cultural, intellectual, political), and the complexity of the judgments on how to respond appropriately which that intricacy imposes upon them, which force human beings to take their own judgments so seriously. (Much of that intricacy, and much of the consequent complexity of the judgements for which it calls, comes needless to say from one another.) Neither intricacy of context nor complexity of judgments need render them smug about these judgments; and in the more diffident (and perhaps the nicer) it sometimes makes them humble and docile, eager to take the judgment of valued others for their own. But only the terminally diffident have literally no judgment of their own, while the more confident (who are also often the more determined) clash repeatedly and irritably with the very different judgments of many of their fellows. Politics (the civic experience unsentimentally considered: cf. Hobbes 1983) is saturated with these conflicts of judgment. Much of its bite, animus and sheer danger comes directly from that saturation. When human beings disagree deeply about what is good or evil, just or unjust, it is easy for them to take their disagreements all too seriously. Such disagreement may be a distinctively human activity (as far as we know, it is: cf. Taylor 1989, caps 1 and 2; Hobbes 1983). It may call on some of the grandest of human powers, but it certainly also calls on some of the most dangerous. It is characteristic of human beings to disagree deeply, sooner or later, on what is to be done and why (Hobbes 1983; Lenin 1970), and on how their societies ought to be: on, for example, who should rule, who should obey whom, who should own what. These disagreements can be, and often are, intensely felt. Collision in judgment, one can see by direct inspection, is the source as well as the site of much of politics. In the dominant world view of our own epoch, it is hard to see how such conflict in judgment could be eliminated, and far from easy, all too often, to see how it can readily be kept within acceptable bounds. The core of modern political thinking is a sustained reflection on just how and where (if at all) these conflicts in judgment can safely be contained.




THE LOGIC OF COLLECTIVE ACTION



The fourth answer to the question why politics occurs at all is less direct, less striking, but at least equally important. It is that politics comes from, and is endlessly reproduced by, the logical, relations between actual and possible human actions. It is a product of the fact that human beings increasingly need to act collectively and on an ever larger scale, yet remain irreducibly individual. They remain individual both physically as agents (creatures who can alter the world through their own deliberate movements) and mentally in their reasons for acting as they do. The first individuality can reasonably be seen as primarily a fact about their bodies; but the second is plainly more decisively a fact about their minds (Williams 1981). The logic of collective action is a relatively modern preoccupation, though aspects of it were isolated by the French revolutionary Condorcet and even the great seventeenth-century French religious writer Blaise Pascal.


In the last half-century it has become the focus of extremely sophisticated formal analysis, above all through the application of a branch of mathematics known as the theory of games. This sophistication is not simply gratuitous. Very complicated relations between choices can be expressed accurately through this analytical apparatus, and can probably only be understood with real clarity and precision through its application. But it is much less clear so far how much the gains in analytical precision made possible by the development of the theory of ganies have really enhanced anyone’s understanding of politics as this actually occurs, in all its clumsiness, confusion and opacity to direct observation. What was John Major really doing while he was Prime Minister? Did even he really know? What has Mr Yeltsin been doing since he first became President? A better answer in each case than any which could readily be expressed through the theory of games may simply be: hanging on for dear life.


The key perception drawn from the theory of games for political understanding is blindingly simple: that there are many circumstances in which an outcome clearly to the advantage of most or all concerned is blocked more or less conclusively by the fact that each, in their turn, has better reason to act in a way which will prevent it than they do to act in a way which will leave it still possible. All this can arise, of course, only in circumstances in which none can simply ensure it by acting all on their own. But such conditions, fortunately or unfortunately, are far commoner in politics than, the apparently happier case. The best-known example analysed by the theory of games is the famous Prisoner’s Dilemma (Hardin 1982, esp. 22–30),


We certainly need to take this source of politics and its frustrations very seriously indeed. But we also need, from the outset, to keep our heads and refuse to make a fetish out of the powerful technique of analysis which has been used so extensively to interpret it. Above all, we need to make sure that our focus upon it really is assisting us to understand politics better and not merely diverting our attention to elegant formal structures which require high intelligence for their mastery but in themselves provide no guarantee whatever of showing us anything at all about the political world in action.






The Centrality of Rule and its Sources



The least controversial feature of Aristotle’s diagnosis of what politics really is, we have already noted, is that it is inherently concerned with rule (cf. Finer 1997), and how this can be made better or worse, juster or more unjust. And what is rule? Above all, compelling large numbers of human beings more or less systematically to act as they would not otherwise be inclined, whether or not to their own net advantage. Today, as the late Sammy Finer shows so well, there is far more rule than there used to be: so much more that he even doubts whether any population was really ruled in the modern way much before the nineteenth century (Finer 1997, 685).




ASSIGNING THE BLAME



There is one point to note at the outset about the three (non-moralizing) interpretations of the ultimate sources of politics which we have considered. Each answer to the question of why politics occurs at all offers a distinctive approach to the question of why there is such a thing as rule in the human world. The view that politics arises from (and only from) persisting structural conflicts between human interests attributes rule in practice to the defence of the interests of some (the powerful) against those of others (the weak). Marx may have been the most notorious and relentless advocate of this viewpoint; but it is at least equally well expressed by Adam Smith (Smith 1976, V, i, b, p. 715: ‘Civil government, so far as it is instituted for the security of property, is in reality instituted for the defence of the rich against the poor, or of those who have some property against those who have none at all.’)


If the structural conflicts between human interests in their turn derive, as both Marx and Smith supposed, from the ways in which they organize the production of goods and services, then the most important question about politics at any time must be how much real discretion a given group of human beings has over just how it organizes its production of goods and services. The huge significance of this question has been weighing more heavily on human imaginations for several centuries (Dunn (ed.) 1990). Over this timespan the balance of educated judgment has moved fairly steadily towards the conclusion that, for one reason or another, they have very little discretion indeed. (There has been far wider oscilation over just where that discretion is thought to lie.) In itself this movement is somewhat surprising, since the judgment in question cannot in principle be true. The individuality of human agency is a palpable biological fact and cannot coherently be denied from any potentially instructive viewpoint. Even if it is true, as it presumably must be, that all human action is comprehensively caused, there is no possibility in principle that humans will ever become aware of exactly how it is being caused at the time in question, whether in their own or in anyone else’s case. At present, despite several centuries of intellectual bravado, they really do not have the foggiest idea of how virtually any of it is caused.


Since humans all choose freely all the time, one by one, there is no concretely imaginable limit to what they might collectively elect to do over time. But, of course, very many of the actions which they might conceivably choose to perform (like many of those which they have performed already) it would be completely demented of them to select in practice. A great deal of the understanding of modern politics consists in seeing why exactly it is that human beings today feel so effectively discouraged from even attempting bold and optimistic reorganization of the ways in which they produce goods and services: why they feel increasingly hemmed in in the main structures of their working lives and in the systems of ownership and control on which these structures depend (Dunn 1984(a)). (Hemmed in enough to elect politicians eager to compel them, to draw these bonds still tighter, and increasingly uninterested in bothering even to garland them with flowers: cf. Rousseau 1964, 31 (1986, 4–5).)




RULE AND STRUCTURAL CONFLICTS OF INTEREST



The view which attributes politics to structural conflicts of interest must be understood at two levels. The first identifies the structural relation between the interests so opposed and the socio-economic or political setting in which these interests are located. The second (and deeper) level explains why that setting is as it now is, what has historically created it, and what now sustains it. In Marx’s view, as in that of Adam Smith from which it largely derived (Meek 1976), what historically creates such a setting, and sustains it for as long as it proves sustainable, is above all the effectiveness with which it musters and deploys human productive powers. Ineffective productive structures succumb over time to more effective successors. They do so, characteristically, through violent and initially destructive conflict, and in some confusion. But seen over time, or in the calm of hindsight, their succession is remarkably insistent. It remains intensely contentious how (or indeed whether) this viewpoint can be expressed briefly, clearly and accurately. It also remains controversial how far the viewpoint itself is even broadly valid. It sounds surprisingly optimistic to the late-twentieth-century ear.


We do not need to try to settle either of these questions here. (Just as well.) But we do need to notice one feature of the viewpoint. Even if the viewpoint itself is essentially valid, its political implications depend decisively on whether there is or is not a clearly superior way of organizing production, a structure of ownership, work disposition and political control, through which that production can be sustained and enhanced, which is within the reach of a particular community at the time. It is the historical sequence in ways of organizing production (essentially from the less productive to the more) which is presumed to show that the structural conflicts between human interests on which they have all been founded (and which were in their time necessary for the communities in question) are necessary no longer. Structural conflicts of interest which are no longer necessary can no longer be readily excused. Because they cannot readily be excused, they also become far harder to defend in political practice: to protect against the energy and anger of their victims. No one now alive can sincerely believe that chattel slavery is a prerequisite for civilized life. Even serfdom has largely lost its social or economic plausibility. Unfree labour of a less legally explicit kind, however, still plays a very prominent role in many poor countries; and there is increasing imaginative and political pressure to view the division of labour between men and women inside households in the wealthiest of societies today as still resting on somewhat more discreet exactions of at best semi-voluntary labour.


A century and a half ago many were already convinced that the private ownership of capital was just as dispensable in an effectively working modern economy as chattel slavery or serfdom (Lichtheini 1969). The political and economic history of the twentieth century has been largely devoted to exploring whether they were right (thus far, with extremely discouraging results). If they were (and are) right, an economic, social and political order resting on the private ownership of capital is certain eventually to succumb. But, until we know that they are right or it does durably succumb, the view that a regime of private ownership of the means of production is now gratuitous (and so indefensible) remains a somewhat reckless leap of faith (cf. Przeworski 1985); and the view that, clearly understood, there are ultimate and internally irresolvable structural conflicts of interest between owners of capital and those who own only their labour remains unconvincing (true perhaps in much of what it points to, but dangerously false in what it strongly suggests). Few sincerely doubt that it is more convenient to be rich than poor, to enjoy a wider and less forbidding range of options than a narrower and grimmer range. But the main weight of judgments of structural conflict of interest cannot rest on the relative advantage of finding oneself at one point rather than another in the distribution of opportunities within them. It must rest on the assessment of whether or not the practices as a whole are or are not to the collective benefit of al their participants (cf. Rawls 1972), and above all on whether they could readily be replaced by others of palpably greater collective advantage.


The view which attributes politics solely to the existence of deep structural conflicts of interest is at its most plausible when it sees rule as the essence of politics, and especially so when it has in mind not rule between free and equal persons, but rule among the conspicuously unequal: rule of the palpably more free over the unmistakably less so. Where production does not require such sharp inequalities, it argues, there will be no comparably fundamental need for rule; and where there is no fundamental need for rule, rule itself will in due course wither away, disappear sheepishly from the human scene. We have seen at least two strong reasons for doubting that this cheery expectation is correct. But even if it is hopelessly misguided, there is no reason why the more despondent judgment of the basis of rule today should not be largely valid. Even if, to speak crudely, there is no practical alternative to capitalist production which is not manifestly inferior to this from a human point of view, it is hard (or, more probably, impossible) to avoid a capitalist society’s distributing opportunities among its human members with such blatant capriciousness and insensitivity as to require a considerable amount of rule to keep it in working order. This is accepted, not challenged, by capitalism’s clearer-headed and soberer champions (Hont and Ignatieff (eds) 1983, Introduction: Hont 1990: Hundert 1993: Gamble 1996).


Since this rule will be (and will be widely seen to be) very much the rule of some over others, of stronger and wealthier over weaker and poorer, it is most unlikely that the denizens of such a society will acknowledge that, for them, rule occurs solely between free and equal persons. Whatever the institutional apparatus of rule, many of them (and especially many of those who are plainly playing no active part whatever in ruling) will find it impossible to believe themselves either effectively equal to or as free as those who plainly benefit more directly and more handsomely from, the ways in which economy and society work, or those who play a conspicuously more active part in the activity of ruling. (One important reason why some do not see politics as a field of activity is that being ruled can be an exceedingly passive experience.)


The view that politics in the societies to which we belong derives from, and expresses, a structural conflict of interest at the very core of these societies may not be analytically stable, or entirely clear under close consideration. But it is certain to continue to carry a considerable weight of social (and hence political) plausibility. As an all but universal perception within politics, if not as a dispassionate analytical judgment poised steadily somehow above politics, the view that politics for us still turns on massive structural conflicts of interest can be expected to endure for some time.


If rule derived exclusively from structural conflicts of interest which, in turn, derive (at least now or in the very near future) from organizing our economies in ways which we no longer need to, then it would be reasonable to hope that rule will pass away. It would also be reasonable at least to entertain the possibility of acting with some vigour to speed its passing. (The role of midwife was offered by Marx as an appropriate model for political actors in such a setting. To ease the birthpangs of history would be a generous and rewarding task. But to officiate at the outcome of a hysterical pregnancy has proved understandably less fulfilling (Harding in Dunn, (ed.) 1992).) It is easy to see that a theory which attributes the presence of rule to (now) avoidable structural conflicts of interest has implications for the attitudes we have reason to adopt towards the place of rule in human societies. They are markedly more optimistic than the implications of the other three theories we have briefly considered: the theory of original sin, the theory of individual self-righteous judgment (at individual or group level), and the theory of collective action. Unlike these, they promise an eventual end to politics, or at least a transformation which purges it utterly of every trace of rule and leaves it barely recognizable: hard to distinguish from the practice of moral philosophy or the pursuit of the least fraught forms of conversation. (There is a suspiciously close relation, from Plato in fourth-century BC Greece to Jürgen Habermas in contemporary Germany, between exponents of higher education and those who find this point of view compelling.)


For the moment all we need to bear in mind is that the weight of this promise to end politics falls squarely on the accuracy of its identification of an equally (or more) effective organization of production which is devoid of internal structural conflicts of interest, and which can readily be installed. Whether or not this idea can even be coherently formulated, which has yet to be settled one way or the other, the accessibility in practice of the outcome it envisages has so far proved a mirage. For the present, if we wish to understand politics, we are forced back, whether we care for it or not, to the other three broad theories (or families of theories) which we have so far considered. Structural conflicts of interest, apparent and real, remain of immense importance within politics; but the idea of a human world devoid of such conflicts has no clear and stable role to play in explaining existing political structures or conjunctures.




RULE AND ORIGINAL SIN



The first of our remaining three theories, the theory of original sin (or, less hectically, of moral error), gives the boldest and most implacable explanation of why there is rule in human societies at all. Humans need rule because none of them is fit to be free (Maistre 1994), or, more calmly, they need rule because any of them may always act very badly indeed. Rule is an activity in which, at best, some of the worse aspects of human nature are successfully subordinated to some of the less bad. At all events, it is an activity in which some of the very worst aspects of that nature are kept minimally at bay. Rule is above all the enforcement of law; and law is, among other things, the systematic spelling out of how it is or is not permissible for human beings in a given setting to behave towards one another.


Between human societies, the worst aspects of human nature are far harder to restrain. Law is less prominent, less definite in its sources, and in most domains for the most part still less likely to be enforced. Here, all too often, because there is not (or cannot be) rule, there is war instead: a perception which played a dynamic role in forming modern conceptions of the nature of politics (Tuck 1999).


The balance between the worse and the less bad elements in human psyches may vary somewhat over time and space. It may even vary through what it is natural to see as the initiatives and efforts of other human beings, from natural parents and siblings, through to rulers, priests, prophets or even United Nations officials. In the more secular variant of the theory, the skilful design of human institutions (their neat adjustment to the realities of human untrustworthiness, ingenuity, cruelty and greed) can even make some modest headway in keeping the worst dependably at bay. (For a notably sceptical example see Hundert 1993.) The history of government is neither aesthetically exhilarating nor spiritually inspiring; but it may nevertheless contribute immensely to the enhancing of human life (Forbes 1975; Finer 1997). The theory of original sin views human nature with alarm, perhaps even panic. It has no difficulty whatever in explaining why government is needed, and is distinctly relieved to find government present wherever it proves to be so (cf. Hobbes 1991). Where the theory does have difficulty is in explaining just why government should be present on any particular occasion, or in indicating why the aspects of human nature which make it so imperative on the demand side do not also render it prohibitively dangerous on the supply side (Locke 1988; Dunn 1996(3), cap. 4). If humans really do pose such hideous dangers to one another, why do those of them who can coerce their fellows wholesale and without impediment not represent a far worse danger than any less powerful competitors? This is a very serious question. It is not clear that it has any general answer which is both valid and at all encouraging. But a very large proportion of modern political thought, from Kant, SieYés, Constant and Hegel to Bentham, John Stuart Mil, Tocquevile and even Hayek, is in a sense an attempt to answer it.


The theory of original sin (even the theory of moral error) may not be literally true. But both theories pick out components of politics which still matter (and are likely always to matter) very gravely indeed. As we have seen, the theory of original sin attributes these components essentially to two interconnected features of human agents: their motives (the impulses which goad them to act as they do) and their judgment (the ways in which these motives control and distort their assessment of how they have good reason to act). The theory credits human beings, as these now exist, with very unpleasant impulses: anger, pride, cruelty (Shklar 1984), greed, hardness of heart and the will to dominate one another (what St Augustine called the libido dominandi). In their cradles, as John Locke says, ‘they cry for dominion’. Something of the kind certainly appears to be true. But then, of course, they also need a prodigious deal of help: and how else can they hope to get it?


Our very ordinary vices more than suffice to ensure that the human world is often very ugly indeed. Those who resist the theory of original sin, who find it imaginatively repulsive or simply ludicrous, do not necessarily see a wholly different creature. They merely focus on somewhat different aspects of that creature’s performance: on the degree, in particular, to which its performance is never fully externally imposed upon it, and could always in principle (at least after a certain age) be modified by its own choices. This is the key contrast between the classic theory of original sin and the more etiolated modern theory of moral error. The former explains the squalor of human performance in the end by something external to, and plainly beyond the causal reach of, the members of the species itself. The latter attributes it unflinchingly over time to an endless sequence of choices firmly located within that reach. The two theories need not diverge at all in their predictions; but they differ quite fundamentally in their attitudes towards the species as a whole. The theory of moral error places the responsibility (and hence the blame) for human squalor fully on humans themselves. For its exponents, it has been literally true that each adult human being who has not been terminally damaged could always have behaved differently; and for as long as there remain human beings, it will always remain true that almost all of them could behave better than they actually will. While there is history, there is hope (also, of course, and for the same reasons, fear). For the theory of original sin, by contrast, any hope there might or may be for humans must lie outside human history (after it, above it, beyond it: in some quite other type of power and will and agency).


In each of its two main versions, this theory has major weaknesses. In its full-blown theological variant, it assumes a degree of shape and determinacy of meaning in human experience which there is no surviving reason for most humans to credit: a way the human world simply ought to be, which no one today has publicly defensible grounds for supposing. It is radically insecure in its very foundations. But even in its more tentative and secular version (of which the greatest modern exemplar was the eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant) it makes one heroic assumption: that human choice is not fundamentally an illusion. What we experience in choosing – doubt, deliberation, even some degree of moral anxiety – really is the way it seems to be. We really are agents. We do act for, and as, ourselves. It is true that we always could have acted otherwise than we did and can always act otherwise than we in fact will. Human beings are plainly subject to fate. They are born, they sicken, they suffer or rejoice, they die. But they do not simply consist of fate. They make their own lives, even if conspicuously not in circumstances of their own choosing. It is hard to resist the sense that there is something profoundly right in this vision. But it has proved extremely hard to identify just what it is (though cf. Davidson 1980). The main limitation of each version, then, is that either may very well be false in its central assumptions. For my part, I think the first to be evidently so, if often salutary on initial encounter, and the second to be true but altogether vaguer and less instructive than it sounds. But you may judge very differently.


What makes the first potentially salutary, at least in the first instance, is the vigour of its psychological emphases: the strong colours with which it paints human nature in action. Human motives certainly matter in politics; and the ways in which they mould human judgment also matter very deeply indeed. The theory of original sin or moral error stands over against an academic programme of analytic explanation like rational choice theory, which takes humans as well-formed and inherently sensible agents. It explains, with some economy, why such programmes are virtually bound to ignore matters of the most pressing importance: why they are pre-guaranteed to misapprehend much of what drives politics or of where politics is likely to find itself driven (though cf. Hardin 1995). But if the strong colours signal something important, their standing is more rhetorical than it is scientific. Human beings are very dangerous, and often extremely nasty, animals. But the ways in which they will act cannot simply be read off even the soberest assessment of just how dangerous or nasty they are capable of being. They cannot, not merely because at least some human beings are intermittently capable of being very much nicer, but also, and more decisively, because the range of possible human action is so vast and so limitlessly intricate in variation. Almost all of politics may be compatible with the theory of original sin (literally all of it with the theory of moral error); and yet the theory of original sin, even if valid, contrives to explain very little of it. As a theory, it is too obsessive in its negative focus on the human psyche, and far too confident over the precision of its estimate of how that psyche works and how its bearers can thus be expected to behave. It is certainly of enormous political importance that human beings are so often moved to behave abominably, and that they can and frequently do act on their very worst impulses. But the force of this insight is weakly admonitory, not boldly directive. It warns of what there always may be to fear. It does not tell us what is going to happen (or even what is likely to happen), let alone what we would be best advised to do in the light of this judgment. Both because of the shakiness of its foundations and because of the inherent vagueness of its implications, the theory of original sin is far less instructive than it initially sounds. No more than the theory of structural conflict of interest can it hope to provide us, either now or in the future, with a steady intellectual instrument for the ultimate understanding of what is really going on politically at any time, or of how we would be wisest to respond to this.


How far can either of the two other theories we have noted, the theory which focuses on the self-righteous individuality of human judgment or on the logic of collective action, hope to step into the gap?




RULE AND PARTIALITY IN JUDGMENT



These two theories have markedly different shapes. Each has a lengthy history; and the history of the former plainly overlaps extensively with those of the theory of original sin or moral error. Over the last four centuries there have been a number of subtle and illuminating attempts to combine a focus on individuality of judgment with one on the logic of collective action: notably in the writings of Thomas Hobbes, Adam Smith, Immanuel Kant and Hegel. The relation is easiest to sec in the pages of Hobbes (Gauthier 1969; Hampton 1986), though even there locating it accurately is far from effortless. I shall draw on each, as we move through the web of modern politics, seeking throughout to show just how it contributes to clarifying how things really are, why they have come to be as they are, and how far and in what ways it is reasonable to hope to change them for the better.


Even at this point, however, it may be helpful to say a little more about the theory which focuses on the self-righteous individuality of human judgment. A theory which focuses on the logic of action offers some immediate prospect of imaginative independence and analytical stability, of being able to take one’s stand outside the seething and all too personally implicating turmoil of political conflict. One which, by contrast, chooses, not merely to focus on the individuality of judgment, but also to highlight the strong impulse to self-righteousness within the exercise of that judgment, seems all too implicated in the psychodynamics of political participation from the outset.


As we shall see, this is not a groundless suspicion. It is enough in itself to obviate Hobbes’s confident project of deriving an entire strongly structured (and unflinchingly negative) conception of politics, with sharp and overwhelmingly cogent practical implications, from the drastic physical hazards which human beings can all pose to one another, and from the radical partiality of human judgment (Hobbes 19991). But it does not simply obliterate the potential instruction of Hobbes’s line of thought. The recognition that humans are capable of great cruelty and hardness of heart is sometimes hideously important in politics. But it is scarcely politically instructive in itself. Human capacities are immensely varied. Everything in politics turns on which of them will be engaged when. Several thousand years of sporadic political reflection have made extremely little headway in identifying just when our worse capacities will be engaged and when they will be kept under some degree of restraint. We can make some educated guesses; more, on the whole, in wartime than in the course of peace (for why see Walzer 1978; Clausewitz 1976; Gallie 1978), more where rule is unchallenged than when its miserable victims dare to fight back (Moore 1978). But such guesses are far too vague and undependable to base any decision upon them: certainly too undependable to base on them a decision as vital as whether in the end to make war to defend a given system of rules or to fight back against oppression (cf. Dunn 1996(a), cap. 8).


Many thinkers today (following especially Macpherson 1962) assume that Hobbes’s viewpoint depends for its force on peculiarities of culture or socio-economic organization: that it is crudely relative to the England or France of his day, or more slyly relative to a lengthy capitalist epoch which has reshaped the West, largely since he wrote, I do not find this judgment at all convincing. We can be confident, to be sure, that what enabled him to entertain the thoughts which he did, and develop them as he did, was, among other things, distinctive features of the intellectual culture and social, economic and political organization of the Europe of his day (Skinner 1996; Dunn 1996(a), cap. 1). But it emphatically does not follow from this that the arguments which he advanced or the conclusions which he reached have no bearing on the denizens of other cultures or of societies very much later. Critics of Hobbes who attribute his views to a distinctive (and spiritually corrupted) Western individualism, deformed by capitalism, or driven by initially unintended psychological implications elicited over time from Christian belief, contrast the Europe of Hobbes’s day (and perhaps of our day) with its own presumed past, or with evaluatively more committed societies in other parts of the world. To see human judgment as inherently individual and partial, for them, is to embrace this corrupt historical condition, and turn one’s back deliberately on the relative integrity and spiritual health of other forms of collective life elsewhere or at other times. For them, Hobbes was an accomplice in spiritual corruption, or at best a diagnostician of its increasingly endemic presence, while the point is to resist or reverse it (Macpherson 1962 and 1973). This is a delicate disagreement, and not prospectively resoluble in a hurry (if, indeed, at all). I shall simply state my own judgment on it tersely and dogmatically.


I do not believe that Hobbes’s emphasis on the individuality (even the self-righteous individuality) of human judgment is an idiosyncratic and misguided Western misapprehension: perhaps true of us, but plainly false about other parts of the world or other times. I think it picks out a fundamental, permanent and biologically grounded feature of the human condition, which certainly can and does receive much greater cultural amplification and reinforcement in some settings than others, but which must be reckoned with wherever humans are to be found. If historians or ethnographers tell me otherwise, I disbelieve – at the very least – the hermeneutic skills (the direct human discernment) of my informants. I doubt that they have fully captured what was really going on. What can be true (and indeed palpably is) is that in some human settings, for a variety of reasons, the psychological pressures to judge one way rather than another are far more intense and painful to resist than they are in others. Both the capacity for autonomy (for judging for oneself) and the taste for autonomy vary considerably from person to person and place to place. It is entirely reasonable to think of their distribution as a causal product of the structure of different cultures, or the economic, social and political organization of different societies. But it cannot be true (and I have never seen the least reason given for supposing that it in fact is true) that there are cultures in which individual human beings simply never in any way judge for themselves: in which shared external reasons simply replace the internal reasons which all human beings always have for acting as they do (Williams 1981). But even if there could not be a human culture in which the denizens failed to judge many matters, however supinely or unreflectively, for themselves, it is both true and important (Carrithers 1992) that cultures vary greatly in how far they savour or revel in the individuality of judgment.


Here, Hobbes’s brilliant books are perhaps a shade misleading even about the content of his own views. De Cive (1642) and Leviathan (1651) in particular are not best seen just as expressions of a would-be timeless truth about the human political predicament. Each also plainly responds to a keen dismay on. Hobbes’s part at what he saw as distinctive and acutely regrettable cultural features of the England of his day. While the political theories which they state have much in common, they focus on somewhat different targets. De Cive was above all a ferocious attack on the ancient concept of citizenship and on Aristotle’s endorsement of the value of a politics of open public debate and committed participatory’ partisanship: on its irresponsible activism and feckless enthusiasm for the pleasures and exhilarations of public speech. Leviathan, by contrast, in the aftermath of England’s dramatic Civil War, focuses principally on the political hazards of a bible reading Commonwealth, in which, as Hobbes put it elsewhere, ‘every man, nay, every boy and wench, thought they spoke with God Almighty and understood what he said’ (Hobbes 1969, 21), and in which, in consequence, murderous factional quarrels about who had heard God correctly proliferated endlessly.


Hobbes’s political theory, the common element of the two books, was in his judgment a sufficient remedy for each of these cultural ills (or at least it would have been if only it had been adopted by someone in a position to apply it in practice). Its targets were cultural deformations which he saw as located principally in the educational institutions of his society, and which carried dire political consequences. Hobbes was as well aware as Michel Foucault that cultures differ from one another, and that their differences can carry profound political consequences. Had he not been so, he would have had little reason to try so hard to change the culture of his own society. The will to purge a culturally induced self-righteousness has been a recurrent aspiration throughout modern Western intellectual history. It is instructive to compare the strategies which different thinkers have adopted for the purpose: Machiavelli, Hobbes, Kant, Foucault, Rawls. But culturally induced self-righteousness is no prerogative of the West. (Try discussing the future of China with any educated Chinese woman or man.) Hobbes was right, I am presuming, to see the potentiality for self-righteousness as inherent in the individuality of human judgment (compare Charles Taylor’s analysis of ‘strong evaluation’: Taylor 1989, caps 1 and 2), and each of these features as of enormous political importance. But he was equally right to see that there is great cultural variation in how far this individuality is intensified or buffered by the cultures within which human beings form their judgments and learn to understand their social, political and economic worlds. It is a very important (and obscure) question about modern politics how far he was right to view the deliberate cultural intensification of individuality of judgment and its political expression (the fostering of autonomy) with such visceral political hostility, and how far we are right to view the same phenomena so much more blithely (not to say smugly). One way, for example, of seeing what is really at stake in the contemporary academic quarrel between philosophical proponents of liberalism and communitarians, and perhaps also in the grittier encounter between one wing of the American Republican Party and most of the Democrats is to see these as divisions over whether Hobbes or contemporary bien-pensant opinion shows sounder political judgment. (Both, of course, in either case, may well be hopelessly in error.)




THE ARISTOTELIAN AGENDA: THE CENTRALITY OF HUMAN VALUE



To understand politics, Aristotle was confident, we need above all to analyse how human, beings are best advised to live together, in order both to judge how their common life could go best and to give it the best chance which they can to go well in practice. (These two objectives, as we shall see, can readily pull, us in very different directions.) In public political, profession, across the states of the modern world, this vision of Aristotle’s is still very prominently avowed, if not usually either as a consequence of any effort of his or with any direct acknowledgment to him. But, widespread though the viewpoint remains, it can readily nowadays appear intellectually pretty callow. What makes it seem so is the pivotal role which it assigns to human evaluation: to what human beings care about and how they think about what they care about. Today, you might suppose, we surely know that evaluation is simply something which humans do, and do in very different ways, according to time and place and chance. It is not, and cannot now reasonably be seen as, a reflection, however faltering, of a pre-given order of value in. the universe at large, external to them and in the end decisively authoritative over them. (Compare Taylor 1989 with Nussbaum 1985 and Lear 1988.) If evaluating is just one of the things which human beings do, we surely have better reason, to see it as located within, politics, as part of a single continuous causal field: not as a reality outside and above politics, to which the latter is conclusively answerable. Anyone who is wholly certain that this supercilious modern judgment is simply right – clear, steady and comprehensively undeceived – will inevitably regard the central strategic judgment of this book not merely as misguided but also as hopelessly out of date: both anachronistic and superstitious. In the end, you judge as you see. I see differently. I take the fact that human beings do value not as a blunt biological fact about the members of a particular species but as a key prerogative of that species, an aspect of its very special relation to the realities which surround it, and an index of its capacity in principle to respond deeply and accurately to these realities. It is important, in this view, that human beings are not merely open to depravity and folly but also capable at their best of resisting both: capable of acting well. Any vision of politics which omits these characteristics or portrays them simply as consequences of other and supposedly stabler and more fundamental properties of the members of the species will, in my judgment, deform our understanding of politics rather than enhance it. It will lead us to misjudge how we ourselves have good reason to act within and towards it, and do so with catastrophic thoroughness. Insofar as we succumb to it, it will ruin all our lives, and ruin still more dependably the social and political settings in which all human beings, from now on, will also always have to make their lives.
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