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John C. Calhoun was the only American political writer of the period from the
1770’s until the 1860’s to set down a general and systematic philosophical account of the
nature of man and government. Also, Calhoun expounded an ideal of constitutional
government that is compelling and, in many respects, original. But, while he is widely
known as a great American statesman, Calhoun has not yet been adequately characterized
as a moral and political thinker. In this study, a beginning is made at showing that on
the basis of the range, the depth, and the originality of his ideas, Calhoun deserves to be
considered as one among the great moral and political philosophers of the West. The
overarching aim of my dissertation is to characterize Calhoun accurately as a moral and
political thinker by writing what will be the first philosophic work on Calhoun’s ideas
that treats of fundamental themes in a manner that conveys the essence and the whole of
his thought.

Inspired by the foundational work of Newton, La Place, and others, Calhoun
sought to lay a solid foundation for the science of government by discovering and
articulating — through the use of “metaphysical reasoning” — what I have called the first
principle of politics, “that principle without which government would not exist, and
with which its existence is necessary.” Calhoun locates this principle in human nature,
and calls it the “two-fold constitution of our nature.” In his Disquisition on

Government, Calhoun shows how the great questions comprehended by political science

can be given their definitive answers in terms of that principle.

My study includes a critical discussion of the manner in which Calhoun explains
the great phenomena of politics by recourse to this first principle. The phenomena and
issues illuminated and explained include, among others: the origin and fundamental
nature of society, government, and constitution; the moral character of citizens and
government leaders; the unification or division, and the strength or weakness of the
community; and the degree of knowledge of personal and public good that is achieved by

participants in a political order.
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To the Memory of
JOHN C. CALHOUN
The Preeminent Philosopher and Statesman Of The United States,
And Their Greatest Legislator, Vice-President, And Cabinet Member;
Whose Genius Through a Long Life Was Devoted To The Peace, Harmony,
Enlightenment, and Liberty of the Union Created By

The Constitution of 1787
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INTRODUCTION

Now, by far the most important kind of wisdom . . . is that which governs the ordering of
society, and which goes by the names of justice and moderation.

— Plato, Symposium

Truth is so obscure in these times, and falsehood so established, that unless we love the truth,
we cannot know it.

— Pascal, Pensees
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The vast disparity between God and man is never more evident than
in the wisdom of their respective judgments. Indeed, our merely human
contrivance of historical writing must sometimes appear as a paltry and
insignificant conceit when compared to the motions and perceptions of God’s
eye. But this inequality between God and man, being a direct reflection of
comparative goodness and intelligence, has an imperfect analogue amongst
men themselves.

Human historical judgments reflect the intelligence and moral
character of the judges as much as they report the deeds and words of those
who are judged. Whole societies and cultures, like individual men, may be
known by the judgments they pronounce. Thus we may readily deduce and
clearly perceive the condition of men’s souls -- including our own -- by first
observing what is approved or disapproved, and why. This sobering
recognition has accompanied me throughout the present investigation,
serving all the while and all at once, as a warning, a guide, and a source of
inspiration.

John C. Calhoun (1782-1850) occupies a special place within the
American political and intellectual pantheon. He stands out from among the
major American political thinkers -- who include Jefferson, Hamilton,
Madison, Adams, Randolph, and Taylor -- because he offered not merely
isolated reflections on politics and related matters, but a systematic
speculative-philosophical account of the nature of man and government.
This circumstance entitles him perhaps to recognition as America’s
preeminent political philosopher. Also, since he was the only American

from colonial times until at least the 1860’s to expound a timeless and
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systematic political doctrine about the human good, Calhoun is evidently the
prime candidate among American thinkers for induction into the Western
philosophical canon.' Yet, while he is widely known as an influential
politician and statesman, Calhoun has not yet been adequately characterized
either as a moral and political thinker or as a statesman. This is so because
understanding Calhoun’s philosophic ideas and apprehending his true
stature as a statesman are intimately related enterprises. In this study, a
beginning is made at showing that on the basis of the range, the depth, and
the originality of his ideas, Calhoun deserves to be considered as one among
the great moral and political philosophers of the West.

My overarching aim in this study is to identify and to articulate the
fundamental elements of Calhoun’s philosophy, and to describe their basic
interrelations one to another within the context of critical discussion. This
project, ambitious though it is, may be viewed as an essential feature of a
more general and far more extensive project: that of situating Calhoun’s
speculative ideas in relation both to political history or experience and to the
Western philosophical tradition.

While studying the essay that follows, the reader should keep in mind
that this latter project is not my present object. For the latter project assumes
not merely a careful study of Calhoun’s ideas, but an extensive knowledge
both of other political thinkers and of the political traditions and practices of
the West. Recognizing that this more ambitious project is beyond my present

erudition, I have chosen a more modest task. But, in order to gauge the

' See the foreword by Russell Kirk to The Essential Calhoun: Selections from Writings,
Speeches, and Letters, ed. by Clyde N. Wilson (London: Transaction Publishers, 1992), ix: “. ..
Calhoun’s political thought is more original and more closely reasoned that that of any other
American statesman.”
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originality and general significance of Calhoun’s ideas fully, of course, the
more ambitious, comparative study would be in order, that it may serve as
the foundation for such appraisal. Even so, the present work will hardly be
found to desist from this general, intellectual-historical mode of evaluation.
After all, such evaluative reflections need not be wholly excluded from such a
work, so long as they are proffered as more suggestive than doctrinaire.
Therefore, the general intellectual-historical pronouncements which do
appear in the present work should be construed by the reader as more
tentative and suggestive than as finally settled and insisted upon.

Calhoun is now, and always has been, more widely known as a
politician and statesman than as a philosopher. The reason for this is two-
fold: first, the statesmanly and philosophical concerns were so evenly
matched in Calhoun; secondly, practical political issues naturally elicit
stronger emotions and solicitude as compared with speculative ones. Add to
this reason that “Calhoun was a controversial figure who stood against the
course that American history has taken”, toward whom “hostility is

72

inevitable” *, and it is hardly suprising that his statesmanly career has received
far more critical attention than his speculative ideas. This means, however,
that historians, together with a few political scientists, have been left virtually
alone to interpret Calhoun’s life and ideas for successive generations

according merely to the conceptual categories and prejudices peculiar to their

own respective disciplines, with little or no input and correction from other

“See Clyde N. Wilson, John C. Calhoun: A Bibliography, Bibliographies of American
Notables, No.1 (London: Meckier, 1990), 4.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



4

fields, including for example, philosophy and economics.® This circumstance,
of itself, should suggest that much of the existing literature on Calhoun is
highly problematic.

Much has been written on the great political events of Calhoun’s life
and on his struggles as a politician and statesman. Indeed, most of the critical
attention Calhoun has received thusfar has been from either biographers or
political historians, who have typically characterized Calhoun as a man
distinctly American and distinctly Southern.* Yet, while some of these more
strictly historicai works have considerable merit, they have, for various
reasons, fallen short in characterizing Calhoun. By focusing on certain facts
about Calhoun’s upbringing and political career, and by failing both to fathom
and to appreciate fully the depth, originality, and significance of his
philosophical thought; these biographers and historians --- including those
most sympathetic to the man in his struggles --- have often fallen into the
error of depicting Calhoun as a merely contingent and “historical” figure

whose ideas and actions could have little relevance or meaning beyond his

* But, exceptions so far as economics is concerned include Giuseppe Butta, “Politica,
economica e societa nel penserios di John C. Calhoun” Historica 34 (January-March 1981): 3-8,
and especially Francis J. Donoghue, “The Economic and Social Principles of John C. Calhoun”
Ph. D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1969.

“ The standard biography of Calhoun is Charles M. Wiltse, John C. Calhoun, 3 vols.
(Indianapolis: Bobbs Merrill, 1944-1951). The best one-volume treatment is Margaret L. Coit,
John C. Calhoun: American Portrait (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1950).
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own age.’

Comparatively little has been written on the universal character of
Calhoun'’s thought. ©°  Consequently, not merely among economists and
philosophers, but even among a vast majority of political scientists and
historians today, little or nothing is known about Calhoun as a philosopher
concerned with timeless truths about the human condition. And yet,
Calhoun the philosopher stood out in an era renowned for its great orators
and statesmen.” Indeed, as a philosopher-statesman, Calhoun stands out

among both statesmen and philosophers in general.

*On Calhoun'’s continuing relevance, see, for example, Peter E Drucker, “A Key to American
Politics: Calhoun’s Pluralism” Review of Politics 10 (October 1948): 412-426; Thomas Fleming,
Russell Kirk, “Calhoun Endures” Southern Partisan 9 (Third Quarter 1989): 20-24; Felix
Morley, Freedom and Federalism (Chicago: Henry Regnery, 1951); Vukan Kuic, “John C.
Calhoun'’s Theory of the “Concurrent Majority’” American Bar Asssociation Journal 69 (April
1983): 482-486; Wilthelm Ropke, The Social Crisis of Our Time (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1950); Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., “Calhoun Restored” The Nation 170 (April 1, 1950): 302;
and Eugene Genovese, The Slaveholders’ Dilemma: Freedom and Progress in Southern
Conservative Thought, 1820-1860 (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1992): 3, “. ..
we could, if we would, profit greatly from a reasoned engagement with the thought of Calhoun,
Dew, Bledsoe, Thornwell and others as we grapple today with the staggering problems of a
world in headlong transition to the Lord knows what.”

¢ The most noteworthy exception to the general neglect of Calhoun'’s ideas has been August
O. Spain, The Political Theory of John C. Calhoun (New York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1968),
originally published in 1951. Aside from Spain’s work, published treatments of Calhoun’s
philosophy hereto have been either superficial or piecemeal or both. Spain’s study is helpful,
especially in its treatment of Calhoun’s American contemporaries and predecessors. It is also
useful in suggesting the extent of Calhoun'’s influence subsequent to his death, as well as his
enduring relevance as a political thinker.  Still, it fails to penetrate to the essentials of
Calhoun’s philosophy by exploring, for example, his conceptions (1) of the role of the human
constitution in giving rise to social and political actuality, and (2) of the causal role of the
structure of government. By so failing, Spain’s work also fails to. view Calhoun’s speculative
ideas within the broader historical context of the Western philosophical tradition.

However, because the present essay falls short of a thorough characterization of Calhoun'’s
ideas, for reasons already mentioned, it is best to view Spain’s work and the present essay as
complementary.

"On Calhoun’s oratory, see, for example, Francis Wharton, “Mr. Calhoun’s Parliamentary
Eloquence” United States Magazine and Democratic Review 14 (February 1844): 11-130: E. L.
Magoon, Living Orators in America (New York: Baker and Scribner, 1849); and Andrew C.
McLaughlin, “Publicists and Orators, 1800-1850” In William P. Trent et al., eds., The Cambridge
History of American Literature, 2:70-91 (New York: Macmillan, 1917-1921, 3 vols.
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In his speeches, letters, and political writings, one finds combined the
impress of extensive practical political experience and a marked preference for
metaphysical discourse. Unique among political theorists, Calhoun --- like
Cicero, Marcus Aurelius, and Edmund Burke - brought to his meditations
on morals and politics the first-hand experience of a statesman. His political
and philosophical thought evolved over a forty-year period in public office,
during which he held several of the highest offices of the American union,
including those of senator (15 years), congressman (7), Secretary of War (7),
Secretary of State (1), and vice-president (7). Unique among statesmen,
Calhoun possessed those prodigious powers of the intellect needed to
penetrate to remote and recondite causes. The metaphysical character of his
mind may be illustrated by considering how, even in speeches and letters on
the most practical and concrete issues, say, on a tariff bill or on a matter of
foreign affairs, one typically finds a leavening. of speculation in terms of
universal principles. As he would demonstrate many times during the
course of his political career, Calhoun possessed that rare faculty of
considering “circumstances in their combinations”, and of determining their
relative power in “propelling events.”

In Calhoun, as in perhaps no other statesman or philosopher in
history, we find an even and harmonious blend of two disparate modes of

thinking and living, the vita contemplativa and the vita activa.’

?See The Wisdom of Conservatism, 4 vols. ed. Peter Witonski (New Rochelle, N.Y.:
Arlington House, 1971), 1883: “Itis rare to find a man in the history of practical politics in
whom the vitaactiva and the vita contemplativa were so equally matched.” And compare, for
example, the lives and ideas of Cicero and Marcus Aurelius. Though a speculative
philosopher of ability, Cicero’s governmental experience was.less extensive and varied than
Calhoun’s. On the other hand, Aurelius’ political experience was comparatively limited, both
in range and extent, while his compendium of moral precepts (the Meditations), though
universally interesting and instructive, lack the systematic character of a general speculative
philosophy such as we find in both Calhoun and Cicero.
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Speculative philosophy and the art of statesmanship are ever
susceptible to mutual alienation and division, either through the corruption
of one or of the other, or of both But Calhoun achieved a kind of easy
balance between statesmanship and philosophy -- a balance, that is, between
the highest form of practical wisdom (phronesis) and theoretical wisdom
(theoria). In fact, as this work will suggest, Calhoun’s life was a forceful and
dramatic demonstration of the natural and proper intimacy between
statesmanship and true philosophy, and of the tragic frustrations and setbacks
to which both are susceptible in the world of practical politics.

Those versed in the Western political philosophical tradition who
study Calhoun’s ideas with care will have no difficulty recognizing that the
American philosopher is a thinker in the great Classical Republican tradition
of Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, St. Augustine, Machiavelli, and Hume.” Calhoun
spoke clearly and directly to the great and fundamental moral and political
issues that confront every generation. A catalogue of the issues which he
addressed would be lengthy, and would include the following.

Whence do society, government, and constitution come? -- or in what
do they have their origins? What are the fundamental political
preconditions of human survival and human flourishing? What is the
proper relation between liberty and order? What are sovereignty and self-
rule? -- and how can a people attain these? What determines, in a given
instance, the proper or salutary extent of governmental power? What

determines, in a given instance, the proper or salutary extent of the liberty of

?See Donald W. Livingston, Hume’s Philosophy of Common Life (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1984). In particular, see chapters 1 and 12. See also Plato’s dialogue Gorgias.

' Compare J. William Harris, “Last of the Classical Republicans: An Interpretation of John
C. Calhoun” Civil WarHistory 30 (September 1984): 255-267.
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individuals? What are the sources of national strength and patriotism, or of
the physical and moral power of a community? -- and what factors encourage
or retard their development? What are the chief determinants of the morals
of political leaders, and of the people of a general community? What
combination of conditions gives the greatest impetus possible to the desire of
each person for self-improvement? What is the true nature of liberty? What
is the fundamental relationship between liberty and virtue? = How might the
government of a community be so organized or reformed, so as to serve as
the government of the whole community, without prejudice to any portion?

Calhoun gave answers to these fundamental and critically important
questions, and to others of equal import.

Inspired by the foundational insights and discoveries of Galileo,
Newton, La Place, and others, Calhoun sought to lay a solid foundation for
the science of government by discovering and articulating - through the use
of “metaphysical reasoning” — what I call the first principle of politics, “that
principle without which government would not exist, and with which its
existence is necessary.” Calhoun finds this principle in human nature, and
calls it the “two-fold constitution of our nature.” In his Disquisition on

Government (posthumously, 1851), Calhoun shows how the great questions

comprehended by political science can be given their definitive answers in
terms of that principle.

This study includes a critical discussion of the manner in which
Calhoun explains the great phenomena of politics by recourse to this first
principle. In calling this work “critical”, however, it should be remembered

that genuine criticism involves recognizing and appreciating the insight and
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other strengths of a thinker as well as apprehending and censuring his
deficiencies. Consequently, the true critic is animated first and foremost by a
spirit of empathetic understanding and appreciation; and this spirit is as
conducive to fairness and truth as it is inimical to, for example, that petty
reserve and peevish contrariety which are sometimes mistaken for genuine
criticism. "

The phenomena illuminated and explained herein include, among
others: the origin and fundamental nature of society, government, and
constitution; the moral character of citizens and government leaders; the
unification or division, and the strength or weakness of the community; and
the degree of knowledge of personal and public good that is achieved by
participants in a political order. As I will show, Calhoun’s discovery and
articulation of a first principle makes possible a concise, natural, and elegant
theoretical explanation of the political world. As we shall also see, in
addition to making this foundational diécovery, Calhoun expounded an ideal
of constitutional government that is compelling and, in many respects,
original. But, the reader will ask, how is it that these important points about
Calhoun’s philosophy have not been brought out previously?

The literature on Calhoun indicates that his philosophic ideas have

fallen subject to a variety of neglect so complete that superficial and

" Failing to apprehend these truths about the nature of criticism can lead to mistaken
assessments of genuine criticism by others. See, for example, Richard N. Current, John C.
Calhoun (New York: Washington Square Press, Inc., 1966), 159, where Current charges August O.
Spain, The Political Theory of John C. Calhoun (previously cited), with being “uncritical.”
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misleading treatments stand today in the guise of authorities. ® These ill-
conceived and shallow interpretations continue to influence scholars and
laymen, thereby obfuscating Calhoun’s ideas. One reason for this neglect and
mistreatment is that political thinkers, such as Calhoun, of the generation
following the American Founding have received only slight attention in
comparison to their fathers. Thus the ideas of Jefferson® (1743-1826),
Madison (1751-1836), and Hamilton (c1755-1804) have received vastly more
critical attention from subsequent generations of Americans than the ideas of
John Randolph of Roanoke (1773-1833), John Taylor of Caroline (1753-1824),
and Calhoun. Another reason for the neglect is, of course, that Calhoun has
been portrayed by generations of historians as a leading statesman (which he
was) and only tangentially as a political thinker. But these reasons alone are
not sufficient to explain the relative poverty .of the literature on Calhoun'’s
ideas, and the failure thusfar to characterize him both as a statesman and as a
philosopher. In fact, most of the blame for this poverty and failure must be
laid squarely at the feet of the reigning “liberal-progressive-egalitarian”
orthodoxy of our day.

As a statesman, Calhoun contested the ascendency of this potent

'?See, for example, Gerald M. Capers, John C. Calhoun, Opportunist: A Reappraisal
(Gainesville, Fla.: University of Florida Press, 1960); Richard N. Current, John C. Calhoun
(New York: Washington Square Press, 1963); Richard Hofstadter, “John C. Calhoun: The Marx
of the Master Class” in Hofstadter’s The American Political Tradition and the Men Who Made
It (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1948); and Ralph Lerner, “Calhoun’s New Science of Politics.”
American Political Science Quarterly 57 (December 1963): 918-932.

Y Significantly, there is considerable evidence that Jefferson and Calhoun were friends; and
a single meeting, supposed to have taken place in 1806 at Monticello, has become the source of a
romantic Southern legend. Biographer Margaret Coit has described that meeting between the
seasoned President and a youthful Calhoun “as akin to the 6ld Greek mystic torch race, where
the wearied runner passed the lighted torch up to a fresh hand which carried it on to the goal.”
Coit also points out that, significantly, Calhoun never used the fact of their friendship as
political capital. See Margaret Coit, John C. Calhoun: American Portrait (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Company, 1950), 34-36.
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political and emotional-intellectual force. As a philosopher, he left to
posterity some of the intellectual weapons with which future generations
might combat what he deemed the pernicious and destructive effects of this
force. So the relative poverty of the literature on Calhoun’s ideas is largely a
consequence of the current predominance and fashionability of rival and
antithetical ideas. @ The predominance of such ideas over contemporary
culture, then, has rendered many of Calhoun’s ideas, for a time,
unfashionable. But then, truths are necessarily unfashionable where thought
suffers distemper. Indeed, a cure for this distemper may lie, for example, in
some re-affirmation and further development of certain unfashionable ideas.
Finding “weighty admirers” in every generation", Calhoun has endured both
the shallow attacks of political dabblers and the bitter, defamatory, and more
determined onslaughts of bigoted ideologues with axes to grind. *

Reviewing the literature, a leading Calhoun scholar, Professor Clyde N.
Wilson, notes how “historical evaluations of Calhoun tend to fall into two
schools, both of which date back to Calhoun’s own lifetime”:

One school is attracted by his intellect and. character, the tragic nobility
of his career, and the timeless elements of his political thought. This

'“See Clyde N. Wilson, John C. Calhoun: A Bibliography,  Bibliographies of American
Notables, No. 1 (London: Meckler, 1990), 2:

- . Calhoun played a larger role in his times than common report, focusing on the
slavery controversy, has allowed. But in addition to this, Calhoun has another
significance that is not shared by most public figures of the same stature in his own time
and later. A suprisingly large number of observers, from diverse generations, countries,
and viewpoints, have found him to be a political thinker of permanent interest. While
Calhoun is very far from being the most admired of American statesmen, he has never
at any time lacked weighty admirers. And except for Jefferson and Lincoln, it is hard to
think of any American statesman who has had admirers from more diverse points of
the compass and the political spectrum, and for reasons that transcend the issues of his

own time.
'*See, for example, Gerald M. Capers, John C. Calhoun, QQMLHIS_L A &Agmjgi
(Gainesville, Fl.: University of Florida Press, 1960), Louis Hartz, The Liberal T ionin

America (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1955) and Hermann E. von Holst JohnC.
Calhoun (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1882).
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school crested in the 1950s and has had a minor revival in the 1980s. It
began in Calhoun’s lifetime and has never died entirely away. The
other school portrays him as either deluded or fanatical, or both,
warped by ambition and unrealistic abstractionism. This view
originates in contemporary journalistic criticism and has continued to
the present. *

Describing how the literature has developed, Wilson adds: “Perhaps
superficiality is the greatest problem, for many writers have assumed that
Calhoun has already been adequately characterized, and they need do no
more than refer to an accepted stereotype V.” And yet: “Other writers have
constantly discovered new aspects of his career and new applications of his
political thought *.” In fact, one of the major problems with the literature on
Calhoun is that “there has been little interchange between the two groups.”
Consequently, “the literature does not so much progress as go round in
circles”, so that “large gaps remain in our ‘knowledge_ B

The present work is an attempt to break out of this basically fruitless

*See Clyde N. Wilson, John C. Calhoun: A Bibliography, 2.

'"Ibid, 3. This uncritical repetition and perpetuation of stereotypes occurs not only in
general histories, but in local studies as well. One such stereotype is the view that Calhoun
discarded his early nationalist philosophy in the late 1820’s in favor of sectionalism. See, for
example, A. V. Huff, Jr Greenville: The History of the City and County in the South Carolina
Piedmont (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1995), 103:

In 1828 after Congress adopted an even higher tariff [than in 1824], Vice
President Calhoun joined the fray by proposing nullification as an ultimate remedy. He
abandoned his Young Republican views in the South Carolina Exposition and Protest
which he wrote anonymously for the antitariff faction in the state. The Constitution,
he argued, was a compact between the states, not the people, and a state convention
could declare a federal law null and void within its boundaries.

In fact, Calhoun never abandoned his Young Republican views. Instead, Calhoun held
to his Classical Republican philosophy throughout his forty-year national career. What
changed were not the principles of his philosophy, but the circumstances to which those
principles were to be applied. Never a “nationalist” in the sense of consolidation and
centralization of power, Calhoun was a federalist in the literal, political scientific sense of the
term. Consequently, he understood that strong attachment to the Union, along with liberty, has
its foundation in more local loyalties.

**Ibid, 3.
*1Ibid, 3.
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circular pattern. But this should be done not by seeking, for example, an
impossible rapprochement between these two irreconcilable camps, but by
presenting a more accurate understanding of Calhoun’s life and ideas. In this
way, superficial perspectives and the perverse sentiments and passions that
such perspectives generate and reinforce may be overcome only by achieving
greater depth of understanding. A deeper and more critical perspective will
allow us, for example, to clear away the conceptual brambles which have
cluttered the literature hereto. These brambles have their sources in both
innocent superficiality and in the “righteous” conviction that Calhoun was a
sophist in behalf of some interest or other. Although spawned from a variety
of perspectives and motivations, these allegations of sophistry share in
common the property of being unfounded, as the present study will
undertake to show. Thus Calhoun has been labelled, to give but few
examples: “the Marx of the master class” (Hofstadter: 1948); an “opportunist”
(Capers: 1948); a “philosopher of reaction” (Current: 1963); “the bigot who
defended human servitude” (Coit: 1950); and a pragmatist or unprincipled
equivocator whose early nationalism gave way to a decentralist and states’
rights position (Thomas: 1968). What remains is. to consider just how this
greater depth of understanding may be achieved.

Every scholarly task, like every human life, has both burdens and
advantages peculiar to itself. The main burden involved in characterizing
Calhoun accurately as a statesman and philosopher is manifold, and consists
of addressing at least three overlapping and mutually reinforcing prejudices.
These are that Calhoun was: (1) a mere politician and not a high statesman;

(2) a sophist in behalf of the slave-holding interest; and (3) a strictly
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“American” or even “Southern” political thinker whose ideas are of limited
application and relevance. In addressing these defamatory claims, however,
we must keep in clear view the nature and significance of those honours and
appellations which the authors of such claims would deny Calhoun. As I
shall emphasize, sophistry and philosophy are mutually exclusive and
antithetical activities, since philosophy involves disinterested pursuit of the
truth. So statesmanship and philosophy are universalistic and disinterested;
while sophistry and “mere” politics are necessarily particularistic and partial.
Consequently, the burden for the sympathetic interpreter of Calhoun is to
establish both the universal character of his ideas and the disinterested nature
of his motives. This study concentrates mostly on the former task.

Evidently, posterity will be free to take full and proper advantage of the
guidance and inspiration which Calhoun’s philosophy and statesmanly
example offer only after the poisoned well of the interpreters” has been
redeemed and purified. What we find once the charges of sophistry or special
pleading have been dispatched is that the field for interpretation of Calhoun’s
ideas is largely open. Ironically then, one advantage to having one’s ideas
neglected, or discounted as mere rationalizations of narrow interest, is that
they are less often, and perhaps less seriously, misunderstood. Thus, in
interpreting Calhoun, we are not burdened in the way that interpreters are of
say, the philosophies of Hume, Hegel, or Nietzsche. For as one Hume scholar
has written: “More than any other modern philosopher, Hume has appeared
as the construct of the conceptual frameworks that interpreters have imposed

upon him™.” So the main burden confronting the interpreter of Calhoun’s

*? See Donald W. Livingston, Hume’s Philosophy of Common Life (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1984), 1.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



15

ideas at present is not to argue against false but well-established
interpretations of his ideas as philosophy (rather than as sophistry). Instead,
his peculiar burden is to see to it that Calhoun’s ideas become generally
acknowledged as elements of a timeless philosophical speech, as was intended
by Calhoun himself.

Now, I have said that Calhoun has not been adequately characterized
either as a philosopher or as a statesman. But, given that these vocations are
so thoroughly intertwined in Calhoun, being modes of activity which are
only distinct conceptually, these two projects can hardly be carried out
independently of one another. In fact, as I suggested earlier, the main reason
why writers continue to misinterpret Calhoun’s words and deeds as a
statesman is that they have failed to grasp the essential points of his
philosophy. Indeed, in a self-critical moment, Calhoun said: “My politics, I
think I may say with perfect truth, has been a system founded on certain fixed
principles; and to carry them into effect has been my highest ambition.”
Despite such suggestions, however, historians and political scientists have
failed to understand Calhoun’s political behavior. at crucial junctures in the
political history of the United States because of a prior failure to grasp both
the substance and implications of Calhoun’s moral and political
philosophical ideas and his self-consciously conceived role as an agent
within an established tradition of political practice. In fact, this kind of
superficiality has tended to be self-perpetuating within the literature, and
many of these misinterpretations originated among Calhoun’s
contemporaries and continue to be echoed or repeated uncritically by

historians and others.
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In a recent work, Professor Wilson observes: “There remains much to
be said about various unexplored aspects of [Calhoun’s] political thought, but

the most pressing need is to see its range and wholeness *.” Indeed, as Wilson

suggests, there is as yet no philosophical work on Calhoun’s ideas that treats
of fundamental themes in a manner that conveys the essence and the whole
of his thought.

Intended to fill this lacuna, the present essay was composed with an eye
to the full range of Calhoun’s ideas, and in a manner designed to convey the
impress of the whole of his thought. Being a comprehensive study of
Calhoun’s moral, social, and political philosophy, this work involves a
detailed analysis and assessment of certain fundamental insights of the
complex of his ideas, and of their more important interrelations. In order to
convey an accurate sense of the whole of his thought, it was necessary to
uncover and to arrange in proper order the fundamental themes and insights
of Calhoun’s work. This could be done only by taking seriously and by
evaluating critically his claim to have laid a solid foundation for political
science. Calhoun announces this intention at the beginning of his most

theoretical work, A Disquisition on Government.

Once Calhoun’s intentions and claims on this score are taken seriously,

the careful student of the Disquisition, now liberated, for example, from the

“unthinking stereotypes which dominate much of the [secondary] literature”,

is able to descry the underlying unity in his thought.®  When this critical

' See the introductory essay of The Essential Calhoun: Selections from Writings, Speeches,
and Letters. ed. by Clyde N. Wilson. (London: Transaction Publishers, 1992), xvii. Professor
Wilson is co-editor of The Papers of John C. Calhoun. ed. Robert L. Meriwhether and W. Edwin
Hemphill. 19 vols. to date (covering 1801-1844) of a projected 25-vol. edition. (Columbia, S. C.:

University of South Carolina Press, 1959-.
#See Clyde N. Wilson, John C. Calhoun: A Bibliography, 4.
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perspective is achieved, it becomes evident that, through his writings,
Calhoun reveals to us a bold new understanding of the human political
world. Moreover, as I shall suggest, this understanding is one fraught with
new and exciting practical political possibilities and theoretical horizons.

So the key to understanding the whole of Calhoun’s philosophy,
including his pronouncements on disparate moral and political issues, is to
understand first his project of laying a solid foundation for political science.
Toward this end, Part I of this essay examines the method and discovery by
which Calhoun sought to provide that foundation; while Part II shows how
this foundation makes possible the definitive explanation of the great issues
comprehended in the science of politics.

Chapter I is a wide-ranging discussion of the relation between political
experience and political science. Here I introduce Calhoun’s conception of the
nature of metaphysical reasoning, and examine the possibility and
importance of distilling science from political phenomena.

In Chapter II, the most basic or fundamental discovery resulting from
Calhoun’s application of metaphysical reasoning to the complex and diverse
phenomena of politics will be presented and examined. @ What Calhoun calls
“the two-fold constitution” of man’s nature will be explicated in systematic
fashion; and this internal constitution or principle is one, it turns out, whose
fundamentality and explanatory power for politics is comparable to that of the
Law of Gravitation for physics. After explicating and analyzing this principle,
the second half of Chapter II will consist of conjecture on the intellectual-
historical sources and inspirations which led to Calhoun’s discovery and

development of this fundamental scientific principle.
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Chapter III begins with a description of the characteristics of a scientific
first principle, then discusses how Calhoun conceived of the principle of
man’s two-fold constitution as the first principle of the science of politics. In
this chapter, we begin to see the scope and explanatory power of this first
principle. In this way, Chapter III serves as a general introduction to Part II,
where several specific applications of the principle are treated in detail.

The purpose of Part II is to establish, through concrete illustrations, the
fundamentality of Calhoun’s “two-fold constitution” as the first principle of
politics. Toward this end, I shall review a few central questions of moral and
political philosophy, and explain how Calhoun approached and answered
these questions through the use of this principle. The effect of these detailed
explanations will be to clarify what Calhoun means by man’s “two-fold
constitution”, and to establish its prodigious explanatory power as the first
principle of the science of politics.

Chapter IV examines a theme which dominates the first part of
Calhoun’s Disquisition, his view that society, government, and constitution
spring directly from human nature, and specifically, from the “two-fold
constitution” of our nature. Here we begin to see how Calhoun explains the
great variety of societal and governmental arrangements that we find in
history as so many modifications of this internal constitution operating as a
decisive influence on human action. Here also, while discussing the
respective ends of society and government, we begin to see a fundamental
connection that will be developed later between man’s two-fold internal
constitution and political constitution.

Having explored Calhoun’s conception of the origin and ends of society
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and government, we begin in Chapter V to examine his conception of
political constitution. Government is necessary because without it, man’s
internal constitution would lead him to sacrifice the interests of others to his
own supposed interest. But, while government is a solution to this problem,
government is itself problematic, also because of man’s internal constitution.
In the absence of political constitution, governmental powers tend to become
converted into instruments of abuse and oppression. At the centre of
Calhoun’s explanation of the origin and nature of government and
constitution is his discovery and paradoxical insight that both tyranny and
the various forms of resistance to tyranny share a common source in human
nature. So the problem of society, and its solution through government, and
the problem of government, and its solution through political constitution --
all have their source in the “two-fold constitution” of man’s nature. This
chapter presents the first of two principles whose instantiation, according to
Calhoun, is necessary for the realization of constitutional government. This
first principle of constitution is the right of suffrage, or a process and
convention whereby the rulers are made responsible to the ruled. But the
right of suffrage, as we shall see, is insufficient, of itself, to fulfill the ends of
political constitution. To accomplish this, it is necessary to instantiate
another principle in addition to the right of suffrage. Chapter VI discusses
this other principle.

This second and sufficient principle of political constitution is a
human convention which Calhoun calls “organism.” Here, in Chapter VI,
we have a critical discussion of that teaching for which Calhoun is best

known, the doctrine of the concurrent majority. Calhoun taught that every

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



20

society, no matter how homogeneous, consists of a plurality of portions or
interests as regards the action and inaction of government. For there to be
genuine constitutional government, where the public good enjoys the
constant and unadulterated solicitude of the citizenry, each of the major
interests of the community must have the power of self-protection in the
form of a veto on the legislative enactments initiated and supported by the
other interests. This system of vetoes or negatives is what Calhoun means by
“organism”, and organism, combined properly with the right of suffrage, is
what makes a political constitution. Also in Chapter VI, in discussions of the
proper source of laws and the nature of constitutional interests, we are
introduced to the Calhounian-Classical Republican view that individual
liberty and constitutional government are moral and intellectual
attainments.

Having shown in Chapters IV, V, and VI how Calhoun explains
society, government, and political constitution in terms of man’s two-fold
constitution, I continue in the remaining chapters to exhibit the great
explanatory power of this first principle. In these final chapters, I examine
several important aspects of Calhoun’s claim that the most fundamental
distinction as regards all the various forms of government is not that, for
example, between the monarchical, aristocratic, and democratic forms
respectively, but is instead the distinction between absolute government, on
the one hand, and constitutional government, on the other hand.

In Chapter VII, I examine one of Calhoun’s most important and
pioneering philosophical speeches, his insight that the principal influence on

the development of the moral character of the individuals of a community,
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and of their governmental leaders, is the structure of government itself, and
specifically, the means by which governmental power and influence are
obtained. Calhoun shows that government may be understood as a structure
of incentives and disincentives, or of rewards and punishments, that, in
combination with other, less important factors, influences the development
of the moral sentiments of the individual and fixes his conceptions of his
own good and of the good of society. The spectacle of government, as a
public example of how power and influence may be effectively acquired and
retained, exerts an influence over the general community which tends to be
morally decisive, shaping moral characters for good or ill, and thereby, the
destinies of humanity. At the centre of this moral development is man’s
two-fold internal constitution, which, as an innate and active principle of
human nature, is susceptible of many and disparate manifestations. Also in
this chapter, I examine Calhoun’s striking contention that, as a determinant
of moral character, the structure of a community’s government tends to be
more decisive and powerful than all other causes combined, including, for
example, both religion and education.

In Chapter VIII, I explore Calhoun’s account of the community’s
power, or of its ability to sustain itself as a distinct and independent moral
and political substance and going concern in the face of internal and external
threats. The critical distinction is made between the power of government,
on the one hand, and the power of the community, on the other hand.
Calhoun taught that there are both moral and physical causes of the power of
the community, and that the moral causes are “by far” the more important.

The wide-ranging discussion of this chapter also comprehends

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



22

Calhoun’s views on the causes of progress, and his now quite controversial
views on the nature and source of individual liberty. Calhoun argued that a
proper balance or ratio between governmental power and liberty is what gives
a community its greatest strength, by giving the greatest impulse possible to
the innate desire of each person to improve his condition. @ Government
secures the fruits of the individual’s exertions, while liberty leaves each free
to pursue that course which he deems best “to promote his interest and
happiness.” When there is either too much liberty or too much power, the
power of the community is accordingly diminished, and the “march of
progress” is retarded, or -- in more extreme cases - reversed. Viewing the
metaphysical conceptions of act and potency as active principles operating
within an historical framework, Calhoun is able to explain how human
liberty is a reward for moral and intellectual virtue, and how despotism, or
lawless rule, may be understood as a fitting punishment for the ignorance,
sloth, and depravity of general communities, or of portions thereof.

With Chapter IX, I conclude this work by describing how Calhoun'’s
speculative philosophizing in politics pertains to that concern at the centre of
all true philosophizing, the project of self-knowledge. All other
philosophical issues and problems lead out from and back to man’s struggle
for self-knowledge. By studying Calhoun, we can see how the struggle for
self-knowledge is at the centre of the various issues and problems
comprehended both by political philosophy and by the art of the statesman.
In this chapter, I show how Calhoun’s philosophy brings to light dimensions
of the project of self-knowledge that are generally overlooked. In particular,

his account of the various forms and elements of absolute and constitutional
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regimes sheds new light on this project, and even suggests what may be the
principal cause of self-knowledge, on the one hand, and of ignorance, on the
other.

Throughout this work, my primary concern is with the developmental
fate, as it were, of man’s “two-fold constitution” as an active principle of
human nature, and as an elemental mainspring of human action. Upon
this development — for good or ill - have rested the fates of entire political
orders, of entire civilizations, and, even, in our present nuclear age, of the

entire species of man.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



24

PART I

A “SOLID FOUNDATION FOR POLITICAL SCIENCE”

I do not view politicks as a scramble between eminent men; but as a science by which the lasting
interest of the country may be advanced.

-~ Calhoun (15 April 1820)

(It would be] as impossible to lay any solid foundation for the science of government, as it would
be to lay one for that of astronomy, without a like understanding of that constitution or law of
the material world, according to which the several bodies composing the solar system mutually
act on each other, and by which they are kept in their respective spheres.

— Calhoun, A Disquisition an Government
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CHAPTERI

METAPHYSICAL REASONING,
AND SCIENCE OUT OF POLITICAL EXPERIENCE

I hold [political science and legislation] to be subject to laws as fixed as matter itself, and to be
as fit a subject for the application of the highest intellectual power.

-- Calhoun, “Speech on the Forc’e Bill”
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In a letter dated June 15, 1849, Calhoun, now ailing and with under a
year to live, wrote from Fort Hill to Anna Maria Calhoun Clemson, his

favorite daughter:

I devote all the time left me, to finishing the work I commenced three
years ago, or more . .. I finished, yesterday, the preliminary [the
Disquisition], which treats of the elementary principles of the Science
of Government. . . . I am pretty well satisfied with its execution. It will
be nearly throughout new territory; and, I hope, to lay a solid
foundation for political Science. I have written, just as I thought, and
told the truth without fear, favor, or affection.*

Sixteen years earlier, in December 1832, Calhoun had resigned his
position as vice-president of the United States to begin his new career as U. S.
Senator from South Carolina.

The President at the time, Andrew Jackson (1764-1845), in earlier years
an admirer and subordinate of Calhoun, now, from various causes and
subsequent events, had a strong aversion for both the theory and the person
of Calhoun. Vice-President Calhoun had argued in the widely circulated
South Carolina “Exposition” (December 1828) that the various states of the
Union each possessed the right to interpose its authority between the citizens
of that state and any law of the United States when it considered that law
repugnant to the interests of the members of that state, and could declare that
law null and void within its territory. This right of interposition, argues the
“Exposition”, is the only possible constitutional remedy for settling disputes
between the states and the federal government. Holding a fundamentally
different view of the relation between the states and the federal government
of the Union, one whose internal logic proscribed any such right of

interposition, Jackson had declared that he would have Calhoun, the vice-

' Calhoun, Correspondence ( Washington, 1900), 766-768.
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president, impeached for treason, and that Calhoun should hang from the
highest gallows. One of the nullifying declarations of his Vice-President
reached Jackson late at night; in a fit of exultation the President had the law
officers of the government called out of their beds to say whether at last here
was not a hanging offense.

Jackson issued a manifesto condemning both the doctrine of
interposition, as articulated by Calhoun, and the recent acts of South Carolina
in upholding the right of the member states of the Union to nullify and
thereby render inapplicable within their borders, any act by the general or
federal government of the Union which that state, through its properly
authorized organs, had found to be either unconstitutional or repugnant in
general. In the Senate, Daniel Webster (1782-1852), although not a supporter
of the administration, undertook to answer Calhoun, and he was fetched
from his lodging, when the time came, in the President’s carriage.
Meanwhile, Calhoun, after resigning the vice-presidency in December of
1832, had returned home to South Carolina, where he was promptly elected
by the legislature to represent the state as U. S. senator.

Amidst rumours that if he arrived in Washington D. C., to assume his
duties in the Senate, President Jackson planned to have him arrested and
tried for treason, Calhoun assumed his seat on January 4, 1833, without
incident.*  Beginning on February 15, Calhoun delivered over a two-day
period what was clearly the most impassioned, and arguably the most

powerful address of his nearly forty-year-long career in high office. Freed

? But however Jackson may have yelled and fumed in private, his public demeanor evinced
more restraint and circumspection. In fact, as of February 1833, no one had broken any law. The
officials of South Carolina could nullify or “break” a law the following March if they chose.
But who was to indict and try them after all. Indeed, it was the very prospect of federal
officers trying to coerce state officers that brought the Congress to compromise.
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from the confines of his position as President of the Senate, he took up the
issue of the wisdom and constitutionality of that measure which was the
immediate cause of the current antagonism between President Jackson and
the people of South Carolina, the newly proposed protective tariff.” This
proposed legislation, called the Revenue Collection (or “Force”) Bill, if passed,
would have given President Jackson the authority to coerce South Carolina
(and any other state) into obeying its measures.

This confrontation between an American Vice-President and an
American President represents a central and pivotal chapter in the history of
the United States. More generally and importantly, however, it represents a
timeless debate over the nature of political right, and a struggle between
statesmanship, on the one hand, and those forces, in any age, which tend to
the betrayal of the public trust and to the destruction of the general welfare of
communities. In this chapter, we begin our examination of the political
philosophic ideas of a man who had a first-hand, practical experience of this
debate and struggle so extensive and varied as to be unsurpassed by any other
political writer.

As we shall see, Calhoun viewed the issues and problems confronting
the statesman, on the one hand, and those of the political philosopher, on the
other hand, as lying together on a single continuum, with the former being
by their nature less abstract, and the latter, more abstract. That human
capacity which was capable of exploring the natural relations and connections

between all of these various issues and problems, Calhoun called

* An admirer of Aristotle, as we shall see below, Calhoun was well-known for the energy
and skill with which, during his statesmanly career, he upheld the following precept from the
Politics: “. .. the laws are, and ought to be, relative to the constitution, and not the constitution
to the laws.”
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“metaphysical reasoning.” Ranging through all the different levels and
dimensions of abstraction of which the human mind is capable,
“metaphysical reasoning” may be variously employed: by the statesman,
whose over-riding concern is with the good of a specific community; and by
the political philosopher, whose analogous ultimate concern is with giving a
sound timeless speech about the human good. Also, as we shall see, Calhoun
viewed statesmanship and political philosophizing as intimately related and
mutually illuminating arts.

In the present work, a discussion of various natural relations between
statesmanship and political philosophizing will then set the stage for that
treatment of the central elements of Calhoun’s philosophy which is the
central concern of this essay. On our way to examining Calhoun’s timeless
philosophical ideas about the human good, however, we would do well to
acquaint ourselves with the historical context within which these ideas were

inspired and developed.

By 1830, the era of good feeling between the various states and sections
of the fledgling American Republic which had begun with the close of the
war with Great Britain in 1814 was but a fading memory. In early 1833, the
president of the United States was threatening to invade and conquer South
Carolina, one of the original thirteen states, whose citizens had bade defiance
to a general government they deemed usurpatory, and who were presently
occupied with organizing and arming themselves to resist the invader. At
the centre of this conflict -- later dubbed the “Nullification Crisis” - stood

John C. Calhoun, having just recently resigned the vice-presidency in order to
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represent his home state before the United States Senate.

Calhoun was opposed to the Revenue Collection [Force] Bill, or “The
Bloody Bill”, as he called it, since the bill was, in effect, “President Jackson's
call for shot and powder to put down nullification and enforce the tariff act in
South Carolina *.” Despite a storm of charges aimed at impugning the
motives and actions of both himself and his beloved South Carolina,
Calhoun -- undaunted, if not unruffled -- addressed the Senate, and defiantly
and systematically revealed the falsity of these charges and the folly of the
proposed bill.

Some years later, the distinguished British historian and political
thinker Lord Acton (1834-1902) would recognize and remark on both the
pressing relevance and the timeless character of Calhoun’s remarks at the
time. An immensely learned and respected scholar, Acton was also an
enthusiastic admirer of Calhoun, his older contemporary. In his
correspondence with Mary Gladstone, daughter of his close friend and
political ally, Prime Minister William Gladstone (1809-1898) °, Acton listed
what he considered “the hundred best books” ever written. These included

Plato’s Laws, Aristotle’s Politics, St. Augustine’s Letters, Dante’s Divine

Comedy, Hooker’s Ecclesiastical Polity, Maine’s Ancient Law, Darwin’s Origin
of Species, and also, Calhoun’s Disquisition on Government.*
After reviewing Calhoun’s statesmanly conduct during America’s

Nullification Crisis in the early 1830’s, Acton wrote:

“See Margaret Coit in John C. Calhoun ed. Margaret Coit (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-
Hall, Inc., 1970), 38. .

® William Gladstone trusted Acton “more entirely than any other man”, while another
British statesman, John Morley, called him “one of the most remarkable men of our time.” See
Herbert Paul, Lord Acton to Mary Gladstone (New York, 1904) and John Morley, Recollections
(New York, 1917) I, 229-235.

*PallMallMagazine (Volume XXXVI, No. 147).
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Calhoun defended [South Carolina’s] nullifying ordinance in the
Senate, and in speeches and writings, with arguments which are the
very perfection of political truth, and which combine with the realities
of modern democracy the theory and the securities of medieval
freedom.’

Such esteem for Calhoun both as a philosopher and as a statesman was
shared by other eminent men of the time, both at home and abroad,
including the distinguished British political economist and philosopher John
Stuart Mill (1806-1873). Indeed, the impress of Calhoun’s influence -- along
with those of his father James Mill (1773-1836) and of Alexis De Tocqueville
(1805-1859) -- is evident in Mill’s most ambitious political treatise,
Considerations on Representative Government (1861).° Ten years after
Calhoun’s death, Mill wrote:

One of the American states, under the guidance of a man who has
displayed powers as a speculative political thinker superior to any who
has appeared in American politics since the authors of the Federalist
claimed a veto for each state on the custom laws of the Federal

" John Dalberg-Acton, “Political Causes of the American Revolution” in Essays in the
History of Liberty (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1985), 240. On Acton’s life see, for example,
Gertrude Himmelfarb, Lord Acton: A Study in Conscience and Politics (Chicago, 1951). Also, in
Robert L. Schuettinger, Lord Acton: Historian of Liberty (LaSalle, Illinois: Open Court, 1976)
the author illustrates how Acton was an “historian who made history.” Acton had been a
student of and was greatly influenced by Ignaz von Dollinger (1799-1890), who was the
outstanding Catholic ecclesiastical historian in Germany in the nineteenth century. In 1895,
Acton, although without earned academic degrees, assumed the Regius Professorship of Modern
History at Cambridge, one of the most prestigious chairs of history in the scholarly world and
his first real academic position.

®See, for example, Mill’s formulation of Chapter I, “To What Extent Forms of Government
Are a Matter of Choice”, and his discussion of political maturity in Chapter IV, “Under What
Social Conditions Representative Government is Inapplicable.”
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Congress: and that statesman, in a posthumous work of great ability ’
which has been printed and widely circulated by the legislature of
South Carolina, vindicated this pretension on the general principle of
limiting the tyranny of the majority and protecting minorities by
admitting them to a substantial participation in political power.”

But Calhoun’s achievements and talents were not always so well

received by those who, during his lifetime, found themselves standing

® The allusion is to Calhoun’s Disquisition oan Government and also perhaps, to his Discourse
an the Constitution and Government of the United States, in so far as the former was intended as
an introduction to the latter.

Significantly, Alexis de Tocqueville’s influential commentary on the doctrine of
interposition conflicts with the favorable assessments of both Acton and Mill. In Democracy in
America (Vol. I), Tocqueville writes:

The entire doctrine of Nullification is comprised in a sentence uttered by Vice President

Calhoun, the head of that party in the South, before the Senate of the United States,

in 1833: “The Constitution is a compact to which the States were parties in their

sovereign capacity: now, whenever a compact is entered into by parties which
acknowledge no commeon arbiter to decide in the last resort, each of them has a right to
judge for itself in relation to the nature, extent, and obligations of the instrument.” Itis
evident that such a doctrine destroys the very basis of the Federal Constitution and

brings back the anarchy from which the Americans were delivered by the act of 1789.

[See Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, Volume I (New York: Vintage

Classics, 1990), 411.]

But Calhoun had Tocqueville, among others, in mind when he wrote to Francis
Wharton, a Philadelphian, in 1843 about government and trade in Europe: “The conception on
that side of the Atlantic is universally false in reference to our system of government. It is
indeed a most remarkable system — the most so that ever existed. I have never yet discussed it
in its higher elementary principles, or rather, I ought to say, in reference to higher elementary
principles of political science. If I should have leisure, I may yet do it.”

Tocqueville’s concern in the 1830s was to oppose what he perceived to be a dangerous
trend in America toward decentralization, and a weakening of the general government of the
Union. In fact, Tocqueville’s concern in this instance, atypically enough, was rooted in only a
superficial analysis of events. Failing to detect what was in fact a deeper counter-current of
affairs, Tocqueville did not see that the dominant trend in America at the time was, in fact,
toward greater centralization and consolidation. Calhoun, of course, would document this

United States (posthumously,1851).

'°J. S. Mill, Considerations on Representative Government (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill
Company, 1958), 244-245.
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opposite to him on matters of policy." One of the more notable instances of
this singular lack of appreciation was recorded during the nullification crisis.

At a critical juncture during his “Speech on the Revenue Collection {or
Force] Bill” (February 15-16, 1833), Calhoun explicitly affirmed high
statesmanship and its necessarily philosophical character against the attacks of
one senator” who, unable to comprehend and to follow the line of his
discourse on previous occasions, had chided Calhoun and contemptuously
accused him of engaging in “metaphysical reasoning.” What the frustrated
and uncomprehending senator was complaining about was, of course,
Calhoun’s metaphysical turn of mind and elevated powers of reasoning, and
the fact that he was disposed to bring these powers to bear on the practical
affairs of state.

In the introduction I remarked on the metaphysical character of

Calhoun’s mind, and on his disposition to bring it to bear on practical

' For a review a various assessments of Cathoun'’s person, intellect, and career, see John C.
Calhoun, ed. Margaret Coit (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1970), Part Two “John
C. Cathoun Viewed By His Contemporaries” and Part Three “John C. Calhoun in History.” For
example, Frederick Douglas, the famed Negro leader and abolitionist, calls Calhoun,
suprisingly to some, “this mighty man”; while Calhoun’s colleague, friend, and sometimes
opponent in the Senate, Daniel Webster, in a notable eulogy, referred to Calhoun as “a man of
extraordinary power, — much the ablest man in the Senate, in fact, the greatest man that he
had known through his entire public life.” Of Calhoun’s bearing and person, Webster writes:

I think there is not one of us but felt when he last addressed us from his seat in the
Senate, his form still erect, with a voice by no means indicating such a degree of
physical weakness as did, in fact, possess him, with clear tones, and an impressive ,

and [ may say, an imposing manner, who did not feel that he might imagine that we
saw before us a Senator of Rome, when Rome still survived. ...

... [Mr. Calhoun] had the basis, the indispensable basis, of all high character; and

that was, unspotted integrity — unimpeached honor and character. If he had
aspirations, they were high, and honorable, and noble. There was nothing groveling, or
low, or meanly selfish, that came near the head or the heart of Mr. Calhoun. ...

'?Senator Clayton of Delaware.
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political problems. ® As a leading student of Calhoun’s ideas has written:

Calhoun possessed a mind of extraordinary keenness and

toughness. His insight into complex social phenomena and the
movement of the forces of history was beyond the ken of average men;
and later events bore out a number of prophecies that he made with
remarkable accuracy.” Close observation, hard and deliberate thinking,
and bold pursuit of ideas to their logical conclusions characterized his
treatment of the problems that interested him. His judgment of the
“juncture” of affairs was usually sound, and he had a [great] * deal of
facility in setting forth his views in debate. It has been said of him,
probably with some exaggeration, that he always came to the halls of
Congress the best informed man on any subject to which he directed
his attention. On the other hand, it was often complained that he was
too “metaphysical.” His mental habit of following ideas into their
logical interrelations annoyed some of his contemporaries and made
him a formidable opponent. *

'“See, for example, his “Speech on the Veto Power” (February, 1842), in which Calhoun
argued against Henry Clay’s resolution for a constitutional amendment to restrict the veto
power of the president by requiring only a simple majority to override a presidential veto, and
by eliminating the “pocket veto.” The genius of Calhoun’s critical remarks — involving as they
did a typical admixture of theoretical discourse and practicality — was widely acknowledged.
According to one noteworthy source,

Mr. Calhoun’s speech on this occasion is justly esteemed one of the ablest, most
luminous, and unanswerable ever delivered on the nature of government. We noticed, at
its conclusion, that he was warmly congratulated by both friends and opponents,
indiscriminately; all concurring in eulogy on the profound, statesmanlike, and
comprehensive knowledge displayed in his remarks, not only on the origin of the
Constitution, but the genius and true theory of our institutions. (See The Congressional
Globe, 27th Congress, Second Session, p. 266.)

"*The author provides a brief and incomplete but iilustrative list of Calhoun’s prophecies
in August O. Spain, The Political Theory of John C. Calhoun (New York; Octagon Books, Inc.
1968), 41, fn 46.:

[Calhoun] predicted the opening up of Japan to foreign trade. [See Calhoun,Works, 6
vols. (Charleston and New York, 1851-1867), Vol. IV, p. 244.] He foresaw that the
emancipated Negroes would remain in a status of subordination to the white community
in the South. [ Works, Vol. V, pp. 204-205.] He forecast the culmination of abolitionism
in disunion, black suffrage and renewed “slavery” for the Negro after the war, and
“carpet-bag” days in the South. [Works, Vol. VI, pp. 285-313.]

**Due to an apparent publication error, an adjective is missing from August O. Spain, The
Political Theory of John C. Calhoun (New York; Octagon Books, Inc. 1968), 33. Lacking a ready
means of independent verification, I have inserted an adjective which appears to me to be the
most likely and the most consistent with Spain’s account.

"®See August O. Spain, The Political Theory of John C. Calhoun (New York: Octagon
Books, Inc., 1968), 33.
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Born in the Carolina Upcountry in 1782, during the last year of the
War for Independence, Calhoun grew to maturity during a time when the
public virtues of patriotism and statesmanship, so recently and resoundingly
affirmed by Americans during their secessionist struggle with Great Britain,
were still highly prized and widely cultivated. And yet, the period of
Calhoun’s national political career, from 1811 until 1850, was one of rapid and
often painful social change, with the youthful and robust American republic,
all at once, expanding westward, industrializing, and becoming wealthier and
more populous by the year. It was an age in which Americans, now secure in
their political independence, were becoming more and more susceptible to
the lure of material prosperity, with its manner of living characterized by a
preoccupation with effective time management and an impatience with all
those “useless” pursuits which do not redound, more or less directly, to some
material advantage for the pursuer. The life of contemplation that of
necessity undergirds the practice of statesmanship was being eroded during
Calhoun’s time; a circumstance, incidentally, which did not go unnoticed by
the Carolinian.

In America, a political golden age characterized by elevated discourse
and thought, aimed both at advancing our theoretical understanding of
politics and at serving the general interest of society, was giving way, by

degrees, during the first half of the nineteenth century, to an age of the mere

' Cathoun descended from the Calhoun or Colquohoun clan in southern Scotland, centred on
the western shore of Loch Lomond. For background on this clan, see David Hackett Fischer,
Albion’s Seed: Four British Folkways in America (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989),
especially 644-646.
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politician and to the reign of the sophistry of narrow interest.® Observing
the effects in Europe of the same degenerative process, the Irish philosopher-
statesman Edmund Burke (1729-97), as early as 1790, gloomily and insightfully
declared that an age of chivalry was passing away, only to be succeeded by an
age of “sophisters, economists, and calculators.” In America, in the course of a
few short decades, between 1790 and 1860, the republican virtues of wisdom,
moderation, and love of country would be eclipsed as pre-eminent social
forces by mediocrity, opportunism, avarice”, ruthlessness, and love of power.
As if in tragic parody, earlier elevated examples and careers, logical
flowerings of a Classical Republican era, would be followed by puerile and
degenerate forms: the magnanimity of George Washington, by the savage
pragmatism of Ulysses S. Grant; the courage and wisdom of the implacable
Patrick Henry, by .the wily ambition of Martin Van Buren; the pious restraint
of Robert E. Lee, by the calculating barbarism of William Tecumseh Sherman;

and, perhaps most strikingly of all, the high intelligence and patriotism of

**In a letter to Alexander Hamilton, Jr.., dated 28 March 1830, Calhoun wrote:
The distinction between the statesman and the politician is broad and well defined.
The former is an ornament and blessing to his country, but the latter a pest. No one is
worthy of the publick [sic] confidence, who does not place himself on principle and
services as the means of advancement. Intrigue and cunning will, I trust, prove as
feeble, as they are detestable.

** Calhoun was especially concerned that Americans would become distracted by love of

money:

One thing alarms me — the eager pursuit of gain which overspreads the land, and
which absorbs every faculty of the mind and every other feeling of the heart. (Senate,
6 February 1837)

[ know how difficult it is to rouse a country so bent on gain as ours; but let us not forget
how worthless all the wealth of the world is without liberty & good political
institutions. (To Samuel D. Ingham, 18 December 1836)

I can not doubt, for what I daily see, that our whole system is rapidly becoming a mere
money making concern to those, who have the control of it; and that every feeling of
patriotism is rapidly sinking into a universal sperit [sic] of avarice. (To James E.
Colhoun, 28 April 1832)
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Calhoun himself, by the cleverness, hypocrisy, and sophistry of America’s
most revered president, Abraham Lincoln.* A logical consequence of this
degeneration of political discourse and practice was the impatience,
incomprehension, hostility, and resistance that genuine statesmanship would
meet with, more and more frequently, during this transitional period of
American history.

The Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset (1883-1955) has explained
why statesmanship, amongst other arts, would meet with such a response.
For indifference, hostility, and resistance to the art of the statesman is an
attitude which rose to predominance in the nations of the West during
Calhoun’s lifetime and persists with intensified strength in our day. In The

Revolt of the Masses (1929), Ortega argues that since the nineteenth century

the West has been in decline, in large part, because of a revolt of “mass man”
against learning. One aspect of this revolt is the negative attitude toward

statesmanship described hereto. According to Ortega, this attitude is to be

*See, for example, Edgar Lee Masters, Lincoln The Man. (New York: Dodd-Mead &
Company, 1931). A book of hard facts and intelligent interpretation, uncomfortable to those
who have idealized Lincoln, the United States Congress actually attempted to ban Lincoln
The Man. Reviewing Masters’ book, which was written in 1931, H. L. Mencken wrote:

Seldom have I read so brilliant a picture of the decay of the old American spirit . . .
The writing here is so eloquent as to be genuinely moving . . . The American people,
North and South, went into the war as citizens of their respective states, they came out
as subjects . . . And what they thus lost they have never got back.

Masters reveals, amongst much else, how Lincoln was essentially an unprincipled
opportunist who, for example, as President, allowed powerful Northern industrialists to
determine policy decisions, stumbled onto the slavery issue and used it to consolidate his power,
and cynically used religious rhetoric, although not religious himself, to advance his agenda.
Also, Lincoln’s contempt and disregard for the constraints endemic to constitutional government
were resoundingly demonstrated during his Administration. The list of Lincoln’s weighty and
criminal offenses against the Constitution and the American people is very long, and includes
the suspension of the writ of habeas corpus, the unlawful creation of a state (West Virginia) out
of an existing state (Virginia), the emancipation of the slaves, and the violent suppression of
duly authorized state governments both North and South.
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attributed not merely to that distraction which results from avarice and
hedonistic longing, but to certain moral and intellectual consequences of
scientific advance and increasing specialization. Thus he argues that what
amounts to a modern insolence toward the statesman and his art is a novel
and unprecedented development. In his chapter titled “The Barbarism of
‘Specialization’”, Ortega observes:

. . . [the specialist] was a human product unparalleled in history. [He]
serves as a striking concrete example of the species [of mass man],
making clear to us the radical nature of the novelty. For, previously,
men could be divided simply into the learned and the ignorant, those
more or less the one, and those more or less the other. But your
specialist cannot be brought in under either of these two categories. He
is not learned, for he is formally ignorant of all that does not enter
into his specialty; but neither is he ignorant, because he is “a scientist”,
and “knows” very well his own tiny portion of the universe. We shall
have to say that he is a learned ignoramus, which is a very serious
matter, as it implies that he is a person who is ignorant, not in the
fashion of the ignorant man, but with all the petulance of one who is
learned in his own special line.

And such in fact is the behavior of the specialist. In politics, in
art, in social usages, in the other sciences, he will adopt the attitude of
primitive, ignorant man; but he will adopt them forcefully and with
self-sufficiency, and will not admit of — this is the paradox — specialists
in those matters. By specialising him, civilisation has made him
hermetic and self-satisfied within his limitations; but this very inner
feeling of dominance and worth will induce him to wish to
predominate outside his speciality. The result is that even in this case,
representing a maximum of qualification in man -- specialisation —
and therefore the thing most opposed to the mass-man, the result is
that he will behave in almost all spheres of life as does the unqualified,
mass-man. (emphasis added) *

Having defined the specialist in terms of two opposite aspects, learning
and ignorance, Ortega describes the influence on society and culture of this
distinctive sub-class of modern mass-man:

Anyone who wishes can observe the stupidity of thought, judgment,

?' Jose Ortego y Gasset, The Revolt of the Masses (New York: W. W. Norton, 1932), 112.
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and action shown to-day in politics, art, religion, and the general
problems of life and the world by the “men of science”, and of course,
behind them, the doctors, engineers, financiers, teachers, and so on.
That state of “not listening”, of not submitting to higher courts of
appeal which I repeatedly put forward as characteristic of the mass-
man, reaches its height precisely in these partially qualified men. They
symbolise, and to a great extent constitute, the actual domination of the
masses, and their barbarism is the most immediate cause of European
demoralisation. Furthermore, they afford the clearest, most striking
example of how the civilisation of the last century, abandoned to its
own devices, has brought about this rebirth of primitivism and
barbarism. *

But this rebirth of primitivism and barbarism in the nineteenth
century which Ortega describes is, in the end, but another instance - however
modern may be its dress and novel its effects -- resulting from a universal
tendency of human nature noted long ago by Plato (c.427-347BC).

In the Apology, while arguing against the accusation by the Athenian
court that he is a professor of divine wisdom, Socrates has occasion to
critically assess the knowledge possessed by the poets and skilled craftsmen of
Athens. Reporting how he undertook this assessment in order to ascertain
the veracity of the oracle of the god at Delphi, which had declared that no one
was wiser than himself, Socrates thus describes a tendency on the part of
“specialists” to claim competency in areas outside their fields:

. . . on the strength of their technical proficiency [the poets and skilled
craftsmen] claimed a perfect understanding of every other subject,
however important, and I felt that this error more than outweighed
their positive wisdom. So I made myself spokesman for the oracle, and
asked myself whether I would rather be as I was — neither wise with
their wisdom nor stupid with their stupidity -- or possess both qualities
as they did. Ireplied through myself to the oracle that it was best for
me to be as I was. ®

%2 The Revolt of the Masses, 112-113.
#See Plato, Apology, 22d-22e.
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And so, Socrates chose for himself what may be called a “learned
ignorance” over being what Ortega called a “learned ignoramus.” The great
significance of Socrates’ choice here becomes clearer when we think of
Socrates of the Apology not merely as an individual and a philosopher, but as
a poetic character representing philosophy itself. On this interpretation, Plato,
through the character of Socrates, is arguing that philosophy, by virtue of its
uniquely general outlook and subject matter, possesses a sort of immunity to
the stupidity peculiar to the specialist, a special guard against the natural
tendency to claim knowledge beyond one’s area of qualification. Being
general in its nature, philosophy claims as one part of its domain the areas
between the special arts and sciences. From a commanding height, then,
philosophy surveys all the various fields that make up the topoi or “places”
of human experience. As a result of this uniquely broad perspective and of
the wisdom that this perspective makes possible, a duty of philosophy, which
we find embodied in the person of Socrates, is to go about correcting the
distorted understandings that naturally result from the narrow perspectives
which characterize the other, non-philosophic vocations. —

As it turns out, true statesmanship partakes of philosophy’s immunity
in the face of the stupidity that attends specialization; therefore statesmanship
is itself philosophical. The philosophic aspect of the art of statesmanship
manifests itself most strikingly in the steadfast refusal of the statesman to
grant special favor to private or partial interests. This immunity, borne of
philosophic perspective, is what impels the statesman to pursue without
distraction the general or public interest, keeping a concern for the whole

steadfastly before him, or keeping his eye out, as would a worthy shepherd,
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not merely for this or that animal charged to his care, but for the entire flock.
In this sense, then, what Ortega described as the decline of the West may be
attributed to the rejection by mass-man of all thinking that possesses a
philosophical aspect - the rejection of statesmanship, for example.

That trait which, above all others, distinguishes the statesman from the
mere politician is his fixed disposition to inquire into the proximate and
more remote effects of an existing law, or into the effects that may reasonably
be expected from one merely proposed, that its causal relation to other laws
and established practices of a community may be assessed, and the ultimate
desirability of the measure in question determined. As Plato makes clear in
his dialogue Gorgias, the statesman is both a scientist and an artist, while the
politician is merely an imposter who flatters. While donning the robe of the
statesman, the politician as flatterer pursues, more cor less covertly, his narrow
interest of power and glory, while distracting a restless mass away from what
is good for them by captivating them with the merely pleasurable (panem et
circenses). Of course, over the ages, a variety of means have been employed by
Flattery to dupe the masses into believing that its rule is wise, just, and
benevolent. And few thinkers have described this process of deception and
corruption as concisely and poignantly as that famous friend of Michel de
Montaigne (1533-1592), the Frenchman Etienne De La Boetie (b. 1530). In his

Discourse on Voluntary Servitude, De La Boetie wrote that:

Plays, farces, spectacles, gladiators, strange beasts, medals, pictures, and
other such opiates, these were for ancient peoples the bait toward
slavery, the price of their liberty, the instruments of tyranny. By these
practices and enticements the ancient dictators so successfully lulled
their subjects under the yoke, that the stupified peoples, fascinated by
the pastimes and vain pleasures flashed before their eyes, learned
subservience as naively, but not so creditably, as little children learn to
read by looking at bright picture books. Roman tyrants invented a
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further refinement. They often provided the city wards with feasts to
cajole the rabble, always more readily tempted by the pleasure of eating
than by anything else. The most intelligent and understanding
amongst them would not have quit his soup bowl to recover the liberty
of the Republic of Plato. Tyrants would distribute largess, a bushel of
wheat, a gallon of wine, and a sesterce *: and then everybody would
shamelessly cry, “Long live the King!” *

In such ways, says Socrates in the Gorgias, Flattery regularly uses
Pleasure as a bait to catch Folly, and deceives Folly into thinking that she
(Flattery) is of supreme worth. Sophistic, an imposter, poses as legislation,
while a more general (but unnamed) form of flattery poses as that art which is
preeminently concerned with the health of the human soul, Politics.

Ever solicitous of the health of the American body politic, Calhoun,
through observation and careful study, acquainted himself thoroughly with
the various inroads of sophistic into that body, and determined, in the
manner of a physician having long traced the progress of a deadly disease, to
restore the health of the patient. Toward this end, Calhoun understood that
“metaphysical reasoning” must be used to expose the flattery of the mere
politician, and to re-establish the rule of legislation and justice, or, more
generally, the rule of the art of politics.* Spurning intellectual sloth and base
motives as well as the cursory and superficial kind of inquiry into the effects
of a community’s legal and moral practices which naturally attends these,

Calhoun, through the example of his labour both as statesman and as

*The Romans were accustomed to reckon sums of money in sesterces, large sums in sestercia,
and sums of a thousand sesterces. A silver coin, a single sesterce possessed the value of two asses
and a half. See Universal Dictionary of the English Language, ed. by Robert Hunter and
Charles Morris (New York: Peter Fenelon Collier, 1897), 4214.

* Etienne De La Boetie, Discourse on Voluntary Servitude (New York: Free Life, 1975), 69-
70.

**On 7 March 1821, Calhoun said in a letter to Andrew Jackson: “To love the people is to
promote their lasting interest; and not to flatter them; and on this principle posterity will
decide.”
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philosopher, underscored the value of “metaphysical reasoning” as a
principal and indispensable means of inquiry into the remote and recondite
causes of the human good. However, as I noted previously, Calhoun found it
necessary to defend such reasoning in self-conscious and explicit fashion on at
least one occasion. Thus, within his searching and defiant “Speech on the
Force Bill” (February 15-16, 1833), we find an embattled but fully roused
Calhoun rebutting accusations which had been levelled, in the preceding
weeks of the so-called Nullification Crisis, against both himself and his
beloved South Carolina. These accusations, both by various members of the
Senate and others, included narrow selfishness, vaunting ambition, and
disloyalty to the Union. Moreover, in an effort to discredit both Calhoun’s
arguments in behalf of the states’ right of interposition and the recent actions
of South Carolina in resisting enforcement of the Revenue Collection Bill,
one Senator had also accused Calhoun himself of practicing the obfuscatory
art of a “metaphysician.” And so, it was this accusation which presented
Calhoun with an occasion for singling out “metaphysical reasoning” as a
distinct topic or object of speculation within his speech, so that it might be
treated in isolation, as it were, from any concrete matter of policy.

Undaunted by the charge of “metaphysician”, Calhoun responded in
the face of his impatient, hostile, and uncomprehending critics (and others
who were there) in his characteristic philosophical fashion, by laying bare the
difference between true and false forms of “metaphysical reasoning”, and by
vigorously defending the application of such reasoning, in its true form, to
political subjects. = Calhoun rejected as a false form of reasoning “that

scholastic refinement which makes distinctions without difference”,
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declaring that “no one can hold it in more utter contempt that I do.” (434)”
But this false form must not be confused with that which, “far from
deserving contempt”, is “the highest attribute of the human mind.” (434) For

by true metaphysical reasoning, Calhoun meant:

.. . the power of analysis and combination — that power which reduces
the most complex idea into its elements, which traces causes to their
first principle, and, by the power of generalization and combination,
unites the whole in one harmonious system ... It is the power

which raises man above the brute — which distinguishes his faculties
from mere sagacity, which he holds in common with inferior animals.
It is this power which has raised the astronomer from being a mere
gazer at the stars to the high intellectual eminence of a Newton or La
Place; and astronomy itself from a mere observation of insulated facts
into that noble science which displays to our admiration the system of

" Throughout this work, all number references appearing in isolation at the end of
quotations refer to a recently formed collection of Calhoun’s major theoretical works that

includes several of his major speeches. See Union and Liberty: The Political Philosophy of
John C. Calhoun, edited by Ross M. Lence (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1992).
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the universe. *® (434)

Having thus defended metaphysical reasoning as an indispensable
element of statesmanship, Calhoun then turned to his detractors in the
Senate and defiantly put the question as to the ultimate direction and issue
of human political practice:

And shall this high power of the mind, which has effected such
wonders when directed to the laws which control the material world,

* This scintillating defence of metaphysical reasoning was repeated several years later
within the context of a Calhoun response in the Senate to similar charges by Henry Clay (10
March 1838):

I cannot retort on the senator [Clay] the charge of being metaphysical. I cannot accuse
him of possessing the powers of analysis and generalization, those higher faculties of
the mind (called metaphysical by those who do not possess them) which decompose
and resolve into their elements the complex masses of ideas that exist in the world of
the mind, as chemistry does the bodies that surround us in the material world; and
without which those deep and hidden causes which are in constant action, and
producing such mighty changes in the condition of society, would operate unseen and
undetected. The absence of these higher qualities of mind is conspicuous throughout
the whole course of the senator’s public life. To this it may be traced that he prefers
the specious to the solid, and the plausible to the true. To the same cause, combined
with an ardent temperament, it is owing that we ever find him mounted on some
popular and favourite measure, which he whips along, cheered by the shouts of the
multitude, and never dismounts till he has rode it down. . ..

And of course, the defense of genuine metaphysical reasoning had been a concern of other
thinkers prior to Calhoun, including, for example, David Hume, in his essay “Of Commerce” in
Essays: Moral, Political,and Literary (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1987), 253-254:

The greater part of mankind may be divided into two classes; that of shallow thinkers,
who fall short of the truth; and that of abstruse thinkers, who go beyond it. The latter
class are by far the most rare . . . All people of shallow thought are apt to decry even
those of solid understanding, as absiruse thinkers, and metaphysicians, and refiners;
and never will allow anything to be just which is beyond their own weak conceptions. . .
General reasonings seem intricate, merely because they are general; nor is it easy for

the bulk of mankind to distinguish, in a great number of particulars, that common
circumstance in which they all agree, or to extract it, pure and unmixed, from the other
superfluous circumstances. Every judgment or conclusion, with them, is particular. They
cannot enlarge their view to those universal propositions, which comprehend under
them an infinite number of individuals, and include a whole science in a single theorem.
Their eye is confounded with such an extensive prospect; and the conclusions, derived
from it, even though clearly expressed, seem intricate and obscure. But however
intricate they may seem, it is certain, the general principles, if just and sound, must
always prevail in the general course of things, though they may fail in particular
cases; and it is the chief business of philosophers to regard the general course of things.
I may add, that it is also the chief business of politicians; especially in the domestic
government of the state, where the public good, which is, or ought to be their object,
depends on the concurrence of a multitude of causes . . . (emphasis added)
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be forever prohibited, under a senseless cry of metaphysics, from being
applied to the high purpose of political science and legislation? (434)

Calhoun’s question here underscores the perennial struggle between
Politics and Flattery over the well-being and fate of the human soul. Politics,
as the ruling art of the soul, consists of the subsidiary arts of justice and
legislation, arts concerned, roughly speaking, with the survival and
improvement of men, respectively. As Plato teaches us, those forms of
flattery which correspond to justice and legislation are their imposters: being
sophistic and false rhetoric, respectively. As an assiduous and extraordinarily
gifted student of political practice and truth, Calhoun understood the struggle
between Politics and Flattery, in all of its moment and implications, as few
men ever have. Having already determined, perhaps, to influence, as he
may, the ultimate issue of this perennial spiritual struggle, Calhoun, on that
bleak winter evening in February 1833, prophesied that the day would come
when Politics, having once been provided a solid foundation, would gain a
permanent and enduring ascendancy over Flattery. With an enormous
confidence, and a boldness that must have elicited doubt and reservation
from all those not intimately acquainted with the man, Calhoun, in effect,
issued a promise that he would fulfill sixteen years later, with the completion

of his Disquisition on Government:

I hold [political science and legislation] to be subject to laws as fixed as
matter itself, and to be as fit a subject for the application of the highest
intellectual power. Denunciation may, indeed, fall upon the
philosophical inquirer into these first principles, as it did upon Galileo
and Bacon when they first unfolded the great discoveries which have
immortalized their names; but the time will come when truth will
prevail in spite of prejudice and denunciation, and when politics and
legislation will be considered as much a science as astronomy and
chemistry. (434)
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And so, the principal aim of Calhoun the philosopher was to “lay a
solid foundation for political Science.” Indeed, as we shall see, it is only in
terms of this overarching foundational project that all of Calhoun’s moral
and political theorizing on specific topics may be understood.

But serious students of the Western tradition of political theorizing
will, of course, note the boldness and audacity of Calhoun’s claim® to have
actually provided, at long last, a solid foundation for politics; especially since
this field of inquiry has, within the span of the many years and centuries
preceding Calhoun, received so much solicitude from those few men of the
highest genius -- including Plato, Aristotle, St. Augustine, Hobbes, and
others. And yet, however daring and implausible Calhoun’s claim may seem,
it is, nevertheless, one that deserves serious consideration, coming as it does
from the pen of one so renowned in his lifetime for statesmanly skill and
experience. For clearly, implicit in Calhoun’s claim to have laid a solid
foundation for political science through the completion of the Disquisition,
there was his prior assessment that such a foundation had not yet been
provided -- or, perhaps, that it had been provided, but somehow lost in the
sands of time. Calhoun’s explicit pronouncements, however, leave to
unresolvable conjecture his views about the precise status of politics as a
science prior to his own work. For example, his express claims, in the letter of
June 15, 1849 (already cited), do not preclude the possibility that he considered
previous attempts to provide a solid foundation for political science as
having been at least partially successful.

Because of a lack of documentary evidence, we are, unfortunately, left

# Recall the letter by Calhoun to his daughter Anna Maria Clemson which was cited at
the very beginning of this chapter.
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to conjecture on Calhoun’s views of the previous accomplishments of the
Western tradition of political theorizing, without any hope of definitive
resolution. What is clear, however, is that Calhoun believed that political
science, as he found it in the first half of the nineteenth century, did not
possess a solid foundation.  Charged with exhibiting the veracity of
Calhoun’s claim to have provided this foundation, a main thesis of the
present work is that, while it seems demonstrably true that Calhoun was not
the first to found the science of politics, it was this planter and statesman of
the antebellum American South who gave it a solid foundation. But this
distinction between founding political science and giving it a solid
foundation, as well as what constitutes “foundation” and “solidity” in
themselves, will, of course, be made clearer as we proceed through Part I of
this work, and will, it is hoped, become clearer still as we move through the
various topics and discussions that form Part II.

As the matter appears prima facie, and as I shall argue in due course, it
would be both an exaggeration and an unjust disparagement of previous
thinkers to claim that Calhoun founded the science of government, as if this
had never been done before his time. And yet, as I shall also argue, it would
be neither inaccurate nor unjust to say that it was Calhoun who gave this —

what Plato and Aristotle established as the ruling science -- a solid

foundation. In order to establish both Calhoun’s claim to have given political
science a solid foundation and my support of that claim, let us begin by
considering what precisely is involved in the founding of a science, and in
the founding of the science of politics in particular.

Scientific activity, on its face, and of whatever variety of science
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considered, involves a disciplined movement from the known into the
unknown. More specifically, it involves the transformation of a collection of
insulated facts through their arrangement and explanation in terms of some
first principle. The scientific process involves the organization, and, at
various advents, the repeated re-organization, of observations, facts, and
insights, concerning often disparate issues, in terms of the ultimate causal
relations of the phenomena which are their objects. The ultimate aims of any
science are: to give a definitive explanation, so far as human capacities allow,
to the phenomena that fall within the range of its inquiry; to stake out, in the
most precise terms that the subject allows, the boundaries of that range; and
to suggest the nature of the basic connections of the matter of its range to the
matter of the other sciences. Now, in so far as concrete facts and observations
have begun to be organized and explained in terms of general principles, one
mnay say that scientific activity in that field has commenced, and that the work
of laying a foundation for that science is underway.*® A “first” foundation for
a science is achieved when some leap is made inferentially from more
concrete principles in terms of which the more proximate causes of
phenomena have previously been explained. This is a leap to a higher level
of generality, and specifically, to a level whose peculiar noetic elevation
makes possible the perception and explanation of all the disparate
phenomena found within the range of the science in terms of a single general
principle.® Such principles have been called “first principles”; the reason

being that although a first principle cannot be first in the order of discovery,

% And of course,in the earliest stages of inquiry and inference, identifiable fields of subject
matter are themselves, at best, only vaguely sensed and loosely apprehended.

31 “Noetic” is a cognate of the Attic Greek “nous”, often translated as “mind”, “reason” or
“understanding.”
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since it is itself a logical culmination from prior inferences, it is properly
considered of primary importance in the explanation of causes.

To satisfy the requirements of being the first principle of a science, a
principle must be, at once, sufficienily general and abstract in character to
embrace and to encompass all of the concrete phenomena of the subject,
while excluding those principal concerns belonging to other sciences. A first
principle, then, simultaneously encompasses and excludes: it encompasses
certain phenomena and excludes alien concerns. Now, that which
determines for a given science what phenomena it encompasses and how
that phenomena is to be approached by the scientist are those questions which
form the heart of that science, and which, taken together, express its peculiar,
defining concerns.®  With politics, for example, these questions include:
What is the nature of the life well lived?; What are the proper ends of society,
of government, and of political constitution?; What is justice?; and What are
the pre-conditions of human survival and flourishing? It is such questions
which, through an orderly delineation of the field of enquiry, define a given
science and set it apart as a separate and distinguishable enterprise.

And so, the phenomena said to be encompassed by a science are
encompassed on certain specific terms, and the peculiar nature of these terms
is established by the questions distinctive of the particular science in question.
It should be noted, too, that this encompassing of phenomena by a science --
an inclusion on terms specified by the defining questions of the science -- is
then entirely consistent with the circumstance that the various sciences are
commonly found to study some of the same concrete phenomena. Put more

simply: we find, of course, that the different individual sciences study some

2T am indebted to Carman Busby McCuen for assistance on this point.
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of the same objects in light of their own essentially unique concerns. For
example, the physicist, to the extent that man is an object of his science, is
concerned with a man as one physical object amongst others, bound by his
nature to obey the various laws that govern the material world; while the
economist, having man also as one amongst the objects of his science, is
concerned with man as a rational and purposive agent whose actions are
determined by subjective value judgments about the human good, an agent
disposed by his nature and conditions to obey the various laws of human
action and social cooperation. In this way, when it so happens that the same
phenomena -- in this instance, human actions -- are studied by the different
sciences, it is the questions and concerns peculiar to each science respectively
that determine the distinctive manner in which the phenomena is
approached. These points having been established, the next question is:
How are what I have called the defining questions of a science related to first
principles?

The answer is: that the first principle of a science is the key to
answering those questions which define that science. For it is through an
unfolding of the manifold nature of this first principle that the phenomena
of a given field of scientific enquiry are given their definitive explanation.
Indeed, it is precisely this point which I plan to have established and
illustrated with regard to Calhoun’s reflections on the nature of government
by the end of this essay. But, before we begin to explore the system and
particulars of that more advanced and refined sort of scientific explanation
which Calhoun offers, let us consider the prior achievements that such

explanation presupposes.
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When the first, rudimentary “foundation” of a science is achieved
through the speculative inference and articulation of a first principle, the
achievement resides not so much in the accuracy and certainty of the general
principle arrived at, but more, perhaps, in the degree of generality of the
principle itself. This is so, in part, because all of the earliest efforts of men to
lay foundations for the various sciences necessarily end in explanations and
models that are merely rough and approximate, with imperfections in the
form of problems both unsolved (and, sometimes, unaddressed) lingering
long after this first foundation has been achieved.

But however imperfect may be that initial foundation and the first
principle that constitutes the core of that foundation’s substance, what
matters most is that the notion of a principle that comprehends in a single
sweep, as it were, all of the matter of the science has been arrived at and
brought to bear in organizing the already establish facts and (now)
subordinate principles of that discipline. And so, at this relatively early stage
of scientific inquiry, achievement lies more in the specification of a general
principle, however rough and merely approximate that principle may be,
than in the ability of that principle to explain, for example, in a definitive
manner, every aspect of all the disparate phenomena which that science

encompasses. ©

Still, it appears that the initial or earliest founding(s) of a science comes
not with that first articulation of a first principle, but comes instead with an

articulation of all of the fundamental problems comprehended by that

* And so: scientific inquiry does not begin with the articulation of a first principle, since
some considerable prior knowledge of what the matter of the subject consists of, and therefore,
also, a basic knowledge of that scientific field's boundaries, is:required before one may form the
notion of a single principle that purports to be the key to explaining all the fundamental issues
and problems of that field.
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science. For example, in a preface to his translation of Plato’s Republic, Allan

Bloom writes:

. . . after the Republic I translated Rousseau’s Emile, the greatest
modern book on education. Rousseau was one of the great readers of
Plato, and from my time on that work I gained an even greater respect
for the Republic. Emile is its natural companion, and Rousseau
proved his greatness by entering the lists in worthy combat with it. He
shows that Plato articulated first and best all the problems, and he
himself differs only with respect to some of the solutions. *

And so, on the view that the original founding of a science consists of
an able articulation of the problems comprehended by the field, we might
argue that it was, in fact, Plato, with the writing of his Republic, who founded
the science of politics by articulating all the problems of that field “first”, and
perhaps even “best”, as Bloom claims. But regardless of the particular
intellectual achievement or breakthrough which one chooses to designate as
the “founding” act, as it were, it must be granted that there is a good deal of
noetic distance between articulating the fundamental problems whose study
and solution are the objects of a science, on the one hand, and actually
solving these problems through the articulation of a sound first principle, on
the other hand. This distance may be measured, apparently, both in terms of
time and of understanding, or, more precisely, in terms of the advantage that
time and cumulative experience and wisdom give to a later thinker* And
all this perhaps makes up the difference between founding a science and
giving it a solid foundation, and also perhaps, the difference between Plato

and Calhoun.

*Plato, The Republic of Plato, trans. Allan Bloom (U. S. A.: BasicBooks, 1991), x.

* Thus, one is reminded of Sir Isaac Newton’s quip when he was asked to account for those
discoveries that have immortalized his name. Newton explained -- with a modesty of
demeanor suprising to his contemporaries - that he had been able to see further than others
because he had stood on the shoulders of the intellectual giants who had preceded him.
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Having just suggested, in a tentative way, what “foundation” and
“solidity” are, let us proceed with our exploration of the subject by
considering a number of additional but related issues. In the wide-ranging
discussion that constitutes the remainder of this chapter, the effort is made to
outline the respective roles of political philosophy and statesmanship, and to
set the stage for the explication and analysis of Calhoun’s over-arching
philosophical project which constitutes the remainder of this work. This
closing section of Chapter I includes discussions of the relation between
custom and theory, and the nature of political reform; and it begins with a

consideration of the nature of science as a human convention.

In the course of explaining how a science comes to be founded, the
philosopher is, of course, obliged to address a whole range of logical questions
such as the following: Is a body of organized knowledge eo ipso scientific, or
should the term “science” specify not just any fixed or settled scheme of
organization, but an organization of a particular character as regards accuracy
and correspondence, one, for example, that is more or less true to the essences
and interrelations of things (or to what the Greeks called the_topoi *)?; Does a
science by definition have a foundation, and is it not, at least in large part, this
foundation which makes a body of knowledge organized, and therefore a
science?; and also, Is it not the case that a science can be, and indeed, as a
human convention or artifice, must be, more or less well-founded, but
necessarily lacking a perfect or unshakeable foundation?

This last question, and the truth about the artificial character of science

which it underscores, suggests that a science as an organized body of

* Translated “places.”
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observations, facts, and insights will naturally suffer, during its history, a long
succession of deaths and rebirths. As new insights are made, or as older ones
are neglected or lost altogether, a science progresses or regresses, with the
actual explanatory power of its fundamental principles expanding or
contracting accordingly. When, during a process of noetic contraction or
devolution, a science degenerates to the point where a principle sufficiently
general in character to at least purport to explain the phenomena that falls
under its scope is lacking, all substance of a firmly established science, if not
all pretence of it, is lost. At the other extreme, in considering the ultimate
limits of noetic expansion, it is not difficult to see that human limitations
and weaknesses make impossible any perfect science, for such would
presuppose a complete or divine knowledge.

One critically important implication of this impossibility of a perfect or
complete human science is that an untranscendable liability of humans to
folly or error makes impossible the complete and final establishment of any
science, an establishment, that is, which involves the laying of an
unshakeable and perpetual foundation. Such a foundation is impossible of
human attainment because, although it is not possible for truth to be refuted,
the truth, in so far as its influence over human opinion and affairs is
concerned, is always susceptible of being subverted by falsehood, or otherwise
lost. Truths, when not lost (sight of) outright, are susceptible of becoming
unfashionable, through various and largely unfathomed turns of the human
fancy. Moreover, although the will of God, working through and above
nature, always and of necessity prevails, it appears that neither truth and

virtue, on the one hand, nor error and vice, on the other hand, will ever be
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able to gain final and complete victory over the other in the conduct of
human affairs in this earthly life.

And yet, while Scripture, underscored by history, confirms that no final
and complete victory is in store for truth, justice, and virtue during man'’s
earthly life, an ascendancy of the science of Politics over sophistic and false
rhetoric has, from time to time, been achieved. And this ascendancy of
Politics, while not perpetual, has, in the more notable instances, endured for
no inconsiderable time. The most conspicuous instances in which Politics,
for a time, has enjoyed an ascendancy over Flattery, are those in which
constitutional governments, being uniquely fitted to the internal and external
conditions of their respective communities, gave to these communities a
surpassing moral and physical power which has won their people immortal
fame and glory. These most illustrious governments of history include the
constitutional regimes of Great Britain and the United States, and what has
been perhaps the most remarkable government in history, the Roman
Republic.

But those happy intervals in which Politics has gained and held
ascendancy over Flattery include more than these most conspicuous and
glorious examples of constitutional government. Indeed, more generally:
Politics may be said to have prevailed over sophistic during any given time in
human history when, through whatever propitious combination of
circumstances, a community enjoyed a governmental regimen closely suited
to its peculiar physical and moral conditions. And this is so -- as will become
much clearer in Chapter VIII -- regardless of whether the governmental form

discovered to be fitted to the community in question happened to be the
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mildness of constitutions or the harshest of despotisms. Thus politics, as a
science, is affirmed during those instances in which a general community
benefits -- whether merely through survival, or through an improvement of
the conditions of its individuals — from the circumstance of its governmental
regimen being peculiarly suited to its circumstances, physical and moral, and
internal and external. In such instances, politics as science is affirmed by the
participants in these political orders, however directly or obliquely,
deliberately or unwittingly, through their acquiescence and assistance in the
application of its principles and through their pious submission to its truths.

But to say that politics as science is affirmed in such instances is not to
say that any extensive political theorizing is, of necessity, being affirmed and
resorted to. In fact, until recent times, that “un-theoretized” political
knowledge which is embedded in evolving human custom and institutions,
and in the memories of individuals within the historical political order, has,
in general, proved a far stronger influence on political practice than whatever
combination of knowledge, opinion, and (in some cases) favored prejudices
which political theorists have woven into their abstract systems of
explanation.

Within this older or more traditional relationship between political
custom and political theory, custom, or the evolved and existing political
practice of a community, was typically recognized by the theorist as possessing
real authority and value. Recognizing first that custom is a natural and
indispensable receptacle of human experience and accumulated wisdom
capable of guiding mens’ actions in salutary ways with only occasional

assistance from philosophical reflection; political theorists learned that, to
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promote the well-being of the community through the medium of the
statesmanly art, they must content themselves with modifying only this or
that existing practice, without undertaking to replace an entire system of
existing practice with, for example, some model of the human good approved
only by hyper-abstract reasoning. In this more traditional relationship
between custom and theory, then, custom was treated deferentially by
philosophy, and its influence on the direction of the community was typically
decisive as well as salutary.

During the modern era, however, this more traditional relationship
between custom and theory has tended to be inverted within particular
communities as a result of a combination of complex and diverse social,
intellectual, and cultural forces. These forces coalesced in the French
Enlightenment of the eighteenth century.” Whereas previously, evolved
custom and tradition operated spontaneously as the principal receptacles,
transmitters, and disseminators of both political knowledge and political
opinion; later, in the wake of the so-called Enlightenment, a rebellious and
undeferential form of political theorizing came to be looked upon by more
and more persons as this receptacle, transmitter, and disseminator.*

A more or less direct result of this inversion of the traditional

¥ The best-known discussion of this inversion was given by Edmund Burke in his Reflections
an the Revolution in France (1790). But the deepest. philosophical analyses of this inversion

Giambattista Vico in his New Science (1725). More recently, there is Albert Camus’ criticism of
the influence of the French Revolution titled The Rebel (1951) and Michael Qakeshott’s
influential essay titled “Rationalism in Politics” (1962). Also, an illluminating recent
discussion of all of these works and of others appertaining to the theme may be found in Donald
W. Livingston, Hume’s Philosophy of Common Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1984), Ch. 12.

*In truth, as we shall see, both custom and theory have important roles to play in
gathering, transmitting, and disseminating political knowledge and opinion. And these roles,
it turns out, are complementary.
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relationship between custom and theory, and of the consequent hegemony of
abstract political theorizing over unreflective custom, has been the bloodiest
and most destructive century in human history -- the twentieth century.
Historians in some future age, free from the prejudicing dogmas of our time,
will trace the more proximate causes of the spectacular and unparalleled
barbarisms of twentieth century wars and political oppression to the more
fundamental fact that so many of those living at the time were so deeply
enamored of abstract political ideals formulated and pursued without a due
deference and regard to the wisdom of evolved custom. And so,
paradoxically, a reckless and irresponsible conception and pursuit of the
abstract ideals of liberty, equality, and universal fraternity in this century
have led to the most hellish parade of barbarisms and catastrophies that man
has brought down upon himself since the Fall.

More generally, these disastrous practical consequences resulting from
the inversion of the traditional relationship between custom and theory
suggest, perhaps, that any attempt to put political theory into practice is
destined to be fraught with great difficulties and dangers, however sound the
theory itself. This is so because of the necessarily general character of a theory
as a timeless explanation derived through a process of abstracting from
particulars.

Great dangers and difficulties naturally attend the application of
political theory to practice because of the necessity and inherent difficulty of
ascertaining the relevant particular conditions of the community in terms of
which the theory must be adapted and modified. But a due sensitivity to

such dangers and difficulties is a moral and intellectual attainment, and
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therefore not a power which all men possess automatically or necessarily.
Consequently, the ascertainment of this knowledge of particulars about
community requires a degree of effort and empathetic genius which the
romantic political idealist, for example, in his eagerness and haste to
instantiate his favored conception of the political good, must view as part of
a tedious, irksome, and ultimately unnecessary preliminary. Intoxicated by
the beauty of some vision of the good concocted by a political imagination
undisciplined by rational insight and practical experience; the political
romantic, unencumbered by wisdom and perhaps ineducable, flouts the high
prudence of statesmanship, blithely indifferent to its beneficent strictures and
contemptuous of its laborious method. Edmund Burke, who Calhoun once
called “the wisest of modern statesmen, . . . [one] who had the keenest and
deepest glance into futurity” ¥, referred to such political romantics quite aptly
and disdainfully as the “Terrible Simplifiers.”

Thus have impatience and haste, born of zeal, ignorance, and sloth,
moved the utopian idealists of the twentieth century and before, to proffer
their bold but inchoate and tragically flawed proposals, and to impose them,
through their control of the apparatus of government, on the hapless
inhabitants of numerous communities. In contrast to the sloth, carelessness,
and incomprehension of this romantic idealist, there is the realism, diligence,
thoroughness, and empathetic genius characteristic of the statesman, who
recognizes that an existing government, in almost every instance, is to be

preferred over one that has reality only as an idea in the mind. This

* Calhoun, Works, 6 vols. (Charleston and New York, 1851-1867), Vol. II, p. 591 Evidently,
so far as statesmanship is concerned, Calhoun modelled himself after a number of eminent men,
including, especially, Cicero and Burke. In turn, Calhoun’s example as statesman would serve
as a model for others, including Jefferson Davis, a U.S. Senator and later President of the
Confederate States of America (1861-1865).
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preference of the statesman stems from his recognition of the proven utility
or usefulness of the existing government in fulfilling its Divinely ordained
end of preserving society, as contrasted with the untried and unproved
character of some proposed alternative. Unlike the utopian, the statesman
takes into account not only the uncertainty of the utility of the proposed
regimen, but the dislocations and hazards that must attend any effort by a
community to exchange one form of governance for another; an exchange
that, if undertaken, must be brought off, probably, in the face of enemies of
the community, both internal and external. .

In his widely read essay titled “Idea of a Perfect Commonwealth”, the
Scottish philosopher and historian David Hume (1711-1776) remarked on this
important truth, pointing out that:

It is not with forms of government, as with other artificial
contrivances; where an old engine may be rejected, if we can discover
another more accurate and commodious; or where trials may safely be
made, even though the success be doubtful. An established
government has an infinite advantage, by that very circumstance of its
being established; the bulk of mankind being governed by authority,
not reason, and never attributing authority to any thing that has not
the recommendation of antiquity. To tamper, therefore, in this affair,
or try experiments merely upon the credit of supposed argument and
philosophy, can never be the part of a wise magistrate, who will bear a
reverence to what carries the marks of age; and though he may attempt
some improvements for the public good, yet will he adjust his
innovations, as much as possible, to the ancient fabric, and preserve
entire the chief pillars and supports of the constitution. *

This preference for an existing government over one merely proposed
may be said to be a fixed disposition and inclination of the statesman. And it

is a disposition that may be reasonably countermanded only when a

“See “Idea of a Perfect Commonwealth”in David Hume, Essays: Moral, Political, and

Literary, ed. Eugene F. Miller (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1987), 512-513.
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community finds itself in the gravest of extremities, as when its government
has become abusive of its powers, to such a degree, that the continued
existence of the community itself may be said to be threatened by any
continuance of depredations by its distempered government.

Significantly, the essentially conservative disposition of the statesman
which Hume describes corresponds to and complements, as a causal force, a
common and natural conservative disposition on the part of the general
community. But this confluence of two conservative forces or impulses
finds an analogue where a desire for reform predominates over the reflexive
desire for stability. Thus, the bold yet responsible intellect and imagination
characteristic of the statesman -- laboring both to conceive and to bring into
effect needed reforms — corresponds to and complements the determination
and resolve of the generality either to resist the abuse and oppression of
distempered government or, less dramatically, to clear away outmoded yet
extant legal forms which, contrary to their original purpose, have become

destructive of the public good.

It is John Locke (1632-1704), in his Second Treatise on Government
who has described most famously the process whereby a people’s natural

tendency to obedience and acquiescence in a prevailing government may be
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overridden -- a description with which Calhoun was surely familiar.”
Acknowledging first the enormous weight of custom and habit in human
life, and thereby anticipating a major theme in both Hume and Burke, Locke

observed:

People are not so easily got out of their old Forms, as some are apt to
suggest. They are hardly to be prevailed with to amend the
acknowledg’d Faults, in the Frame they have been accustom’d to. And
if there be any Original defects, or adventitious one introduced by time,
or corruption; ‘tis not an easie thing to get them changed, even when
all the World sees there is an opportunity for it. **

But age-old custom, Locke recognized, even when reinforced by
ignorance and sloth, are not so weighty in their subduing and tranquilizing
effects as to render men altogether insensible to the sting of despotism and
therefore insusceptible to arousal. Locke writes:

...Revolutions happen not upon every little mismanagement in
publick affairs. Great mistakes in the ruling part, many wrong and
inconvenient Laws, and all the slips of human frailty will be born by
the People, without mutiny or murmur. But if a long train of Abuses,
Prevarications, and Artifices, all tending the same way, make the
design visible to the People, and they cannot but feel, what they lie
under, and see, whither they are going; ‘tis not to be wonder’d, that
they should then rouze themselves, and endeavor to put the rule into
such hands, which may secure to them the ends for which

“'It is said that Calhoun, at age 13, read a volume and a half of Locke on The Human
Understanding, along with Rollin’s Ancient History, Robertson’s America and Charles the
Fifth, the large edition of Cook’s Voyages, and Browne's Essays. See John S. Jenkins, The Life of
John C. Calhoun (Auburn, N.Y.: James M. Alden, 1850), 21, and also William P. Starke, “‘Account
of Calhoun’s Early Life,” in the Annual Report of the American Historical Association for 1899,
I, 72.

Although the author knows of no direct evidence to the effect, due in part to the fact some
of Calhoun'’s library was auctioned off in the 1890’s from his son'’s estate, it is hardly possible
that Calhoun was not familiar with Locke’s political writings, especially his Second Treatise
formally titled An Essay Concerning the True Original, Extent, and End of Civil Government
(1690). For it is well-known that the political writings of the Englishmen Locke and Sidney
(1622-1683) were well read among Americans of Patrick Calhoun’s generation. See, for
example, Bernard Bailyn, Ideological Origins of the American Revolution (Cambridge:
Harvard Univ. Press, 1967).

“2John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ.
Press, 1991), 414.
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Government was at first erected, . . . *

As we shall see in Chapters IV, V, and VI, Calhoun would take the
analysis of tyranny and of resistance to tyranny several steps beyond Locke
and others, explaining how both are rooted ultimately in a single principle of
human nature. While elaborating on the fundamental principles of political
constitution, Calhoun would also show how many of the great dangers and
inconveniences which naturally attend violent revolution may be avoided.
For revolutions may, in some instances, be effected peacefully through the
deliberations and agreements reached in constitutional conventions; while in
other cases, less comprehensive reform may be effected through a formalized
amending procedure already sanctioned and specified in an existing
constitution. For not only the improvement of political arrangements, but
also the conservation of these arrangements, necessitates some reform of a
community’s governmental arrangements from time to time. Indeed, in a
passage whose insight Calhoun would often underscore*, Burke says: “A
state without the means of some change is without the means of its
conservation. Without such means it might even risk the loss of that part of
the constitution which it wished the most religiously to preserve.” *

On this view, conservation and correction go hand in hand, and
change per se, it should be noted, does not qualify as reform. Calhoun echoes

this Burkean insight in his Discourse when he praises the Framers of the U.S.

3 Locke, Two Treatises of Government, 415.

*In John C. Calhoun, Union and Liberty: The Political Philosophy of John C. Calhoun, ed.
Ross M. Lence (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1992) see, for example, in the Disquisition, 30-31, 40,
on the manner in which constitutional regimes preserve themselves through compromise and on
the anthrological source of political reform, and in the Discourse, 200-213, 220-221, on the
amending power of the U. S. Constitution.

“Edmund Burke, Reflections an the Revolution in France ed. Thomas H. D. Mahoney (New
York: Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1955), 24.
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federal constitution for inserting an amendment provision into that compact
between the states. Explaining their rationale for the inclusion of an
amending power, Calhoun says:

Those who formed [the Constitution of ‘87] were not so vain as

to suppose that they had made a perfect instrument; nor so ignorant as
not to see, however perfect it might be, that derangements and
disorders, resulting from time, circumstances, and the conflicting
elements of the system itself, would make amendments necessary.
(201)

And so true statesmanship involves a natural and salutary
conservatism that is characterized by sober and imaginative adaptability.
But, whatever may be the most wise and expeditious means of effecting some
beneficent and needed change in a society’s political arrangements, it is the
proper object of the statesmanly art to determine.

More generally, an act of statemanship is an instance of the right
application of sound political principle; not, of the indifferent application of
any old principle, however supportive, for example, that principle may be,
once enacted, of a ruling party’s favored prejudices. As Plato teaches in the
Republic *, statesmanship is the highest form of prudence (phronesis), with a
lesser but more familiar form of prudence being that of the individual citizen
or subject. As Plato’s followers during the Italian Renaissance taught,
wisdom (sapientia) is an actualized condition of the understanding and
feelings, and prudence (prudentia) is that form of wisdom appertaining to
human action. The wisdom “in action” that is prudence may be contrasted,
for example, to the wisdom spoken that is eloquence (eloguentia). But
prudence, or wise action, is by its nature complex and not simple. It consists

of a rightly ordered combination of general understanding and of knowledge

““Bk. VI, 505b.
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of relevant particulars. As the highest form of prudence, statesmanship is
concerned with the mastery of all those general principles, belonging to
whatever arts ¥, the understanding of which is requisite for the survival and
flourishing of the political community. In addition, statesmanship as an art
is committed to the apprehension of that multitude of relevant particulars
appertaining to the circumstances and well-being of that specific community
which, in a given time, is under its protection and care. This mastery of
requisite general principles and the apprehension of relevant particulars
together form that noble science to which Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790), for
example, was referring when he said: “There is no Science, the Study of
which is more useful and commendable than the Knowledge of the true
Interest of one’s Country . .. *”

But it was Aristotle (384-322BC) who has given us perhaps the finest

summary of the qualifications of the legislator or statesman. In his Politics

which Calhoun greatly esteemed *’, Aristotle wrote:

[the science of government] has to consider what government is best
and of what sort it must be, to be most in accordance with our
aspirations, if there were no external impediment, and also what kind
of government is adapted to particular states. For the best is often
unattainable, and therefore the true legislator and statesman ought to
be acquainted, not only with (1) that which is best in the abstract, but

“ Among these auxiliary arts are oratory, internal policing, generalship, and judgeship,
which Plato discusses in the Statesman (304a-305e).

““ Benjamin Franklin, A Modest Enquiry into the Nature and Necessity of a Paper Currency,
1729.

“® Evidently, Aristotle was one of Calhoun’s favorite authors, and the Politics, one of his
favorite books. This may be surmised from the fact that Calhoun advised one A.D. Wallace, a
young man contemplating entering politics, to read the elementary treatises on government,
“including Aristotle’s, which I regard as among the best.” See Correspondence, p. 469. Citing
the same letter, and claiming that “now and then definite similarities appear” between
Calhoun'’s theorizing and the work of Aristotle (and also of Burke), August O. Spain, in his The
Political Theory of John C. Calhoun (New York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1968), p. 35, cites the same
letter and goes so far as to say that “Aristotle and Burke were without doubt [Calhoun’s]
favorite authors.”
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also with (2) that which is best relatively to circumstances. We should
be able further to say how a state may be constituted under any given
conditions (3); both how it is originally formed and, when formed, how
it may be longest preserved; the supposed state being so far from
having the best constitution that it is unprovided even with the
conditions necessary for the best; neither is it the best under the
circumstances, but of an inferior type.

He ought, moreover, to know (4) the form of government which
is best suited to states in general; for political writers, although they
have excellent ideas, are often unpractical. We should consider, not
only what form of government is best, but also what is possible and
what is easily attainable by all. There are some who would have none
but the most perfect; for this many natural advantages are required.
Others, again, speak of a more attainable form, and, although they
reject the constitution under which they are living, they extol some
one in particular, for example, the Lacedaemonian. Any change of
government which has to be introduced should be one which men,
starting from their existing constitutions, will be both willing and able
to adopt, since there is quite as much trouble in the reformation of an
old constitution as in the establishment of a new one, just as to
unlearn is as hard as to learn. And. therefore, in addition to the
qualifications of the statesman already mentioned, he should be able to
find remedies for the defects of existing constitutions, . . . *

This summary of the statesman’s qualifications makes it clear that the
art of statesmanship possesses a speculative and theoretical dimension, since
the statesman must be acquainted with that regime which “is best in the
abstract” and that one which “is best relatively to circumstances.” And so a
mere acquaintance of a man with the concrete and particular circumstances of
his community, however thorough, is not enough to qualify him as a
statesman. Instead, as Aristotle says, the statesman must be a sort of master of
both the universal and the particular -- or one possessing both theoretical and
practical knowledge.

In his quest for that theoretical knowledge or knowledge of the

*°Aristotle, Poljtics, Bk. IV, Ch. 1, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon
(New York: Random House, 1941), 1205-1206.
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universal that will enable him to better arrange and direct the affairs of his
community, the statesman may consult an evolving tradition of political
theorizing or science: For a theory, after all, is an interpretation and
explanation of experience, more or less correct. Cast in general language, a
theory is an abstractive distillation of wisdom and understanding from
experiences that are themselves always concrete and particular. This wisdom
and understanding consists of insight into essences and causes, or into causal
relations between existents. Political theory, at its best, is a faithful distillation
of wisdom or causal insight from political experience or practice which will, if
skillfully applied, bestow great and lasting benefits on a community through
an imparting of responsible direction.

And yet, the primary aim of political theorizing is art or science, and
only secondarily the assistance of the statesman. And so political theorizing
has theoretical understanding as both its immediate aim and its ultimate
aim, while it owes its origin to and gets a continuous impulse from the
desire of statesmen and communities to solve practical problems of
governance. The life of a statesman who was also a political philosopher --
such as Calhoun’s -- provides a rare but dramatic illustration of the origin,
aim, and practical use of political theorizing. For example, Calhoun’s
doctrines of the concurrent majority and of interposition are clearly, to some
extent, a product of the mounting sectional discord in America between 1825
and 1850. And yet, the universality of these principles becomes evident once
they are apprehended against the backdrop of a more extensive historical
understanding; especially when one recognizes that these principles have

been successfully employed in different political orders remote from one
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another both in time and in cultural development or substance.® But having
argued that statesmanship has a speculative or theoretical dimension, and
that the immediate and ultimate aim of all theorizing, including political
theorizing, is art or science, let us pause briefly to consider the source of art
or science in human nature.

Distinctive among created things, man is capable of science and art

because his experiences are connected by memory. For as Aristotle teaches in

the Metaphysics:

By nature animals are born with the faculty of sensation, and from
sensation memory is produced in some of them, though not in others.
And therefore the former are more intelligent and apt at learning than
those which cannot remember; those which are incapable of hearing
sounds are intelligent though they cannot be taught, e. g. the bee, and
any other race of animals that may be like it; and those which besides
memory have this sense of hearing can be taught.

The animals other than man live by appearances and memories,
and have but little of connected experience; but the human race lives
also by art and reasonings. Now from memory experience is produced
in men; for the several memories of the same thing produce finally the
capacity for a single experience. And experience seems pretty much
like science and art, but really science and art come to men through
experience . .. %

Upon reaching this point in his discourse, Aristotle invokes the
authority of his mentor, repeating Polus’ declaration in the Gorgias that

”

while . experience guides our life along the path of art, inexperience

[propels us] along the path of chance.” ®

*' This point will become quite clear in later chapters, where both historical incidences of
the application of the principle of concurrent majority are reviewed and the principle itself is
explicated through comparison with a rival principle (Ch. 6). But for a contrary view that
denies the universality of the doctrine of the concurrent majority, see, for example, the
introductory essay in John C. Calhoun: A Profile, ed. John L. Thomas (NewYork: Hill and
Wang, 1968), x.

%2 Aristotle, Metaphysics, Bk. I, Ch. I, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. McKeon, 689.

%3 Plato, Gorgias, 448¢
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But the notion that remembering is at the centre of art implies, of
course, that forgetfulness threatens to reduce men in this earthly life to the
level of inexperience and artlessness. Indeed, some recent writers have
expressed the concern that man is now moving in the direction of artlessness,
not through the usual mode of carelessness and inattention, but by his own
choosing. In an essay titled “History, Toynbee, and the Modern Mind” (1957),
Frederick Wilhelmsen observed that “history is no longer a category of the
consciousness.”* Following Wilhelmsen on this theme was Richard M.
Weaver (1910-1963), a professor of rhetoric at the University of Chicago,who
wrote of our modern era:

Amnesia as a goal is a social emergent of unique significance. I do not
find any other period in which men have felt to an equal degree that
the past either is uninteresting or is a reproach to them. When we
realize the extent to which one’s memory is oneself, we are made to
wonder whether there is not some element of suicidal impulse in this
mood, and at least an impulse to self-hatred. One of the obvious and
easy ways to take leave of oneself is to forget, to cease to hold in
consciousness what one has been. This is personal annihilation, for no
man exists really except through that mysterious storehouse of his
remembered acts and his formed personality. His very reality depends
upon his carrying the past into the present through the power of
memory. If he does not want identity, if he has actually come to hate
himself, it is natural for him to try to get rid of memory’s baggage. He
will travel light. But it will be a deprived kind of travelling, cut down
to immedidte responses to immediate challenges. The element that
makes his life a continuum will be missing and in the absence of this
he cannot be a human being capable of culture. To be human is to live
extensively in two tenses, the past and the future, both of which
require for their construction the mind and therefore the memory.”

% Frederick Wilhelmsen, “History, Toynbee, and the Modern Mind: Betrayal of the West,”
Modem Age (Summer, 1957), 38.

** Indeed, perhaps the best recent discussion of the vital importance of memory and the
preservation of experience for human well-being is Ch. 3 “The Attack on Memory” in Richard

M. Weaver, Visions of Order: The Cultural Crisis of our Time (Bryn Mawr: Intercollegiate
Studies Institute, 1964).
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And so, through willful forgetting, modern men aspire to “travel
light” by liberating themselves from the responsibilities and pains associated
with identity. But, by short-sightedly adopting this course, these latter-day
Lotus-eaters unwittingly denude themselves of all culture, and indeed, of the
very possibility of acculturation and meaningful life. The consequences of
this perverse self-imposition of amnesia are felt in every department of life,
including the cultural, the economic, the spiritual, and the political.

The spectacular barbarisms of the twentieth century are only the most
striking political and moral consequences of modern man’s self-imposed
amnesia. These barbarisms include two world wars, systematic and
technologically assisted attempts at genocide, and vast totalitarian regimes
that have already -- by the century’s end -- handily won the ignominious
distinction of being the bloodiest regimes in human history.

But in order to minimize forgetting, and to avoid thereby a consequent
slide into artlessness and barbarism, humane and patriotic men may yet
avail themselves of a convention designed, at least in part, for that purpose.
Hence, one partial remedy for forgetfulness is art in the form of written
theoretical discourse, where general and timeless truths are set down in the
hope that they may be preserved in perpetuity.* And so, although most of

the valuable rules of politics have been discovered over and over again

**One reason the remedy is only partial is that rich and manifold idiomatic meaning is
often untranslatable, and therefore untransmittable in its entirety and full integrity from one
culture to another. So diversity of experience between (and within) cultures and the variable
degrees of sophistication and subtlety among different languages make full and faithful
transmission of meaning, and therefore, the full preservation of memory and human experience,
impossible. And so some loss of experience and forgetfulness on the part of our species is a result
of man’s punishment for undertaking the construction of the Tower of Babel. Another way of
putting this is that man’s prideful nature tends to render him artless and animal-like, while
proper humility before God makes possible art and a general advancement of the species.
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during the course of history¥, sound political theory, as a record of general
truths, stands in more or less successful defiance of human forgetfulness. As
Lord Acton has written: “. .. the science of politics is the one science that is
deposited by the stream of history, like grains of gold in the sand of a river;
and the knowledge cof the past, the record of truths revealed by experience, is
eminently practical, as an instrument of action and a power that goes to the
making of the future®.” And so political theory, at its best, is both a recording
and a timeless account of the knowledge of political life gained through
experience.

At its worst, however, a political theory is a highly plausible and
seductive piece of abstract sophistry which, through misdirection, brings the

gravest kind of harm to a community; the sort that threatens or even ends

*7 Echoing an exchange on this topic between Clinias and the Athenian in Plato’s Laws, Bk.
VI, Ch. 10, Aristotle, in the Politics, Bk. VII, Ch. 10, he speaks thus of the division of the
state into classes and the separation of husbandmen from warriors:

It is true indeed that these and many other things have been invented several times

over in the course of ages, or rather times without number; for necessity may be

supposed to have taught men the inventions which were absolutely required, and when
these were povided, it was natural that other things which would adorn and enrich
life should grow up by degrees. And we may infer that in political institutions the
same rule holds.

*® Lord Acton, Essays in the History of Liberty, ed. Rufus Fears (Indianapolis:
LibertyClassics, 1985).

But if political science is thus bound to wait, as it were, on experience or history, then
this suggests that earlier theorists will naturally be constrained or limited in the scope of their
discoveries and insights in a way that later theorists will not be. Hume noted the existence and
influence of such perspectival limitations in his essay “Of Civil Liberty” in Essays: Moral,
Political. and Literary (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1987), 87-88:

Those who employ their pens on political subjects, free from party-rage, and

party-prejudices, cultivate a science, which, of all others, contributes most to public

utility, and even to the private satisfaction of those who addict themselves to the
study of it. I am apt, however, to entertain a suspicion, that the world is still too young
to fix many general truths in politics, which will remain true to the lastest posterity.

We have not as yet had experience of three thousand years; so that not only the art of

reasoning is still imperfect in this science, as in all others, but we even want sufficient

materials upon which we can reason. It is not fully known, what degree of refinement,
either in virtue or vice, human nature is susceptible of; nor what may be expected of
mankind from any great revolution in their education, customs, or principles.
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outright a people’s existence. And so, as scientific theories go, it seems that
the political is a particularly rough and heady concoction; one whose effects,
for good or ill, depend both on the skill and care employed in its making, and
on the manner, whether judicious or injudicious, of its consumption.
Depending on these two circumstances -- namely, the faithfulness of its
construction and the manner of its application; a political theory, as a
construction of the philosophical imagination, will prove, for a given
community under the direct influence of its principles, either an elixir that
gives continued life and increased strength, or a deadly poison.

What the particular outcome of the implementation of political theory
may be for a given community, in a given instance, will depend on the
aforementioned circumstances; but that some degree of theory and of
theorizing is bound to emerge and to operate as an influence on the political

- practice of the human community is, from a consideration of the inherently
speculative and imaginative nature of man and of the external conditions in
which he must ever find himself, a circumstance too evident to require
lengthy review. For every human community, of necessity, has recourse,
throughout the course of its existence, to political theorizing and theory in
some form. And yet, the quality and general sophistication of the theory and
theorizing may vary widely between different communities. Thus a theory
that is to be acted upon or instantiated may be -- in judging both its substance
and the form® in which it is cast — either elevated, refined, and powerful, on
the one hand, or rudimentary, slight, and humble, on the other hand, or, in

fact, some coherent combination of these qualities. But the fact of the

** Different forms would include a myth, or narrative of some other sort, a treatise, a
dialogue, an essay, an oration, et cetera.
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universal occurrence and inevitability of political theory and of theorizing in
human communities implies that some universal feature of the human
condition exists which naturally prompts men to conjecture on alternative
governmental arrangements.

That feature of the human political condition which naturally
prompts men to theorize and which, indeed, makes political theory a
requisite of human survival and flourishing, is the circumstance that society
is a living and therefore ever-changing spontaneous order of man-made
conventions. Thus human society, wherever found and of whatever variety,
is a spontaneously evolving order of convention, an order which is itself set
within a more general evolving natural order. And so political theory is
elicited as much perhaps by practical necessity as by human curiosity or
wonder.

As Aristotle made clear in both his political and metaphysical treatises,
act and potency, as active principles, operate at every level of the Divinely
inspired world, in the social sphere as well as in the natural. And it is this
circumstance which challenges men to contribute to and to extend the general
system of order inspired by the Divinity *, a task for which man, as a created
being, is peculiarly equipped, with his power of “analysis and combination”
which Calhoun called “metaphysical reasoning.” But in claiming that social
change or evolution is a fundamental cause of all political theorizing, let us
note, more specifically, that it is the changing moral and physical conditions
of the community which are the circumstances which compel the

introduction of some degree of political theorizing into political practice,

®In Aristotle, while there is a divinely inspired world, there is no divinely created world.
And, of course, itis in St. Thomas Aquinas that we find the most famous philosophical
statement to the effect that our world is both divinely inspired and divinely created.
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however unreflective may be the particular culture in question. Thus the
statesman, however removed he may seem, in a given instance, from the
abstract language and general concerns of theory, is naturally disposed to
consult those speculative insights which it is the charge of the theorist to
arrange in proper relation one to another as elements in a general and
timeless speech about the human good.

That both political theory and political practice are susceptible to
influence by the other is too evident to require argument and illustration.
And yet, what bearing or influence the theoretical enterprise of laying of “a
solid foundation for political Science” may have ultimately on the practical
political affairs of men is a question whose answer is apparently among those
the most difficult to ascertain. @ Toward an eventual resolution of this
question however, we might conjecture that in an attempt to underscore
some fundamental causal relationship concerning the influence of political
theory on practice, an historian of politics might attempt to draw correlations
between the successes and failures that, taken together, form the history of the
theoretical enterprise, on the one hand, and the actual advents and
subversions of sound government which, analogously, form the history of
political practice, on the other hand. That there exists some elementary and
determinate causal relation between political theory and political practice
that is susceptible of discovery is not here denied, though it must be
acknowledged that the specific outlines of this relation have lain, as yet, in
obscurity.

What is far more apparent and easily ascertained, however, on a

review of political experience, is that historically, governments have been
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formed more through indirection and the unintended consequences of
human action than through any deliberate and systematic planning on the
part of individuals. This is so because of the peculiar nature of government’s
fundamental ends, and specifically, of government’s relation to society. For
the ship of state is one that, by virtue of the nature of its Divinely ordained
purpose to preserve society, can never enter dry-dock, as it were, for
refurbishment or repair. It is a ship that, of necessity, must be refitted, when
the necessity arises, at sea, plank by plank. Calhoun underscored this truth
about the formation of governments within his general discussion, in the

Disquisition, of the great difficulty of forming a constitutional government

worthy of the name. Concerning such governments, he says:

. . . their construction has been the result, not so much of wisdom and
patriotism, as of favorable combinations of circumstances.
[Constitutional governments] have, for the most part, grown out of
struggles between conflicting interests, which, from some fortunate
turn, have ended in a compromise, by which both parties have been
admitted, in some one way or another, to have a separate and distinct
voice in the government. Where this has not been the case, they have
been the product of fortunate circumstances, acting in conjunction
with some pressing danger, which forced their adoption, as the only
means by which it could be avoided. (58)

The most notable examples of constitutional governments formed in
the first way, through a struggle between conflicting interests ended
fortuitously by a compromise, include the Roman Republic and the
constitutional monarchy of Great Britain. Examples of the latter sort, where
constitutional arrangements were the product of fortunate circumstances in
combination with some pressing danger which forced their adoption, include
two pioneering and renowned but tragically short-lived American

experiments, those federal systems known respectively as the Confederate
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States of America (1861-1865) and the United States of America (1788-1861) ¢ .

Having reviewed those instances in which constitutional governments
have been successfully formed and, once formed, effectively maintained for
some considerable time, as well as those instances in which such
governments, once formed, have degenerated rapidly into absolute forms,
Calhoun writes:

It would seem that it has exceeded human sagacity deliberately to plan
and construct constitutional governments, with a full knowledge of
the principles on which they were formed; or to reduce them to
practice without the pressure of some immediate and urgent necessity.
Nor is it surprising that such should be the case; for it would seem
impossible for any man, or body of men, to be so profoundly and
thoroughly acquainted with the people of any community which has
made any considerable progress in civilization and wealth, with all the
diversified interests ever accompanying them, as to be able to organize
constitutional governments suited to their condition. But, even were
this possible, it would be difficult to find any community sufficiently
enlightened and patriotic to adopt such a government, without

the compulsion of some pressing necessity. (58)

A lack of patriotism and enlightenment on the part of the generality,
wherever found, combined with the sheer complexity of a community
“which has made any considerable progress in civilization and wealth”,
constitutes an apparently insurmountable barrier to any attempt, by a
community, at a thorough-going, self-aware, and rationalistic political
planning and construction that could prove effective and salutary. Long

before the Austrian economists Ludwig von Mises (1881-1973) and Friedrich

®' Lincoln’s refusal to turn over military and commercial installations in the seceded
Southern states to those states, such as Ft. Sumter in Charleston Harbor, was tantamount to a
denial of the right of those or of any state, South or North, to secede. It was this denial which
in effect ended the federal regime that had been established in 1788 and put in its place a
consolidated Northern regime which anachronistically and hypocritically retained the
confederal-federal title, “the United States of America.”
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von Hayek (1899-199?) # explained to the world why central or “rationalistic”
economic planning could never work, due to the sheer complexity of market
relations and the intractable nature of the knowledge problems that attend
these relations, Edmund Burke and John C. Calhoun were suggesting how
the sheer complexity of political communities and the moral and intellectual
limitations endemic to human nature, taken together, would doom to failure
all attempts at a thoroughly planned politics. The various and enormously
costly utopian political experiments of the twentieth century are shocking and
eloquent testimonies to the truths about rationalistic planning, both
economic and political, underscored by these economists and statesman-
philosophers.

Human political practice, then, is to be a largely unplanned affair, if it is
to bestow the benefits of protection and improvement on society, and thereby
to fulfill faithfully those ends for which it is Divinely intended. This means,
of course, that the methods of the statesman, as will become more evident in
later chapters, are the subtle and sophisticated ones of indirection, and
therefore bear no resemblance -- in the eyes of the political knower — to the
hopelessly crude and simplistic nostrums of the political planner. And so we
have just established, or rather, underscored, the fact that political practice is
of necessity a largely unplanned affair. And in the end, it is this bare fact
which sets limits on the applicability of any political theory, and thus on the
influence of political theory on political practice. The significance of this fact

about government and about political practice in general becomes even

*See, for example, von Mises’ Socialism (1922), Liberalism (1927), Critique of
Interventionism (1929), and Human Action (1949); and von Hayeks’ The Road to Serfdom (1944),
Individualism and Economic QOrder (1948), The Constitution of Liberty (1960), and Law,
Legislation, and Liberty (1973).
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clearer when we consider the implications for the application of theory of
both the abstract character and the idealistic dimension of theory itself.

We find that there are limits to the application of any political theory,
and these limits are due largely to the nature of theory itself as an
explanatory account of both political actualities and political ideals. Another
way of saying this is that political theory is necessarily both descriptive and
prescriptive, despite the fact that rhetorical emphases on the part of the
theorist may serve to disguise this fact in certain instances. In addition to its
description, theory has an idealistic and prescriptive dimension which, in
order to exert a salutary and beneficent effect on practice, must heed the
imperatives of that practice. By virtue of their general and abstract character,
the ideals expressed and espoused within a general theory of politics are
radically under-determined in character. Indeed, as components within a
general, speculative theory, these ideals-from-theory are necessarily abstract
and under-determined, and because of this, they possess no immediate
practical utility. =~ But these ideals may prove ultimately useful, of course,
when they are translated by the art of the statesman into the idiom of his
community, and determined or adapted with regard to the history, present
circumstances, and aspirations of that community. That the statesman
recognizes the unfitness of these ideals-from-theory for immediate
application, as well as the dislocations and dangers to which their heedless
application might expose a community, has already been suggested. What
remains is to explain the nature of those ideals which a community should
pursue.

The practical and attainable ideals of a community are the proximate
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and identifiable ones embedded in the existing moral and political practices of
the community. As the great twentieth century English political philosopher
Michael Oakeshott (1901-1990) points out, one of the primary responsibilities
of the statesman is to identify those ideals “intimated” by the political
tradition and existing practice of the community. In his essay titled “Political
Education” (1962), Oakeshott writes that politics springs “neither from instant
desires, nor from general principles, but from the existing traditions of
behavior themselves” ®:

In politics, . . . every enterprise is a consequential enterprise, the
pursuit, not of a dream, or of a general principle, but of an intimation.
What we have to do with is something less imposing than logical
implications or necessary consequences: but if the intimations of a
tradition of behaviour are less dignified or more elusive than these,
they are not on that account less important. Of course, there is no piece
of mistake-proof apparatus by means of which we can elicit the
intimation most worthwhile pursuing: and not only do we often
make gross errors of judgment in this matter, but also the total effect of
a desire satisfied is so little to be forecast, that our activity of
amendment is often found to lead us where we would not go.
Moreover, the whole enterprise is liable at any moment to be
perverted by the incursion of an approximation to empiricism in the
pursuit of power. These are features which can never be eliminated;
they belong to the character of political activity.*

Political tradition and current practice intimate or suggest ideals
because political traditions and existing practices, taken together, express the
actualized political condition of a people. And all actualized conditions,
whether in the natural or the human world, are the result of some more or
less successful realization of an ideal, an ideal internal to the specific created

existent(s) under consideration -- as in the case of an oak tree or of a man, for

Essays (Indianapolis: LibertyPress, 1991), 56.
*Ibid, 57.
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example. But the “existent” with which we are here most concerned is a
group of men constituting an organized society, and their political traditions
and existing political practice are, taken together, the measure of their
actualized condition politically.

But, recalling our metaphysical framework, every actualized condition,
whether political, moral, cultural, or whatever, involves a residual potency
and an internal ideal that together suggest the possibility of further
actualization. This is so because, as Aristotle and St. Thomas teach, every
created existent is a combination of act and potency; and no created existent,
including man, is susceptible of a full actualization of its potential in this
earthly life. ®

And so the upshot of this discussion of what Oakshott calls
“intimations” is that men are always to be found in some actualized
condition or other, a condition expressed in terms of the traditions and
existing practices of their political communities. This actualized condition
contains within itself, those salutary ideals which the statesman is concerned
to uncover. Having once uncovered or identified these ideals, the statesman
is naturally concerned to organize and to orchestrate their pursuit by the
general community. Sound theory, then, properly applied, aims at the
realization, in proper sequence and time, of those ideals embedded in and
suggested by existing moral and political practice. These ideals, however, are
not to be acted upon all at once. Instead, the intimated ideals internal to

existing moral and political practice are to be acted on, in prudential

* Aristotle would deny the full realizability of man’s potential on the grounds that we
cannot contemplate continuously; while St. Thomas would add the additional ground that
fuller actualization involves a certain direction of the soul towards God, personal salvation of
the human soul through God'’s grace, and the falling away, at death, of matter or body.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



82

succession, as determined by the concrete identifiable needs and aspirations of
the (principal interests of) the general community. This process of reform in
succession allows the proximate and more remote effects of the particular
measures involved in the reform, once acted upon, to be assessed. Through
such assessment, the ultimate desirability of wvarious features of the reform
may be determined. And so such is the nature of genuine and responsible
political reform. And also, a vitally important negative implication of the
aforegoing “Oakeshottian” explanation of reform is that ideals that are
derived from any source other than existing practice are to be shunned as
arbitrary, incongruous, and dangerous, including those derived through
“abstract” and “objective” reason, for example.

Put in somewhat simpler terms, the statesman leads the community
into and through reforms of its institutions, when such reforms are needed;
and he leads by being out in front, as it were, but not too far. For a danger
inherent in all efforts to reform the social and governmental institutions of a
community comes from a tendency of some among the well-intentioned to
hasten a community down the path to the fulfillment of some favored
abstract ideal through an excess of zeal and deficiency of care. The costs of
such haste and carelessness will of necessity be borne by the community at
large, and these costs will take the form either of some excess of personal
liberty or of governmental power which will, in its inexorable effects, weaken
the moral and physical strength of the community through disorder and
chaos. In this way, an unthinking and precipitous imposition of some
favored abstract ideal upon the community must, in its ultimate effects,

either retard for a time or permanently halt a community’s march toward
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improvement and progress.

Calhoun understood what Oakeshott would say about political
tradition and intimated ideals. While Vice-president under both John Quincy
Adams (1767-1848) and Andrew Jackson, he served as presiding officer over
the Senate during the 1820’s. There, Calhoun learned lessons in respect for
political tradition by listening to the often wild and lengthy harangues of the
brilliant, fiery, and eccentric John Randolph of Roanoke (1773-1833).

A frail and tubercular Virginia planter-statesman in the habit of
strolling into the chambers of Congress with hound dogs at his side and
riding crop in hand, Randolph is unfortunately far better known today for his
eccentricities than for either his brilliant oratorical performances or his sturdy
republicanism and doctrine of states’ rights. ®  This circumstance is all the
more lamentable because Randolph gained much of his political schooling at
the feet, figuratively speaking, of the great Irish philosopher and statesman,
Edmund Burke. And it was, in part, through John Randolph that Calhoun
learned so much from the Irishman.® Taking Burke as his model of a
statesman, Calhoun was no doubt familiar with the master’s
pronouncements on the role of tradition and the art of the legislator,
including this one:

[Men] should approach to the faults of the state as to the wounds of a

father, with pious awe and trembling solicitude. By this wise prejudice

we are taught to look with horror on those children of their country

who are prompt rashly to hack that aged parent in pieces and put him

into the kettle of magicians, in hopes that by their poisonous weeds

and wild incantations they may regenerate the paternal constitution

* On one occasion, Randolph was scolded for thus bringing his hounds into the

Congressional chambers. With characteristic wit and insight, however, Randolph assured the

complaining fellow that his beasts were both “better-mannered and better-bred” than the
complainant himself.

87 See Russell Kirk, John Ra Iph of Roanoke: A Study in American Politics (Indianapolis:
Liberty Press, 1978).
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and renovate their father’s life. ®

In his own time, Burke opposed the French Enlightenment with
British tradition, contempt for tradition with pious regard, and wild
abstractionism with responsible and empathetic inquiry into the elements of
sound policy. Understanding the folly of pursuing hyper-abstract and alien
ideals, the statesman resolutely and piously follows the path laid out for a
community by Providence in the practical and attainable ideals intimated by
existing moral and political practice. Such was the course Calhoun would
pursue for forty years as legislator and executive at the highest levels of
American government, a course which finds its warrant in experience and in
true philosophy.

And so, in this opening chapter, I have described Calhoun’s conception
of metaphysical reasoning and how science may be distilled from political
experience. Also, in the process of explaining how political theory, political
practice, and statesmanship are related one to another, I have begun to show
what is involved in the founding of a science. With these important
preliminaries now discharged, we are prepared to turn to a consideration of
how, in more specific terms, Calhoun set about to lay a “solid foundation for

political Science.”

%8 See Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, 109-110. Here Burke is
transfoming, through an act of political imagination, the legend of the daughters of Peleas,
king of Thessaly, who are said to have followed the advice of Medea and so treated their
father.
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With this chapter, we shall begin to consider the results of Calhoun’s
application of metaphysical reasoning to the phenomena of politics. For
Calhoun, the power of metaphysical reasoning made possible his discovery of
a fundamental principle by means of which the science of government could
be given a solid foundation. The aim of this chapter is to present and to
explicate that vitally important principle, and to conjecture on how Calhoun
arrived at its discovery and formulation.

The scientific inquirer into political phenomena, like the scientist of
the physical world, is concerned with the identification and study of
elemental forces and their interactions one with another, as well as with the
state of affairs to which their interaction gives rise. Those forces with which
the political scientist is principally concerned, and which constitute the
proper objects of his study, are ones which naturally originate in and
automatically emanate from the breast of the human individual, and which
are conditioned, in a given instance, by the complex of circumstances, natural
and artificial, in which man finds himself. Such forces, by their nature, give
rise inexorably to actualities or fixed conditions which are themselves, in
turn, susceptible of further modification through the ongoing operation of
the original forces as developed or modified by evolving circumstance.

In other words, scientific inquiry into politics, and therefore political
science itself, is possible because regularities exist in human political practice
and behaviour. There are two principal causes of these regularities: the
institutions of government and the human passions. Thus, there can be a
science of politics because laws and forms of government tend to shape

human actions and characters in uniform ways.
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Calhoun’s concern as a metaphysical inquirer into the phenomena of
politics was to uncover that primal force, or relation of forces, in terms of
which other, subsidiary forces, and ultimately, the various fixed conditions of
political actuality, could be explained. This concern to provide an
explanation, through the identification of fundamental and formative forces,
of all the various and multitudinous actualized states or conditions in which
man has ever or could ever find himself, is a concern that is the very
hallmark of the sciences of humanity, and of the ruling science of politics' in
particular. For it is only through an apprehension of the general operational
tendencies of these forces that any responsible and efficacious effort can be
made to secure more firmly, if not permanently, those occasional and
substantial advances that occur in political practice, and through this, to
enhance the prospects for human survival and flourishing. It is in this way,
as I explained in Chapter I, that the immediate and practical concerns of the
statesman give rise to political theorizing and to political philosophy.

Social and political conditions wrongly understood are the basis of all
ill-conceived efforts at reform. Even more seriously, such misunderstandings
have frequently been a principal cause of a more comprehensive form of
political and social alteration: revolution. But these misunderstandings may,
of course, be attributed in large part to the complexity of the phenomena
themselves. Indeed, it has been perhaps the sheer variety of actualized
conditions historically that has constituted the principal obstacle to advance
in the various sciences of human thought and action. This ever-growing
variety of human political experience, only the more recent portion of which

is preserved in the historical record, tends to overwhelm even the most

' On politics as the ruling science, see Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. I, 1094a.
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incisive and determined metaphysical inquirer. The vast and manifold
particularity of historical political orders itself typically derails all inquiry
through distraction and hopeless bewilderment.

But this variety of actualized social and political conditions is itself to
be attributed to the vast variety of modifications of which the primal forces of
politics, as it were, are susceptible; and these primal forces reside, as we shall
see, within the human individual. That there, in fact, exists an ongoing and
reciprocal causal interplay or action between the primal, originative forces in
individuals, on the one hand, and existing social and political conventions,
on the other hand, further complicates the basic problem confronting the
political scientist. Again, the concern is to identify the originative, primal
forces that are the principal source of all social and political conventions,
conventions that in turn tend to condition in determinate ways the primal
forces themselves.

Added to what may be called the inherent complexities of political
phenomena is the circumstance that no subject susceptible of exploration and
systematic examination by the human mind has proved more liable to
obfuscation due to prejudice and partiality of interest than has politics. And
yet — as has been recognized since antiquity -- the necessity of perfecting our
understanding of politics is greater than our corresponding need to master
any other subject. Recent advances in other sciences, theoretical and applied
-- especially, of course, advances in physics and chemistry -- have made more
pressing than ever the necessity of advancement in the science of politics.
This necessity is so urgent and pressing because it may very well be that the

very existence of the human race is hinged upon some general and secured
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advance in the political practice and maturity of the species, through a
refinement of political practice in the separate communities in which the
species is comprehended. As if predicting the increasingly conspicuous and
ominous lag between politics and technological development in the
twentieth century, Calhoun wrote: “What I dread is, that progress in political
science falls far short of progress in that which relates to matter, and which
may lead to convulsions and revolutions that may retard or even arrest the
former”? About the longer run of history, however, Calhoun was optimistic.?

Still, Calhoun saw that a general improvement and refinement of
political practice could not take place, for example, in a wholly spontaneous
and unreflective fashion. Indeed, such improvement would require the kind
of sound and responsible theorizing that is rooted in the careful and astute
observation of political actualities. Anticipating in a general way the great
dangers for man and his world that could arise from this developmental
disparity between politics and modern science, Calhoun set out to forestall
and to lessen such dangers, so far as possible, through the use of “the highest
attribute of the human mind.” *

Through the application of metaphysical reasoning to the vast and
complex phenomena of politics, Calhoun arrived at a central or “first”

principle, an all-pervading and determinative force of human behavior, in

terms of which the whole complex of phenomena may be understood. As I

? Calhoun to Mrs. T. G. Clemson, November 21, 1846; April 28, 1848, Correspondence, ed. J. F.
Jameson, 712, 752-753.

? Calhoun’s long-run optimism is discussed in Chapter VIIL, in a discussion of the nature of
progress. See also the Disquisition, pp. 64-67, and especially p. 66.

* With startling prescience, Jonathan Swift described some of the dangers of this emerging
developmental disparity between modern science and the art of politics. In Gulliver’s Travels
(1726), Swift brilliantly satirizes the Enlightenment supposition that the power made
available by modern science is an unconditional good. This satire is discussed in Allan Bloom,
TheClosing of the American Mind (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987), 293-298.
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shall demonstrate over the course of this work, this principle makes possible
a panoramic view of human political experience, a view of the whole, as it
were, in terms of essence. But, what is this first principle, and how did
Calhoun discover it?

In the first paragraph of his Disquisition on Government, we find that

Calhoun’s immediate and over-riding aim as a political philosopher is to
explain that phenomenon at the very center of politics, namely, the very
existence of government itself. But to form a “clear and just conception of the
nature and object of government”, one must identify those forces endemic to
human nature from which government originates. (5)

According to Calhoun, there is “a constitution or law of our nature” in
which government originates. But more precisely, there exists within every
human individual, a “law, without which government would not, and with
which, it must necessarily exist.” (5) So fundamental is this law or
constitution of human nature that, until it is uncovered and identified, it
would be ...

.. . as impossible to lay any solid foundation for the science of
government, as it would be to lay one for that of astronomy, without a
like understanding of that constitution or law of the material world,
according to which the several bodies composing the solar system
mutually act on each other, and by which they are kept in their
respective spheres. (5)

According to Calhoun, then, the first question to be considered in
undertaking to lay a solid foundation for political science is: “What is that
constitution or law of our nature, without which government would not
exist, and with which its existence is necessary?” (5) Raising this question at

the very beginning of the Disquisition °, Calhoun calls it “the first question to

* At the end of the first paragraph.
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be considered” in laying a solid foundation for “the science of government.”

(5) As the reader moves forward into the Disquisition however it becomes

evident that the phrase “the first question to be considered” has more
significance than is at first apparent. In fact, the more closely one studies the
Disquisition, the more one sees that this “first question” is “first”, not for any
light or incidental reason, but because it is conceived by the author as the
foundational question of the science of government. Indeed, if we ponder the
relation between the question and Calhoun’s project of laying “a solid
foundation” carefully enough, we can see Calhoun’s implication that this
“first question” is the foundational question of the science because it is the
question upon whose formulation the solid founding of the science had to
wait. In fact, as I shall demonstrate over the course of this work, it was
Calhoun’s formulation of this question, along with his proper answering of
it, which would at last make possible a simple and natural theoretical system
of politics, a streamlined explanation in terms of fundamental forces or
tendencies, expressed in the form of principles, and unencumbered by
inessentials and error.®

Evidently, that question whose answer only could provide the science
of government with a solid foundation is a question which comprehends, at
once, every fundamental consideration regarding government, including its

origin, its proper object, its problematic character (or its tendency to abuse and

¢ As Calhoun’s most recent biographer says:
It is hard to read Calhoun’s most famous essay without being impressed. Never a great
prose stylist, he is able to achieve a kind of stripped-down elegance and power in The
Disquisition that is unexcelled in American political writing. Accept his assumptions,
and it is difficult not to be swept along to his conclusions.

See Irving H. Bartlett, John C. Calhoun: A Biography (London: W. W. Norton &
Company, 1993), 353.
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oppression), and the solution of the problems naturally attending its
operations through political constitution. As the question implies,
government has its origin in a certain “constitution or law of our nature”,
and also, government and this “law of our nature” must subsist together. (5)
And these two circumstances, taken together, are the phenomenal source, as
it were, of all the great issues and problems comprehended by the science of
government.” It was through the formulation and answering of this
comprehensive question that Calhoun was able to set forth in the
Disquisition a simple and natural system of politics, and to advance thereby
our understanding of the political world beyond the bounds set by previous
theorizing.

The answer to the foundational question posed by Calhoun was
formulated by him in the form of a principle which, as it turns out, has a two-
fold or dual character. This principle states (1) that man is by nature a social
being and (2) that, as a rule, those feelings we experience in reference to our
own well-being are felt more intensely that those we experience in reference
to the well-being of other persons. As Calhoun put it:

. . . while man is created for the social state, and is accordingly so
formed as to feel what affects others, as well as what affects himself, he
is, at the same time, so constituted as to feel more intensely what affects
him directly, than what affects him indirectly through others; or, to
express it differently, he is so constituted, that his direct or individual
affections are stronger than his sympathetic or social feelings. (6)

This principle of human nature has a dual or diadic structure, then,

and was accordingly dubbed by Calhoun, the “two-fold constitution of [man’s]

"For example: What is justice?; What is liberty?; What is the source of political
authority?; What is the proper proportion of individual liberty to governmental power?;
What is sovereignty?; What is the best form of government?; and so on.
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nature.” (7) And yet, there are several labels which Calhoun employs within

the Disquisition to refer to the phenomenon which is here called “the two-
fold constitution of [man’s] nature” — and this variety of labels is evidently a
fact of some significance.

On the first page of the Disquisition, Calhoun is concerned to convey
to the reader some accurate sense of the scale and magnitude of the political
philosophical project with which he (Calhoun) has been occupied, and his
hope clearly is to elicit a proper reception and appreciation of both this
project and of the discoveries that are to be revealed in the pages to follow.
On this opening page then, we find Calhoun comparing his political
philosophical project of laying “a solid foundation for the science of
government” to the universally-acclaimed and paradigmatic foundational
work that had been done two centuries previously in astronomy. The
natural philosophers of a former age had discovered “that constitution or law
of the material world, according to which the several bodies composing the
solar system mutually act on each other, and by which they are kept in their
respective spheres.” Analogously, Calhoun had set for himself the task of
discovering “that law, without which government would not, and with
which, it must necessarily exist”, or “that constitution or law of our nature.”
(5) And so, for important rhetorical reasons, the “constitution or law of the
material world” has a counter-part in a “constitution or law” of the political
world, and thus Calhoun succeeds through an analogical use of language in
underscoring the nature and significance of his philosophical project.

Only two pages more into the Disquisition, however, this initial

rhetorical emphasis gives way to a more straight-forward analytical concern
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for accurate labelling, when the phrase “two-fold constitution of his nature”
is employed while the phenomenon underlying that label is being carefully
analyzed. And then, after this “two-fold constitution of [man’s] nature” has
received its initial explication and analysis (6-9), what remains is to describe
in a systematic fashion how all the great issues and problems of political
science may be explained in terms of this “constitution”, which is henceforth
referred to as either “that constitution of our nature”, “the constitution of
man”, or “that principle of our nature®.” This second and final label-change
then reflects Calhoun’s natural discursive shift from explicating and
analyzing the principle itself within the first several pages of the work (pp. 6-
9) to his demonstration of the explanatory power of the principle - a
demonstration which constitutes the remainder of the work (9-78).° And so,
a combination of rhetorical and analytic concerns explain the various labels
which Calhoun uses to describe the phenomenon at the centre of the human
political world. But having now conjectured on the meaning of this
succession of labels within the Disquisition, let us return to a consideration of
the phenomena which these labels represent.

As formulated, the principle both combines and under_scores two
essential features of human nature: namely, that we are social by nature, and
therefore have a social aspect; and that the feelings we have for self are
generally felt more intensely, and therefore, in this sense, have primacy over,
those the feelings we experience in behalf of others. What I shall refer to

henceforth and in the main as Calhoun’s “dual-principle” may be said then to

® See pages 9, 11, 15,19, 26, 30, 55.

® These three final labels, especially “that principle of our nature”, are intended perhaps
to convey a sense of activity, or the image of a natural force emanating from man which both
conditions and is itself conditioned by other forces in the world.
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be composed of (1) a “social aspect” and (2) a “primacy relation.”

The dual-principle is an attempt to describe the essential manner in
which our feelings or sentiments are structured by nature, and ultimately, by
our Creator. As it turns out, this determinate structure or manner of feeling
is one of those critically important features of human nature which make us

social and political animals [zoon politikon]. Moreover, this structuring of

sentiment is Providential, and forms the substance of the foundational
principle that, when combined with and conditioned by volition and
rationality, forms that nature which is distinctly human and therefore
political.

That man is “so constituted as to be a social being”, Calhoun declares
“an incontestable fact” (5) and an “unquestionable” phenomenon of our
nature. (6) On man'’s social nature, Calhoun writes:

His inclinations and wants, physical and moral, irresistibly impel him
to associate with his kind; and he has, accordingly, never been found,
in any age or country, in any state other than the social. In no other,
indeed, could he exist; and in no other -- were it possible for him to
exist —- could he attain to a full development of his moral and
intellectual faculties, or raise himself, in the scale of being, much above
the brute creation. (5)

In order to establish what is, as we shall see, the indispensable presence
of the dual-principle as a feature or active principle of human nature,
Calhoun presents and explores a series of hypotheticals in which human
nature is supposed to be fundamentally different from how we actually find
it.

As we have said, the social aspect of human nature is that force
originating in man'’s distinctive natural constitution which impels him “to

associate with his kind.” (6) But, says Calhoun, if man were bereft of all
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social or sympathetic feeling, yet otherwise impelled by physical inclinations
and wants to associate with his kind -- were such a condition possible -- one
might expect that the logical and natural consequence of this condition would
be remediless and boundless disorder and confusion, followed by the demise
of the entire species. And yet God, instead, has seen fit to incline man
“irresistibly” to that state in which his physical and moral inclinations and
wants may be more or less successfully pursued. This He did by structuring
our sentiments or feelings in a particular determinate way.

In that strictly hypothetical condition in which man is bereft of all
social feeling, yet forced to associate with others of his kind through physical
inclinations and wants; confusion, disorder, and the destruction of the race
would result, because no sense or estimate could be made of the benefit or
injury we do to others through word and deed, however motivated, or,
through neglect, whether from indifference or hostility. Thus there would be
no guide by which to reform or amend our words and actions so as to achieve
the desired effect, whatever it may be in a given instance. In this way, social
or sympathetic feelings are a vital source of information and understanding,
and we register certain feelings of others, more or less effectively, through our
capacity for sympathetic feeling. In sum, then, “... man is so constituted as to
make the social state necessary to his existence and the full development of
his faculties ... .” (5-6)

While the social aspect of human nature is given only a “matter of

fact”, cursory treatment in the introduction to the Disquisition, it comes up

for special emphasis half-way through the work. The general context for this

emphasis is Calhoun’s correction of certain influential political errors of his
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time, including that “great and dangerous” notion that “all people are
equally entitled to liberty”, and another error, one “not less great and

s

dangerous” and “usually associated” with the former, that “liberty and
equality are so intimately united, that liberty cannot be perfect without perfect
equality °.” (42-43)

Having shown how these two opinions are erroneous, Calhoun
proceeds by examining a third opinion in which these two “great and
dangerous errors have their origin” — namely, that “all men are born free and
equal.” (44) And specifically, it is his critical discussion of this third and

originative opinion which forms the immediate discursive context of

Calhoun’s most extensive theoretical treatment in the Disquisition of the

social nature of man. Here, we find a crucially important elaboration of his
bare speculative pronouncements about the sociality of man which are

presented near the beginning of the Disquisition. (5-9) And so Calhoun’s

criticisms of such “prevalent” opinions, which are found, incidentally, not

only in the middle section of the Disquisition (42-44) but also in at least one

of his political speeches ", must be sifted with a view to finding the materials
with which to piece together Calhoun’s overall conception of human
sociality.

As one would expect to find even in the most theoretical writings of a
philosopher who was also a statesman, the rhetorical emphases that

punctuate his timeless theoretical account of the human good have been

'® And by “equality” here, what is intended is not “equality of citizens, in the eyes of the
law”, which is, according to Calhoun, a variety of equality “essential to liberty in a popular
government”, but instead, a false and destructive form of equality, “equality of [material]
condition.” (43)

"' “Speech on the Oregon Bill” (June 27, 1848)
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determined, to some perceptible degree, by the overshadowing political issues
and problems of his time. Indeed, anxious to lay to rest false opinions which
he believed were exercising a negative influence over both political
theorizing and practice at the time, Calhoun found it appropriate to include
analyses of these opinions not only in his political speeches but in his
timeless treatise on government as well.

All told, Calhoun singles out for explicit critical analysis in the

Disquisition four “prevalent” and false opinions of his time, including those

three already mentioned, which declare: (1) “all people are equally entitled to
liberty” (42); (2) “liberty and equality are so intimately related, that liberty
cannot be perfect without perfect equality” (43); (3) “all men are born free and
equal” (44); and (4) “all men are equal in a state of nature” (44).

As we shall see presently in the case of the latter two opinions and in
Chapter VIII regarding the first two, Calhoun’s criticisms possess not only the
historical and contigent aspect to be expected from practical polemics, but a
universal or timeless aspect as well. For it was apparently Calhoun’s
perception of the sheer magnitude of the obfuscatory and destructive power
of such false opinions, along with a sense that the prevalence of such
opinions in his own day underscored a universal human tendency to such
error and destruction, which prompted him to include critical analyses of
these opinions as parts of his timeless political philosophic speech in the first
place. Once summoned into action, Calhoun’s power of “metaphysical
reasoning” proceeds in a seemingly exorable fashion to lay bare some of the
more remote and recondite causes and practical consequences of these

opinions.
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Proceeding to his criticism of the last two opinions listed above,
Cathoun begins by declaring flatly that “nothing can be more unfounded and
false” than the view that “all men are born free and equal.” (44) Accordingly,
this “prevalent opinion” rests “upon the assumption of a fact, which is
contrary to universal observation, in whatever light it may be regarded.” (44)
And what needs explaining next, of course, is how an opinion “so destitute of
all reason, ever could have been so extensively entertained.” (44)

In one of his most powerful addresses before the Senate, the “Speech
on the Oregon Bill” (June 27, 1848), Calhoun predicted that if the American
federal union should perish, an historian in some future day would find
among the ultimate, remote, and recondite causes of its dissolution the
widespread belief of the time in the merely hypothetical truism that “all men
are born free and equal.” By the 1840’s, this notion had become an axiom “in
the minds of a vast majority on both sides of the Atlantic”, and was being
“repeated daily from tongue to tongue, as an established and incontrovertible
truth.” (565)

A typical Calhoun oration, the Oregon speech spoke on many levels of
abstraction and to an audience extending far beyond those then occupying the
Senate chamber, making connections and revealing truths thereto hidden
from listeners more modestly endowed with energy, character, and intellect.
The speech was, at a more concrete level, a “point-by-point refutation of the
arguments defending the exclusion of slavery from the territories on the basis
of the U. S. Constitution, the Ordinance of 1787, the Missouri Compromise,
and the intentions and thoughts of Thomas Jefferson . At a more abstract

level, it underscored the real source of sectional conflict between the North

'?See editor Ross Lence’s introduction to the speech in Unién and Liberty, 539.
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and the South -- differences in their fundamental beliefs about human
nature. Calhoun and the South contemptuously rejected as erroneous and
impious the French Enlightenment notions of natural liberty and equality,
human perfectibility, and the cult of the individual, which were, during this
period, being championed by more and more Northerners. ® On this occasion,

Calhoun gave special critical attention to the notion that “all men are born

*In the 1860’s, of course, the military phase of the conflict between South and North
which Calhoun is here describing would unfold. The man who was arguably the greatest
theologian that the South produced before the war, Dr. James Henley Thornwell, a friend of
Calhoun, had this to say about the war ten year before its outbreak:

The parties in this conflict are not merely abolitionists and slaveholders - they are
atheists, socialists, communists, red republicans, Jacobins, on the one side, and the
friends of order and regulated freedom on the other. In one word, the world is a
battleground — Christianity and atheism are the combatants and the progress of
humanity is at stake.

Some years later, looking back on that armed conflict, Robert Lewis Dabney, one of the most
brilliant of the Southern Presbyterian theologians, presaging Michael Oakeshott’s influential
and important essay titled “Rationalism in Politics” (1947), observed how: “Providence
ordained that the modern rationalism should select as its concrete object of attack our form of
society and our rights.” Following Calhoun and Thornwell, Dabney saw that the conflict
between North and South could never be sufficiently explained in terms of superficial
differences over principles of political practice. The conflict, instead, resulted from deep
cultural, philosophical, and religious differences. Noting the great differences between what
may be called the Southern way of life and that of the North, Dabney stated bluntly:

We might safely submit the comparative soundness of Southern society to this test:
that it has never generated any of those loathsome isms, which Northern soil breeds,
as rankly as the slime of Egypt its spawn of frogs. While the North has her Mormons,
her various sects of Communists, her Free Lovers, her Spiritualists, and a multitude of
corrupt visionaries whose names and crimes are not even known among us, our soil has
never proved congenial to the birth or introduction of a single one of these inventions.

The fears of Calhoun, Thomwell, of other Southerns, and of friends of ordered liberty ,
wherever found at the time, have been summarized by the late scholar of Southern thought, M.
E. Bradford:

It was not only what the Yankees were attempting to do to the South but, even more

important, what they were doing to themselves which made the moral and

intellectual leaders of our region doubt whether they wished to leave their children in
any political or moral connection with the modern power state . ... In the North wasa
regime whose primary faith was in the human will and intellect, in the ability of man
through science and politics to subdue the entire Creation and reshape it according to
his fondest dreams. The political form of this culture was that of a juggernaut,
embodying a radical spirit . . ..
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free and equal”, meticulously dissecting what he had identified as “the most
false and dangerous of all political errors” {(565):

Taking the proposition literally (it is in that sense it is understood),
there is not a word of truth in it. It begins with “all men are born,”
which is utterly untrue. Men are not born. Infants are born. They
grow to be men. And concludes with asserting that they are born

“free and equal,” which is not less false. They are not born free. While
infants they are incapable of freedom, being destitute alike of the
capacity of thinking and acting, without which there can be no
freedom. Besides, they are necessarily born subject to their parents, and
remain so among all people, savage and civilized, until the
development of their intellect and physical capacity enables them to
take care of themselves. They grow to all the freedom of which the
condition in which they were born permits, by growing to be men. Nor
is it less false that they are born “equal.” They are not so in any sense
in which it can be regarded; and thus, as I have asserted, there is not a
word of truth in the whole proposition, as expressed and generally
understood. (565-566)

If one were to hear such observations and arguments presented
without knowing their historical context, there might be an inclination to
chide Calhoun for banality, and even, to dismiss the passage as a whole as
facile, pointing out that such obvious truths could not escape the notice even
of the most humble intellect. But this, of course, would be to underestimate
man’s capacity for folly in general and for conceit and self-delusion in
particular. As will be made clearer in Chapter VIII, “liberty is the noble and
highest reward bestowed on mental and moral development, combined with
favorable circumstances.” (569) Writing in 1848, in the wake of the American
conquest of Mexico and during the revolutionary tumult that had seized
much of Europe, Calhoun attacked in head-on fashion, time and again, what
‘were then and still are in our day the most popular and influential
misconceptions about liberty and equality:

Instead . . . of liberty and equality being born with man; instead of all
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men and all classes and descriptions being equally entitled to them,
they are high prizes to be won, and are in their most perfect state, not
only the highest reward that can be bestowed on our race, but the most
difficult to be won - and when won, the most difficult to be preserved.
[Indeed, liberty and equality] have been made vastly more so by the
dangerous error I have attempt to expose, that all men are born free
and equal, as if those high qualities belonged to man without effort to
acquire them, and to all equally alike, regardless of their intellectual
and moral condition. The attempt to carry into practice this, the most
dangerous of all political errors, and to bestow on all, without regard to
their fitness either to acquire or maintain liberty, that unbounded and
individual liberty supposed to belong to man in the hypothetical and
misnamed state o_f nature, has done more to retard the cause of liberty
and civilization, and is doing more at present, than all other causes
combined. While it is powerful to pull down governments, it is still
more powerful to prevent their construction on proper principles. It is
the leading cause among those which have placed Europe in its present
anarchical condition, and which mainly stands in the way of
reconstructing good governments in the place of those which have
been overthrown, threatening thereby the quarter of the globe most
advanced in progress and civilization with hopeless anarchy, to be
followed by military despotism. Nor are we exempt from its
disorganizing effects. (569, emphasis added)

This passage came as a thundering remonstrance and warning when
first delivered in 1848, as sheer prophecy in the 1860’s, and has since lingered,
occasionally ringing forth both as a stinging reminder and as a fresh rebuke
for present political sins and for older ones yet unabsolved. Also, such
passages by Calhoun, persisting into posterity, may supply historians in more
distant, future ages with the formula for the political epitaph of our prideful
and self-deluded age.

As it turns out, the great popularity of the false opinion that all men

are born free and equal is due, in large part, to its being “confounded with

* Looking back on the twentieth century, these historians may be inclined perhaps to
declare that we lived in an age of political superstition, when inchoate and hyper-abstract
theory was given preference over time-tested practice —- an age in which the predominant
influences on policy were the opiate ideologies of abstract natural rights, natural liberty,
natural equality, centralization, consolidationism, and nationalism.
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another [opinion], [one] which has some semblance of truth -- but which,
when properly understood, is not less false and dangerous.” (44) This other
opinion is the view that “all men are equal in the state of nature”, an idea
which, in modern times, has been given impulse, currency, and intellectual
sanction by political thinkers such as Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau. As it
turns out, Calhoun’s criticism of the idea of a state of nature forms an
important part of the negative or critical aspect of his efforts, in the
nineteenth century, to lay a solid foundation for political science. Like Hume
in the eighteenth century, Calhoun understood how the idea of a state of
nature, once freed from the confines of a closet philosophy, might serve as a
vital weapon within the intellectual arsenal of the modern ideologically-
motivated sophist and tyrant. Also like Hume, Calhoun saw that much of
modern political theorizing, a la Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau, was unsound
because of its adherence to certain false suppositions about human nature.
Political theorizing had been derailed in modernity by the acceptance of such
faulty and misleading notions as the state of nature and abstract natural
rights. And Calhoun’s aim was to expose these errors, to re-assert the older
and sounder tradition of Classical Republicanism, and to advance in the
discovery of political truth through the framework provided by that tradition.

Calhoun commences his criticism of this central element of much of

”

modern political thought by justly characterizing the state of nature as “a
state of individuality, supposed to have existed prior to the social and political
state; and in which men lived apart and independent of each other.” (44)
Although ultimately critical of the view that “all men are equal in a state of

nature”, Calhoun freely acknowledges the logic of certain conclusions that
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have been drawn once the suppositions of the general hypothesis have been
granted. For “If such a state ever did exist, all men would have been, indeed,
free and equal in it; that is, free to do as they please, and exempt from the
authority or control of others --—- as, by supposition, it existed anterior to
society and government.” (44) Calhoun’s ultimate criticism of the “state of
nature” thesis, a criticism applicable to the thesis in all its various forms --
whether Hobbesian, Lockean, Rousseauian, or Rawlsian ¥ -- is that there are,
after all, no grounds for granting any such suppositions. For the “state of
nature” is, after all, “purely hypothetical.” (44) Being purely hypothetical, the
state of nature “never did, nor can exist; as it is inconsistent with the
preservation and perpetuation of the race.” (44)

Preferring a more literal and accurate use of language, Calhoun chides
those who have persistently referred to “the state of nature.” (44) Given its
purely hypothetical, and therefore unhistorical and impossible character, it is
“a great misnomer to call” that “state of individuality” conjectured and
popularized by mainstream modern political theorizing “the state of nature.”
(44) “Instead of being the natural state of man, it is, of all conceivable states,
the most opposed to his nature -- most repugnant to his feelings, and most
incompatible with his wants.” (44) Calhoun’s rejection of all so-called “state
of nature” theory as an attempt to explain certain fundamental features of the
human moral and political condition stemmed from his recognition of the

original sociality of human nature. But while affirming the original sociality

'* And while it is true that each of these theorists ultimately denies the historical
facticity and the historical possibility even of the state of nature as a state of pre-societal,
autarchical individuality, it is nevertheless also true that their theories and those of others
have had the effect of giving rise to and of perpetuating a popular vulgarization and
distillation of the theoretical construct, the “state of nature.” It is principally such popular,
crude, and influential distillations from the far more nuanced and reserved accounts of the
various “state of nature” theorists that Calhoun is criticizing here.
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of man, Calhoun was also careful to reject the view that man is social by
nature without being political,” “for society can no more exist without
government, in one form or another, than man without society.” (567) And
so, as he writes in his Oregon speech:

. . . that cannot justly be called a state of nature which is so opposed to
the constitution of man as to be inconsistent with the existence of his
race and the development of the high faculties, mental and moral,

with which he is endowed by his Creator.

Nor is the social state of itself his natural state; for society can no
more exist without government, in one form or another, than man
without society. It is the political, then, which includes the social, that
is his natural state. It is the one for which his Creator formed him,
into which he is impelled irresistibly, and in which only his race can
exist and all its faculties be fully developed. (567-568)

In opposition, then, to the mainstream modern political theorizing
which embraced the concept of the state of nature, Calhoun affirmed the
older tradition of Classical Republicanism, which held as one of its
fundamental axioms and presuppositions that “the natural state” for man is
“the social and political - the one for which his Creator made him, and the
only one in which he can preserve and perfect his race.” (44) Thus, it is not
the case that “instead of being social in his nature”, man was created without
sympathy for his own kind, and independent of others for his safety and
existence.” (7)

As, then, there never was nor could be such a state as the, so called,
state of nature, “it follows, that men, instead of being born in it, are born in
the social and political state; and of course, instead of being born free and

equal, are born subject, not only to parental authority, but to the laws and

institutions of the country where born, and under whose protection they

'® This point may be viewed as part of Calhoun’s more or less direct rebuttal to
communitarian anarchists, whether individualist or collectivisi.
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draw their first breath.” (44) Man’s original sociality, then, gives rise naturally
to the relations of authority and subordination, and these relations are --
despite whatever abuses may, at times, be found to attend them -- necessary
and constituitive of the human good. Freedom and equality, to the extent
that these constitute human goods, are not the naturally and inexorably
wrought features of an unactualized human condition, but are instead
achievements, or products of moral actualization and of the skillful self-
assertion of individuals and groups.

The second aspect of Calhoun’s dual-principle is what I have called the
“primacy” relation, and it is this aspect, in combination with man’s social

nature, that forms both the underlying cause and ultima ratio not only of

society, but of government and political constitution as well, as we shall see
in Chapter IV.

The primacy relation underscores a primal fact or aspect of the human
condition, one “not less incontestable” than that man is social by nature: for
“while man is created for the social state, and is accordingly so formed as to
feel what affects others, as well as what affects himself, he is at the same time,
so constituted as to feel more intensely what affects him directly, than what
affects him indirectly through others; . .. .” (6) Another way of describing
this fundamental feature of the human condition is to say that “. .. [man] is

so constituted, that his direct or individual affections are stronger than his
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sympathetic or social feelings ”.” (6) Calhoun intentionally avoids the
expression “selfish” feelings, as applicable to the individual feelings, because
it implies “an unusual excess of the individual over the social feelings, in the
person to whom it is applied; and, consequently, something depraved and
vicious.” (6) His express aim is to “exclude such inference, and to restrict the
inquiry exclusively to facts in their bearings on the subject under
consideration, viewed as mere phenomena appertaining to our nature ---
constituted as it is; and which are as unquestionable as is that of gravitation,
and any other phenomenon of the material world.” (6)

In asserting the primacy of the individual over the social feelings,
Calhoun does not overlook or disregard those instances in which the social
feelings tend to overpower the individual feelings. Such feelings are
sometimes found, for example, (a) in the relation of mother and infant, and
(b) when they result from “the force of education and habit over peculiar

[individual] constitutions.” (6) But these instances in which the social or

'"We find the notion of the primacy of individual feeling developed by Calhoun, at least in
a more rudimentary form, as early as 1838. Having occasion to review the motives and career of
his fellow senator, Daniel Webster, Calhoun addressed the Senate thus (22 March 1838):
I do not deny that he possesses many excellent qualities. My object is truth, and I intend
neither to exaggerate nor detract. But I must say that the character which he
attributes to himself is wholly unlike that which really belongs to him. So far from
that universal and ardent patriotism which knows neither place nor person, that he
ascribes to himself, he is, above all the distinguished public men with whom I am
acquainted, remarkable for a devoted attachment to the interest, the institutions, and
the place where Providence has cast his lot. I do not censure him for his local feelings.
The Author of our being never intended that creatures of our limited faculties should
embrace with equal intenseness of affection the remote and the near. Such an
organization would lead us constantly to intermeddle with what we would but
imperfectly understand, and often to do mischief where we intended good. But the
senator is far from being liable to such a charge. His affections, instead of being too
wide and boundless, are too concentrated. As local as his attachment is, it does not
embrace all within its limited scope. It takes in but a class even there — powerful,
influential, and intelligent, but still a class which influences and controls all his
actions, and so absorbs his affections as to make him overlook large portions of the
Union . ..
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sympathetic feelings are felt more intensely than the individual feelings are,
comparatively speaking, “few, and always regarded as something
extraordinary. The deep impression they make, whenever they occur, is the
strongest proof that they are regarded as exceptions to some general and well
understood law of our nature; just as some of the minor powers of the
material world are apparently to gravitation.” (6-7) In this manner, what
seem solid counter-examples and therefore grounds for objection to
Calhoun’s primacy thesis are neatly revealed as merely exceptions which, far
from upsetting the rule of individual feeling, underscore it. And so, while
admittedly “[man’s] social feelings may . .. in a state of safety and abundance,
combined with high intellectual and moral culture, acquire great expansion

£

and force; . . .”, this force is not . so great as to overpower this all-
pervading and essential law of animated existence.” (7) As a rule, then, a
man feels more intensely those things which affect him directly than those
which affect him indirectly through others; and the occasional sympathetic
feeling which constitutes a departure from this rule is thus regarded as
remarkable and extraordinary; and this regard is itself evidence of the
exceptionality of those times, in the course of human affairs, when the social
feelings predominate.

Having announced and argued for the primacy of individual feeling,

Calhoun goes further and asserts this primacy to be:

. . . a phenomenon, not of our nature only, but of all animated
existence, throughout its entire range, so far as our knowledge extends.
It would, indeed, seem to be essentially connected with the great law of
self-preservation which pervades all that feels, from man down to the
lowest and most insignificant reptile or insect. In none is it stronger
than in man. (7)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



109

Calhoun thus observes how the primacy relation operates throughout
all of animated nature, “so far as our knowledge extends”, and links this
insight about the structure of sentience, or the natural orientation and
directionality of feeling, with the goal of self-preservation. The solicitude of
“all that feels” for self-preservation, manifested among humans as frequently
and as forcefully as amongst the members of other species, is only the most
striking and direct evidence of the primacy relation. This basic orientation or
structure of feeling constitutive of individual, animate beings determines, in
large part, the success or failure of each being’s project of self-preservation.
Were we -- along with the rest of animate creation -- not disposed through
this internal constitutional structuring of our feeling to favor self over
others, there would be no prospect for the survival of this creation --
assuming, of course, that the species which together constitute this creation
could once come into existence without such structuring.

That humans share the primacy relation with the rest of animated
nature, and the social aspect with many species of higher mammals, are
circumstances which, taken together, suggest that while rationality and
volition are rightly considered those features which are distinctively human,
the dual-principle is the more fundamental and influential force of human
nature. For, as we shall see through illustrations presented in Part IJ, it is the
dual-principle of our nature, with its determinate structuring of human
feelings, which establishes, in every instance, the context within which
human rationality and volition must operate, and not, for instance, the other
way around. This context in which rationality and volition are bound, in

every instance, to operate, is a network of general operational tendencies
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formed through the causal interaction of the dual-principle, on the one hand,
and the external institutional and natural conditions in which man finds
himself, on the other hand. *

In order to illustrate and to underscore the great importance and
fundamentality of the primacy relation as a feature of human nature,
Calhoun presents a series of hypothetical scenarios in which the individual
and social feelings are experienced differently. The ultimate aim of this
presentation of hypotheticals is to exhibit the actual causal role of the primacy
relation as a necessary condition of human survival and flourishing. Two
purely hypothetical alternatives to the primacy of individual feeling are
considered. One, in which the social feelings are, as a rule, felt more intensely
than the individual feelings; and another, in which the social feelings and
individual feelings are felt with equal intensity. (8) According to Calhoun, a
“necessary result” of both of these conditions, were it possible for men to be so
constituted, “would seem to be, that all individuality would be lost; and
boundless and remediless disorder and confusion would ensue” (8):

For each, at the same moment, intensely participating in all the
conflicting emotions of those around him, would, of course, forget
himself and all that concerned him- immediately, in his officious
intermeddling with the affairs of all others; which, from his limited
reason and faculties, he could neither properly understand nor
manage. Such a state of things would, as far as we can see, lead to
endless disorder and confusion, not less destructive to our race than a
state of anarchy. (8)

Hence confusion, disorder, and, fiﬁally, the destruction of the race,

*Incidentally, one task of the political philosopher includes identifying the essential
nature of the relations between the dual-principle, on the one hand, and those specifically
human features of volition and rationality, on the other hand. Calhoun’s speech about these
relations is a central but largely implicit feature of the Disquisition, yet one that will not be
treated directly in the present essay.
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would ensue, were it possible for men to be once so constituted that either the
primacy of social feelings held, or that a condition of parity between the
individual and social feelings existed. The existence of either condition, were
this possible, would preclude the existence of government as we know it, that
is, as a convention whose object is to discourage selfishness and to encourage
benevolence. (8) But if government “could by possibility exist” under either
hypothetical condition, “its object would be reversed” (8):

Selfishness would have to be encouraged, and benevolence
discouraged. Individuals would have to be encouraged, by rewards, to
become more selfish, and deterred, by punishments, from being too
benevolent; and this, too, by a government, administered by those
who, on the supposition, would have the greatest aversion for
selfishness and the highest admiration for benevolence. (8-9)

And so the particular manner in which our sentiments have been
structured implies and necessitates a determinate role for government --
namely, encouraging benevolence and deterring selfishness. Also, neglect of
self combined with “officious intermeddling” in the affairs of others, along
with the confusion and disorder these must bring, mark the hypothetical
schemes presented above as thoroughly unworkable and destructive. Hence,
both the primacy of social feelings and the principle of equal intensity, as it
were, between the individual and social feelings -- if realizable -- would bring
about the destruction of the entire race. That such has not been the fate of our

species is due to the intentions and workings of a Divine Providence:

To the Infinite Being, the Creator of all, belongs exclusively the care
and superintendence of the whole. He, in his infinite wisdom and
goodness, has allotted to every class of animated beings its condition
and appropriate functions; and has endowed each with feelings,
instincts, capacities, and faculties, best adapted to its allotted condition.
To man, he has assigned the social and political state, as best adapted to
develop the great capacities and faculties, intellectual and moral, with
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which he has endowed him; and has, accordingly, constituted him so as
not only to impel him into the social state, but to make government
necessary for his preservation and well-being. (9)

Calhoun then recognized that sound political theory and practice come
in large part from an accurate and extensive understanding of human
nature. In pious deference to the Divine creation, he wrote that in politics “. .
. we must take men as they are, and do the best we can with them, constituted
as they are®” Calhoun would reject, for example, as wildly unrealistic,
irresponsible, and dangerous the abstractionism of writers like the
Englishman William Godwin (1756-1836), who, in his Enquiry Concerning
Political Justice (1793), ultimately rejected government as corrupting, asserted
the perfectibility of man, and predicted that, in time, rational consensus
would replace authority and obedience in human affairs.” For Godwin,
government was an unnecessary evil to be discarded when men have reached
a level of understanding its evils so that society may right itself. When this
point is reached, reason will become the sole determinant of human actions.
In contrast, Calhoun roundly rejected all forms of political fantasy and
unrealism, including the Godwinian doctrines of anarchism and human

perfectibility. ~Calhoun maintained that “We must take human nature as it

¥*Calhoun, Correspondence ( Washington, 1900), 693.

**See Political Justice, Bk. I, Bk. II, and Bk. V respectively:
Man is not . . . a perfect being, but perfectible . . . It is only by giving free scope to (the
excursions of an inventive mind), that science, philosophy and morals have arrived at
their present degree of perfection, or are capable of going on to that still greater
perfection, in comparison to which all that has already been done will appear
childish.

And:

. . . render the plain dictates of justice level to every capacity; remove the necessity of
implicit faith; and the whole species will become reasonable and virtuous. It will then
be sufficient for juries to recommend a certain mode of adjusting controversies, without
assuming the prerogative of dictating that adjustment. It will then be sufficient for
them to invite offenders to forsake their errors . . .
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is, and accomodate our measures to it, instead of making the vain attempt to
bend it to our measures *.”

According to Calhoun, man is impelled into the social state by a Divine
structuring of both his internal nature or constitution, and of his external
environment, which includes his proximity and intercourse with others of
his kind. Prominent among those features of his internal nature that impel
him into the social state is his capacity for social or sympathetic feeling. This
combination of the internal and external ordering of man’s world establishes
the distinctive outline and character of the human condition. The internal
constitution of man, featuring the dual-principle as a distinctive
combination of sociality with the primacy of individual feeling, operates
within an external environment in which scarcity of material resources is the

rule rather than the exception. Remarking on these internal and external

circumstances a century earlier, David Hume, in his Engquiry Concerning the

Principles of Morals (1751), referred to man's earthly condition as one marked
by “scarcity of resources” and “limited benevolence.”

Although man is blessed with an internal constitution and external
environment that have proved thusfar essentially conducive to his survival
and flourishing, the human condition is, of course, far from unproblematic,
and the survival of the race, as a consequence, far from secured. The peculiar
Divine structuring of his power of feeling or of sentiment has thusfar assisted
man in avoiding final destruction, whereas we might, according to Calhoun,
reasonably expect that his fate would have proved quite different had this

structuring resembled either of the other two scenarios considered above. But

*' Calhoun, The Works of John C. Cathoun ed. Richard Cralle, 6 vols (Columbia, S.C., New
York, 1851-1855), II, 648 (1937).
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despite the overall fitness of man for his environment, what remains to be
considered are the problems naturally attending man’s nature as these
problems relate to social and political organization. For as it turns out, both
society and government are highly problematic organizational forms, in large
part because they have their origin in the dual-principle of our nature.

According to Calhoun, the human condition, as it actually is, naturally
presents certain fundamental problems that man himself must struggle with
and attempt to solve. Specifically, man is left to perfect certain parts of the
Divine creation, in so far as circumstances, which include his capacities,
allow. Yet the most fundamental political problem presented by this human
condition is one occasioned by the operation of the dual-principle itself, as we
shall see in Part II, chapters IV, V, and VL For “that constitution of our
nature which makes us feel more intensely what affects us directly than what
affects us indirectly through others, necessarily leads to conflict between
individuals.” (7) And this is so because each person, in consequence of the
operation of the dual-principle, and perhaps, of the primacy relation
especially, “has a greater regard for his own safety or happiness, than for the
safety or happiness of others; and, where these come in opposition, is ready to
sacrifice the interests of others to his own.” (7)

The natural result of the operation of the dual-principle, then, is a
“tendency to a universal state of conflict, between individual and individual;
accompanied by the connected passions of suspicion, jealousy, anger and
revenge -- followed by insolence, fraud and cruelty -- and, if not prevented by
some controlling power, ending in a state of universal discord and confusion,

destructive of the social state and the ends for which it was ordained.” (7)
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The controlling power here referred to is none other than that one “wherever
vested, or by whomsoever exercised” that is “GOVERNMENT.” (7) And yet
government, as the controlling power whose purpose is to counteract the
tendency to a universal state of conflict by preserving society, is itself
problematic. This problem of government, like the problem that directly
threatens society, has its source in the dual-principle. Whereas the dual-
principle, in its natural operations, tends to create a condition of universal
conflict which necessitates the controlling power that is government, it is the
dual-principle also which is the principal cause of oppressive and abusive
government. This is so, Calhoun tells us, because “the powers which it is
necessary for government to possess, in order to repress violence and
preserve order, cannot execute themselves. They must be administered by
men in whom, like others, the individual are stronger than the social
feelings.” (9) And so, “powers vested in [governmental leaders] to prevent
injustice and oppression on the part of others, will, if left unguarded, be by
them converted into instruments to oppress the rest of the community.” (9)
The only effective means by which injustice and oppression at the hands of
governmental leaders can be prevented, is political CONSTITUTION, a
human artifice which, like GOVERNMENT, springs from the dual-principle,
as will also be explained in Part II.

Having explicated the “two-fold constitution” of man’s nature, or what
I have called Calhoun’s dual-principle, I shall proceed now to conjecture on
the intellectual-historical process by which he came to apprehend and to
formulate this principle. This conjecture will constitute the remainder of this

chapter and will also appear at certain appropriate places within Chapter II.
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In Calhoun’s written works, including his political speeches and
theoretical treatises, direct references to other thinkers are rare indeed. * And
yet, it is possible to spy out various influences. One may ask, for example:
What inspired Calhoun to write theoretical works on politics?; How did he
come to conceive the project of laying a foundation for political science?; and
What was the intellectual route by which he was able, ultimately, to provide a
solid foundation for political science through the discovery of its first
principle?

Passages from his Disquisition and from his “Speech on the Revenue
Collection [Force] Bill” (Feb.15-16, 1833), already cited®, are sufficient
demonstration of the inspiration Calhoun derived from pioneers of science
like the mathematician La Place (1749-1827), and from the foundational
discoveries of those natural philosophers of earliers times, including Bacon

(1561-1626), Galileo (1564-1642), and Newton (1642-1726). These passages

2 For a general account of the intellectual influences on Calhoun see August O. Spain, The
Political Theory of John C. Calhoun (New York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1968), 33-37. Also, see
Speeches, and Letters (London: Transaction Publishers, 1992), xvii-xviii, where Wilson
observes:

It is of limited usefulness to discuss Calhoun’s thought in terms of the influences upon
him, in the manner of literal-minded scholars: “Calhoun got this from Aristotle” or
“Calhoun revised Madison’s faction theory here.” This is a sophomoric way of

intellectual heritagein his own way. for his own purposes.

Unlike Daniel Webster or Thomas Hart Benton or Charles Sumner, he does not
stud his speeches with bookish allusions to display his learning. His library was
dispersed at the death of his eldest son and cannot be recovered. This, together with
the paucity of direct allusions to other thinkers, limits what we can know about
influences. We do know that he was well educated in the classics and modern history.
He was also interested in political science, theology, economics, the applied sciences,
and other subjects, and studied hard and purposefully all his life. (emphasis added)

*Chapter 1.
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could be supplemented by others®, of a similar character, uncovered on a
general review of the vast Calhoun corpus of letters, speeches, and high
theoretical tracts, soon to be comprehended, by his editors, in twenty-five
weighty volumes. Still, it is not known that Calhoun actually read the works
of these intellectual pioneers. ® More likely, Calhoun was familiar with their
discoveries through word of mouth and popular secondary work. And so, it
seems likely that Calhoun drew his inspiration to science somewhat
indirectly from thinkers like Newton, La Place, and others. For indeed, from
the seventeenth century on, it was common to talk of founding a science of
this or that. Consequently, an idiom of speech and thought existed by
Calhoun’s time which suggested the course that might be taken by one with
both an intense interest in politics and a metaphysical turn of mind. Inspired
by the remarkable discoveries of modern natural philosophy, Calhoun
resolved to get us beyond mere political star-gazing, as it were, and to
transform politics into a noble science which “displays to our admiration the
system . . .” of the political universe.  (434)

To better understand Calhoun’s project of laying a solid foundation for
political science, it is helpful to view that particular theoretical enterprise
within the broader context of what is involved in giving a solid foundation to
all the various sciences, as this was presented by the Scottish philosopher

David Hume (1711-1776) in the introduction to A Treatise of Human Nature

(1739). Hume, like Calhoun a century later, had been inspired by the recent

* See, for example, the Disquisition, page 7, where the dual-principle is compared to the
law of gravitation, and page 42, where Calhoun speaks of a “fixed law” which inexorably
rewards virtue with liberty and punishes vice with “lawless and despotic rule.”

* For recall, as we pointed out before, that Calhoun’s library was dispersed at the death of
his eldest son. And presumably, prior to this dispersement, no one recorded the titles.
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discoveries of the natural philosophers. By 1730, and about the time that
Hume began to philosophize, Newton, Locke and Bacon towered over
European culture and the arts as the giant grey intellectual eminences which
would inspire and, in many ways, determine the agenda and direction of the
European Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, of which Hume was to
become a central figure.*® In particular, the influence of Newton on the
Enlightenment and on Hume was fundamental. Newton had discovered the
fundamental laws through which one might explain the physical properties
and movements of every material particle in the universe. Not only did
Newton instruct mankind in physics, but he also set an example which
students of the sciences appertaining to human nature and conduct would
follow. While still in his teens, Hume would conceive his Newtonian project
of a science of human nature upon which all other sciences would be

ultimately dependent for their foundation.

In his Treatise, Hume argues that all of the various sciences are in
scme measure dependent upon a science of man, observing that “... all the
sciences have a relation, greater or less, to human nature; and that however
wide any of them seem to run from it, they still return back by one passage or
another ”.” This is true, says Hume, not only of sciences such as logic, morals,
criticism, and politics, “whose connexion with human nature is more close
and intimate”, but even of “Mathematics, Natural Philosophy, and Natural
Religion, . . . since they lie under the cognizance of men, and are judged of by

their powers and faculties *.” Hume’s philosophical researches in the Treatise

26 See Peter Gay, The Enlightenment: An Interpretation, vol. I, The Rise of Modem
Paganism (London: W. W. Norton & Comp., 1966), 308-321.

Press, 1990), xv.
28 Ibid, xv.
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underscored the centrality and fundamentality of the science of human
nature. Stirred by the recent advances of the natural philosophers, Hume
optimistically held out the prospect that “changes and improvements” in the
other sciences might be made after we are thoroughly acquainted with “the
extent and force of human understanding”, “the nature of the ideas we

2729

employ”, and “the operations we perform in our reasonings””, innovations

which Hume himself would bring off in his Treatise, and in the Enquiry

Concerning Human Understanding (1748) that would follow. According to

Hume, “the science of man is the only foundation for the other sciences, so
the only solid foundation we can give to this science itself must be laid on
experience and observation *.” What Hume proposed was “a compleat system
of the sciences, built on a foundation almost entirely new, and the only one
upon which they can stand with any security *.” This system would be
founded on an explanation of the principles of human nature that Hume
himself would provide.

To achieve this complete system of the sciences, Hume called for the
abandonment of that “tedious lingring method, which we [philosophic
researchers] have hitherto followed”, and its replacement with a bold new
strategem:

. - . instead of taking now and then a castle or village on the frontier,
[we should] march up to the capital or center of these sciences, to
human nature itself; which being once masters of, we may every

where else hope for an easy victory. From this station we may extend
our conquests over all those sciences, which more intimately concern
human life, and may afterwards proceed at leisure to discover more
fully those, which are the objects of pure curiosity. [For] there is no
question of importance, whose decision is not comprized in the science

# 1bid, xv.
*Ibid, xvi.
* Ibid, xvi.
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of man; and there is none, which can be decided with any certainty,
before we become acquainted with that science. *

7733

Hume called this new method of inquiry “experimental philosophy”®,
and explained that it operates by undertaking to establish principles on the
authority of experience only, and by excluding, as presumptuous and
chimerical, any hypothesis that sought grounding in anything else.

Whether by suggestion from reading Hume or by coincidence, Calhoun
adopted the direct method of “experimental reasoning” which Hume
advocates, and undertook to apply it directly to the phenomena of politics.
Whereas Hume, in his experimental philosophizing, and after having set
forth the fundamental elements of the foundational science of human
nature, had focussed more strictly on understanding moral phenomena;
Calhoun would focus on those fundamental features of human nature in
terms of which the phenomena of politics may be explained. Indeed, it is

possible that Calhoun was inspired by Hume’s success, with the completion of

his Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751), in laying a new
foundation for moral science. For Hume had proclaimed his ambition to
provide a systematic philosophical account of moral phenomena. But,
whether inspired by Hume’s example or not, Calhoun was clearly driven by
an aspiration similar to Hume’s, with his aim of giving a solid foundation to
political science. Indeed, the projects of Hume in morals and Calhoun in
politics are not merely similar as regards their scope and ultimate aims, but
are related and overlapping due to the close relation of the subjects

themselves.

271bid, xvi.
B 1bid, xvi.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



121

Leaving behind “the tedious lingring method” of previous political
investigations, and marching up “directly to the capital or center” of the
sciences, “to human nature itself”; Calhoun was able to identify those
principles of the more general science of human nature directly relevant to
politics, where politics is understood as that particular science which
considers “men as united in society *.” The crowning result of applying this
direct method of observation and reasoning to the phenomena of politics was
the discovery by Calhoun of the dual-principle, or the first principle of
political science. While Hume, with the completion of the Enquiry
Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751), would display his aspiration to

become the Newton of moral science; Calhoun, with the writing of his

Disquisition on Government (1851), would evince a similar ambition to

become the Newton of political science.

A more easily demonstrated influence on Calhoun’s thought was his
study of political economy. As an American statesman of the period from
1811 until 1850, Calhoun’s principal concern was the maintenance of
prosperity and harmony as the Union underwent vast territorial expansion
and economic development. This circumstance, combined with Calhoun’s
personal determination to discharge successfully his statesmanly duties, was
sufficient to make him a careful and thorough student of the theory and
application of the principles of political economy. As historian and Calhoun
scholar Clyde N. Wilson points out, for example,

Between the resolution of the nullification conflict (1833) and the
Wilmot Proviso (1846) -- fully a third of his career - the greater part of
[Calhoun’s] public life was directed towards matters of economics. He

3 1Ibid, xv.
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paid some attention in this period to foreign affairs and to threshold

defenses against the as-yet-weak threat of abolitionism, but Calhoun

devoted more study and more major speeches to economic questions
than all other subjects put together.

In so doing he developed comprehensive programs, distinct
from those of both the Whigs and the Democrats, in regard to the tariff,
government finance, the public lands, internal imprcvements, and
especially currency and banking — all the vexed issues of the
“Jacksonian” era. *

In a speech of 1842, Calhoun summarized his position on economic
matters: “Free Trade: Low Duties: No Debt: Separation from Banks:
Economy: Retrenchment: and Strict Adherence to the Constitution.” This
summation would eventually be used by his supporters as a slogan in his
campaign for the 1844 Democratic presidential nomination.

Calhoun’s economic policies and platform. were considered by many,
among the more reflective portion of Americans, as partaking more of reason
and principle than the often sophistical, opportunistic, and narrowly
expedient positions of the two major parties. As Professor Wilson points out,
“[Calhoun’s] program won adherents and admirers from both parties and was
regarded by many thoughtful Americans, as much or more in the North as in
the South, as exemplary of true republican statesmanship®.” These opinions
of his contemporaries would be corroborated in the 1950s by Bray Hammond,
who is generally considered the finest historian of banking of the period.

Remarking on Calhoun’s mastery of complex currency and banking issues,

Hammond praised the Carolinian’s understanding of economics as superior

¥ Clyde N. Wilson, “‘Free Trade: No Debt: Separation From Banks:” The Economic
Platform of John C. Calhoun” (unpublished), 1.

% Ibid, 1.
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to those of other statesmen and politicians of the time. ¥

One may conjecture that it was through his study of the principles of
political economy, prompted by the solicitous concerns of high statesmanship,
that Calhoun was introduced to what the great Austrian economist Ludwig

von Mises (1881-1973), in his monumental Human Action: A Treatise on

Economics (1949), called the “methods of reasoning” peculiar to the so-called
“Classical” economists.® Early on in his national political career, Calhoun
worked from previous economic theorizing and experience to shape his own
system of political economy. It seems probable, then, that from his study of
the doctrines of economists including Adam Smith (1723-1790), David
Ricardo (1772-1823), Jean-Baptiste Say (1767-1832), and Thomas Cooper (1759-
1839), Calhoun - as philosopher - took up the political economist’s concern
for discovering what may be termed “the laws of human action and social
cooperation” *, laws or principles by means of which the economists had
sought to explain the phenomena of man’s behavior in a more or less
regulated market. But Calhoun’s concern was not merely with laws or
principles governing man’s behavior as an economic agent, whether
consumer or producer. Instead, as a political philosopher, and as a statesman,
Calhoun was concerned with how individuals and groups understand and
pursue their human good, as this is conceived in the broadest sense.
Although a political economist himself, he understood that politics -- the
science of human survival and human flourishing - is the ruling science,

and that economics, along with the other sciences, is subordinate to it. For

Books, Inc., 1966), 2.
*¥1Ibid, 2.
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this view of the relation of economics to politics, Calhoun found ample
confirmation in Aristotle, and in the founder of modern economics himself,
the Scottish philosopher Adam Smith. As Smith writes:

Political economy, considered as a branch of the science of a statesman
or legislator, proposes two distinct objects: first, to provide a plentiful
revenue or subsistence for the people, or more properly to enable them
to provide such a reveniue or subsistence for themselves; and secondly,
to supply the state or commonwealth with a revenue sufficient for the
public services. It proposes to enrich both the people and the
sovereign. *

But while it was Calhoun’s concern with every aspect of the human
good, and not merely with man’s material well-being, that guided his efforts
in laying a new and solid foundation for political science, it was perhaps his
acquaintance with the peculiar “methods of reasoning” of the economists
which determined, to some very considerable degree, the method which he
would employ in order to accomplish this task. For once we consider in
retrospect the nature and role of the dual-principle, for example, as

characterized in the Disquisition, it appears that Calhoun -- emulating the

economists -- set out to discover those fundamental principles at the base of
the science of government which are both analogous to and inextricably
connected with the economists’ “laws of human action and social
cooperation.”

In fact, it is evidently the case -- as will become clearer over the course
of this essay -- that through his novel application of the “economic
reasoning” method of the Classical School, Calhoun revolutionized political
theorizing. For it was ultimately this method of approach through economics

which made possible the Disquisition, with its ordering and explanation of

“See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. [, and Adam Smith, An Inquiry Into The Nature
and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1981), Vol. I, 138.
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the phenomena of politics with an unprecedented and unparalleled clarity,
precision, and thoroughness. But, to understand the significance of this
novel application, a review is in order of certain fundamental features of
much of political understanding and practice prior to Calhoun as well as of
those “methods of reasoning” of the economist which, we have conjectured,
Calhoun seems to have employed in his political philosophizing.

An ancient and persisting error in political thinking and practice has
been the opinion that there are no laws either of social cooperation or of
political organization which legislators are bound to consult.  Closely
associated with this opinion has been the belief that men can organize society
and its political arrangements any way they please, a view that has been
widely entertained among the vulgar in every age and which has likewise, in
every age, been more or less influential in shaping governmental policy and
general culture. And yet, no other single opinion, belief, or supposition has
done more to hinder and to forestall even inquiry into the fundamental
principles of society and government. Moreover, this erroneous opinion --
that men can organize society and its political arrangements any way they
please, and without any of the constraints that science might impose -- has
been closely allied with another opinion, one not less erroneous, and one
scarcely less destructive in its influence: this latter opinion is that all sociali
and political problems may be reduced ultimately to moral problem:s.

For centuries the opinion has been held, in some one respectable
quarter or other, that what is needed to construct the ideal society is good
princes and virtuous citizens, because, it was believed, with righteous men,

any utopia might be realized. This false opinion touches on a question of
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such great import that the value of a successful address to it can hardly be
exaggerated. The question is: Are good rulers and virtuous citizens more the
effects or the causes of good society and government, or are they, in equal
proportion, their causes and effects? The question reaches to the very core of
the subject matter of politics, and, cast in another form, may be put this way:
Is politics, as a practical art, concerned at its most fundamental level, more
with the problems of coordinating the disparate wills of individuals in a
community, or with the problems of improving their morals? A successful
and permanent resolution of this question is indispensible not only to the
advance of political science, but to any substantial and enduring advance of
the human race. For the most influential political theorizing prior to
Calhoun, including the systems of Plato, Aristotle, Locke, and Rousseau, has
left this vital issue unresolved.

In the introduction to Human Action, von Mises describes the

hopelessly simplistic view of society and politics which had for so many
centuries exerted a powerful influence on the public affairs of men, and
which had, through the intellectual misdirection it fostered, long forestalled
theoretical advances. Prior to the innovations of the Classical School of
economics, says von Mises,

. all were fully convinced that there was in the course of social
events no . . . regularity and invariance of phenomena as had already
been found in the operation of human reasoning and in the sequence
of natural phenomena. They did not search for the law of social
cooperation because they thought that man could organize society as he
pleased. If social conditions did not fulfill the wishes of the reformers,
if their utopias proved unrealizable, the fault was seen in the moral
failure of man. Social problems were considered ethical problems.
What we needed in order to construct the ideal society, they thought,
were good princes and virtuous citizens. With righteous men any
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utopia might be realized. *

But this view would be overturned, at long last, in the eighteenth
century, by the discoveries of the political economists. According to von

Mises:

. . . economics opened to human science a domain previously
inaccessible and never thought of. The discovery of a regularity in the
sequence and interdependence of market phenomena went beyond the
limits of the traditional system of learning. It conveyed knowledge
which could be regarded neither as logic, mathematics, psychology,
physics, nor biology.*

The Classical School viewed human society in a new way, and this way
revealed that economics and politics are sciences concerned first and
foremost, not with morals, but with complex coordination problems and the
solution of these problems through science itself. As von Mises observes:

[People] learned with stupefaction that there is another aspect from
which human action might be viewed than that of good and bad, of fair
and unfair, of just and unjust. In the course of social events there
prevails a regularity of phenomena to which man must adjust his
actions if he wishes to succeed. It is futile to approach social facts with
the attitude of a censor who approves or disapproves from the point of
view of quite arbitrary standards and subjective judgments of value.
One must study the laws of human action and social cooperation as the
physicist studies the laws of nature. Human action and social
cooperation seen as the object of a science of given relations, no longer
as a normative discipline of things that ought to be — this was a
revolution of tremendous consequences for knowledge and

philosophy as well as for social action.

The Classical School, then, taught that when economies and

governments fail, they tend to do so not because of the moral failings of

Books, Inc., 1966), 2.
“?1bid, 1.
“Ibid, 2.
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individuals, but because of problems in their structures, and specifically, in
their failure to coordinate successfully the actions and interests of individuals
and groups. Thus poverty and distempered government are the results
primarily of coordination problems, and not of moral failings by individuals
or groups. Conversely, economic systems are successful when they produce
material prosperity for their members; and governmental systems are
successful when the individual interests and souls of the community are
ordered in a salutary and beneficent manner, in order, for example, that the
community may be unified and virtue realized in individuals, as will be
demonstrated in Chapter VII. And these successes, both in economics and in
politics, are due to the on-going solution of complex coordination problems.
And so, the material and spiritual prosperity enjoyed by a community are
the results primarily of the solution of complex coordination problems --
economic and political problems respectively -- and are not primarily the
consequences of the moral example and educative efforts of virtuous
individuals.

Free of the false and confining suppositions of the older view of society
and politics which had been cleared away by the labor of two generations of
political economists, Calhoun, in the 1830’s and 1840’s, was able to proceed
with his search for the fundamental laws of politics. But Calhoun’s apparent

r 4

innovation in applying analogically the economists” “methods of reasoning”
to the phenomena of politics has gone essentially unnoticed by later political
theorists, and indeed, was overlooked even by von Mises. Thus writes von
Mises:

For more than a hundred years, . . . the effects of this radical change in
the methods of reasoning were greatly restricted because people
believed-that they referred only to a narrow segment of the total field
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of human action, namely, to market phenomena. The classical
economists met in the pursuit of their investigations an obstacle which
they failed to remove, the apparent antinomy of value. Their theory of
value was defective, and forced them to restrict the scope of their
science. Until the late nineteenth century political economy remained
a science of the “economic” aspects of human action, a theory of wealth
and selfishness. It dealt with human action only to the extent that it is
actuated by what was — very unsatisfactorily -- described as the profit
motive, and it asserted that there is in addition other human action
whose treatment is the task of other disciplines. The transformation of
thought which the classical economists had initiated was brought to its
consummation only by modern subjectivist economics, which
converted the theory of market prices into a general theory of human
choice.

. . . The modern theory of value widens the scientific horizon
and enlarges the field of economic studies. Out of the political
economy of the classical school emerges the general theory of human
action, praxeology. The economic or catallactic problems are embedded
in a more general science, and can no longer be severed from this
connection. No treatment of economic problems proper can avoid
starting from acts of choice; economics becomes a part, although the
hitherto best elaborated part, of a more universal science, praxeology.*

It was a precursor of von Mises, and the “father” of the neo-classical or
“Austrian School” of economics, Carl Menger, professor of political economy
at the University of Vienna from 1873 to 1903, who made the discovery in
value theory in the latter half of the nineteenth century which in turn made

possible this expansion of the scientific scope of economics. In 1871, in his

Principles of Economics (Grundsatze der Volkswirtschaftslehre), Menger
expounded a theory of value that was to resolve the question that had so long
perplexed the great classical economists.® As one historian of economic
thought describes it:

[Menger’s theory] was the subjective theory of value based on the

“Ibid, 2-3.

“* The history of economic thought now credits Menger, William Stanley Jevons, an English
economist, and Leon Walras, a French economist, with having established independently the
subjective theory of value at roughly the same time. See M. Blaug, Economic Theory in
Retrospect (Homewood: Richard D. Irwin, Inc., 1962), 272-273.
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principle of marginal utility. It dispelled the classical notion that the
value of a thing is an objective measure intrinsic in the good itself.
Economic goods were now seen to be valued subjectively in terms of
the satisfaction that the user expects to derive from their incremental
use. ... the subjective theory of value . .. was to become the
foundation of the whole Austrian system . ... It remained for
Menger’s two great disciples, Friedrich von Wieser and Eugen von
Bohm-Bawerk, to refine the subjective theory .. .. *

And so prior to the subjective theory of Carl Menger and the
consequent expansion of economic science into a general theory of human
action, Calhoun, in the 1840’s, was applying the methods of reasoning of the
economists’ analogically to the problems and issues of political science.

Hence: That man, actuated by the dual-principle of his nature, is social,
and yet tends to sacrifice the interests of others to himself, is a decisive
consideration for Calhoun. Also, Calhoun understood that, as von Mises
points out, it is quite futile to approach such social facts with the attitude of a
censor. Any praise or blame that may be attached to such behavior is, strictly
speaking, beside the point. Consequently, as one writer has pointed out,
Calhoun believed that the statesman is concerned to legislate, “not for men
in the abstract or for men in general, but for a particular portion”.” And in
considering how men might be brought more into line -- or kept in line --
with what they ought to do, the legislator, Calhoun maintained, must be
guided by his shrewd perception of what actually moves these men. Thus:
“We must take human nature as it is, and accomodate our measures to it,

instead of making the vain attempt to bend it to our measures *.” In saying

“*See Thomas C. Taylor, The Fundamental of Austrian Economics (England: The Adam
Smith Institute, 1980), 1.

“’See Ralph Lerner, “Calhoun’s New Science of Politics” in John C. Calhoun: A Profile, ed.
John L. Thomas (New York: Hill and Wang, 1968), 194.

“*See The Works of John C. Calhoun, edited by Richard K. Cralle, 6 vols., Vol. I, 648.
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this, Calhoun intended that human nature is always to be found in some
fixed condition of realization between the extremes of pure potency and pure
act. Therefore, history itself consists of the ongoing interaction of the two
principles, potency and act, as we noted in Chapter I. Moreover, not only are
men always to be found in some definite and fixed condition of realization,
but they are, likewise, always found to behave in more or less strict accord
with certain untranscendable features of their nature, variously conditioned.
Evidently, the most prominent and influential of these features are those
underscored by Calhoun’s dual-principle — namely, sociality and the primacy
of individual feeling. A fixed and untranscendable aspect of human nature,
susceptible of only limited conditioning or modification, the dual-principle
stands as an immovable cornerstone within the human constitution, a force
that gives substance and shape to all human being and becoming, as will
become clearer in Part II.

And so, Calhoun’s political theorizing may well have been inspired, at
least in part, by the classical economists’ concern with discovering “the laws
of human acton and social cooperation.”

In economics, the older view of society, presented above, was
overthrown by Adam Smith and others because it had not answered “. . . the
question regarding what factors compelled the various acting individuals to
behave in such a way that the goal aimed at by the whole’s inexorable
evolution was attained...®.” Distracted and misled by this older view, men
had failed to perceive that the market is a spontaneously ordered convention
formed by humans acting on their individual or subjective value judgments

about their material well-being. But indeed, it was classical political economy

“ Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics, 1.
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which underscored the important principle of spontaneous cooperation, and
this principle was the great social scientific discovery of the eighteenth
century. Calhoun followed up this victory of the economists over the old
view of society with a complete and perhaps incontrovertible rout of that
view from the standpoint of political science.

In politics, the older view of society could not measure up, because, as
we may readily and easily infer from Calhoun’s speculative speech on the
causes of public and private morals®, which is examined in Chapter VII, it
could not account for why virtuous men are either corrupted or excluded
from power under some governmental arrangements, while vicious men are
either improved or excluded from power under others. As we shall see in
Chapter VII, Calhoun argues that good princes and virtuous citizens are more
the effects than the causes of good society and government. And so, as we
shall also see, virtue, both moral and intellectual, is more an effect than a
cause of sound government generally, and of political constitution in
particular.

Political theorizing prior to the discoveries of the Classical School had
failed to give a definitive account of the process by which the virtues or the
vices are elevated and diffused throughout a community.” In Plato’s
Republic, for example, the author, through the medium of his interlocutors,
underscores the fundamental truth that the achievement of the good life
depends largely upon a proper organization of government. And in more

specific terms, we are informed by Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics that

the legislator makes the citizen good through habituation, and that “[right]

*See the Disquisition, 38-40.
*'See Chapter VIIL
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habituation is what makes the difference between a good political system and
a bad one.”® And yet, while the Platonic and Aristotelian accounts are
sound as far as they go; they do not, for example, describe, in specific terms,
the process by which the moral virtues or vices are elevated and diffused
throughout a community. Moreover, these accounts do not specify that
particular principle of our nature in terms of which we may be rightly
habituated -- the dual-principle. These and other philosophical accounts of
politics prior to Calhoun, although often brilliant and highly suggestive,
were not sufficiently detailed, forceful, and unambiguous on this point to
disabuse men of the view that the manner in which society is organized is a
matter of indifference once the dictates of empowered fancy are carried out. ®
Closely associated with this older and vulgar understanding of society
and politics — with its over-simplistic and superficial account of causes -- was
the view — at least equally ancient and influential - that virtuous leaders and
citizenry are to be produced by the more direct paedeutic and exhortatory
measures characteristic of civic education and religious instruction. Indeed,
until the eighteenth century, men had attained, at best, only a partial and
rudimentary understanding of the influence of those tendencies which are
naturally and inexorably associated with the structure of government itself.
Again, as we shall see more clearly in Chapter VII, this older “paedeutic”
view of soul-crafting must be viewed as a naive and rudimentary conception
unequal to the task of explaining sufficiently the advent, in a given instance,

of virtue or of vice in an actual community. And it was this theoretical

2 See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, tr. Terence Irwin (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing,
1985), Book I, 34.

*? Calhoun’s Disquisition is capable of effecting such disabuse, but has not done so to the
degree that it might because the work has been largely neglected due to certain other historical
and philosophical reasons.
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failure, coupled with the disappointment and disillusionment which
naturally attended every effort to realize a virtuous citizenry and ruling class
through the application of its principles, which contributed to the overthrow
of the older view of society already mentioned. And so the older view of
society, together with what I have called the”“paedeutic” view of soul-crafting,
although disproved in practice countless times over the centuries, long
persisted by mere default both as theoretical models and as guides to action.
It was only with the articulation of what may be called the “structural” or
“institutional” views of Calhoun and the classical political economists that
these older views on society and morals would be obliged to stand against
rival expl