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John  C. C alhoun  w as the  on ly  A m erican po litical w rite r o f  the  p eriod  from  the 

1770's u n til the 1860's to  se t d o w n  a general and  system atic ph ilo soph ical account of the  

n a tu re  o f m an  an d  g o v ernm en t. A lso, C alhoun  ex p o u n d ed  a n  id ea l o f constitu tiona l 

governm en t that is com pelling  and , in  m any respects, original. B ut, w h ile  he is w id e ly  

know n as a great A m erican sta tesm an, C alhoun has n o t y e t been  ad eq u a te ly  characterized 

as a  m oral and  political th inker. In  this study , a beg inn ing  is m ad e  a t show ing  th a t on  

the  basis of the range, the  d ep th , and  the  originality of h is ideas, C a lhoun  deserves to be 

considered  as one am ong  th e  g rea t m oral and  political ph ilo so p h ers  of the  W est. The 

overarch ing  aim  of m y d isse rta tion  is to characterize C alhoun  accu ra te ly  as a m oral an d  

political th inker b y  w ritin g  w h a t w ill be the  first ph ilosoph ic  w o rk  o n  C alhoun 's  ideas 

th a t trea ts of fundam ental them es in  a m anner tha t conveys the  essence an d  the w hole  of 

h is thought.

In sp ired  b y  th e  fo u n d a tio n a l w o rk  of N ew ton , La P lace, a n d  o thers , C a lh o u n  

so u g h t to  lay a so lid  fo u n d a tio n  for the  science o f g o v e rn m e n t b y  d iscovering  an d  

articu la ting  — th rough  the  u se  of "m etaphysical reasoning" — w h a t I have  called the  first 

p rin c ip le  of politics, " th a t  p rin c ip le  w ith o u t w hich  g o v ern m en t w o u ld  n o t exist, an d  

w ith  w hich  its existence is necessary ." C alhoun locates th is p rin c ip le  in  h u m an  n a tu re , 

a n d  calls i t  the  " tw o -fo ld  c o n s titu tio n  of ou r n a tu re ."  In  h is  D is q u is i t io n  o n  

G overnm en t, C alhoun show s h o w  the g rea t questions com prehended  b y  political science 

can be g iven  their defin itive answ ers in  term s of tha t principle.

M y stu d y  includes a critical d iscussion of the  m anner in  w h ic h  C alhoun  explains 

the  g rea t phenom ena o f po litics b y  recourse to th is first p rincip le . The phenom ena  an d  

issues illum ina ted  an d  ex p la in ed  include, am ong o thers: th e  o rig in  a n d  fu n d am en ta l 

n a tu re  o f society, g o v ern m en t, a n d  constitu tion ; the  m oral c h a rac te r  o f citizens a n d  

g o v ern m en t leaders; th e  u n ifica tio n  o r d iv ision , an d  th e  s tre n g th  o r w eakness of th e  

com m unity; and the degree of know ledge of personal and  public g o o d  th a t is achieved by  

participan ts in  a political o rder.
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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 d isparity  betw een G od and m an is never m ore evident than  

in the  w isdom  of the ir respective judgm ents. In d ee d , o u r m erely hum an  

contrivance of h isto rical w riting  m u st som etim es ap p ea r as a pa ltry  and  

insignificant conceit w hen  com pared to the m otions a n d  perceptions of G od 's 

eye. But this inequality  betw een God and  m an, b e in g  a d irect reflection of 

com parative goodness and  intelligence, has an im perfec t analogue am ongst 

m en them selves.

H u m a n  h is to rica l ju d g m en ts  re flec t th e  in te llig e n c e  and  m oral 

character of the judges as m uch as they repo rt the d eed s  and  w ords of those 

w ho are judged . W hole societies and  cultures, like in d iv id u a l men, m ay be 

know n by the judgm ents they pronounce. Thus w e m ay  read ily  deduce and 

clearly perceive the condition of m en 's souls — in c lu d in g  our ow n — by first 

observ ing  w h a t is ap p ro v ed  or d isap p ro v ed , a n d  w hy. This sobering  

recog n ition  has accom pan ied  m e th ro u g h o u t th e  p re se n t investigation , 

serving all the w hile and  all at once, as a w arning , a  gu ide, an d  a source of 

in sp ira tion .

John  C. C a lh o u n  (1782-1850) occupies a sp e c ia l p lace  w ith in  the 

A m erican political and  intellectual pantheon. He s ta n d s  o u t from  am ong the 

m ajor A m erican  p o litica l th inkers -- w ho  in c lu d e  Jefferson , H am ilton , 

M adison, A dam s, R andolph , and Taylor -- because he  offered not m erely  

iso la ted  reflections on  politics an d  re la ted  m a tte rs , b u t  a system atic  

specu la tive-ph ilosoph ical account of the  natu re , o f  m an  an d  governm ent. 

This c ircu m stan ce  e n title s  h im  p e rh a p s  to re c o g n itio n  as A m erica 's  

p reem inen t po litical ph ilosopher. A lso, since he w as the  only  A m erican 

from  colonial tim es u n til a t least the  1860's to e x p o u n d  a tim eless and
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system atic political doc trine  abou t the h um an  good, C a lhoun  is evidently  the 

prim e cand idate  am o n g  A m erican  th inkers for in d u c tio n  into the W estern  

ph ilosoph ical c an o n .1 Yet, w hile  he is w ide ly  k n o w n  as an  in fluen tia l 

politician and  sta tesm an , C alhoun  has n o t yet been  ad eq u a te ly  characterized 

either as a m oral an d  po litical th inker o r as a sta tesm an. This is so because 

u n d e rs ta n d in g  C a lh o u n 's  ph ilo soph ic  ideas an d  a p p re h e n d in g  his tru e  

sta tu re  as a sta tesm an  are  in tim ately  rela ted  en terp rises . In  this study, a 

beginning is m ade a t sh o w in g  th a t on the basis of the  range, the dep th , and  

the originality  of his ideas, C alhoun  deserves to be considered  as one am ong 

the great m oral and  po litical philosophers of the West.

M y overarch ing  aim  in  this s tudy  is to iden tify  a n d  to articu late  the 

fundam enta l e lem ents of C a lhoun 's  philosophy , a n d  to describe their basic 

in terrelations one to a n o th e r w ith in  the context of critical discussion. This 

project, am bitious th o u g h  it  is, m ay be v iew ed  as a n  essen tia l feature o f a 

m ore general and  fa r m ore  extensive project: th a t o f s itu a tin g  C a lhoun 's  

speculative ideas in  re la tion  bo th  to political h istory  o r experience and  to the 

W estern  philosophical trad ition .

W hile s tu d y in g  the  essay  th a t follows, the read e r sh o u ld  keep in m ind  

that this latter project is n o t m y presen t object. For the  la tte r project assum es 

n o t m erely a careful s tu d y  of C alhoun 's ideas, b u t an  extensive know ledge 

both  of other political th inkers and  of the political trad itions and  practices of 

the  West. Recognizing th a t this m ore am bitious pro ject is beyond  m y presen t 

erud ition , I have ch o sen  a m ore m odest task. But, in  o rd e r to gauge the

1 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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orig inality  and general significance of C alhoun 's ideas fully , of course, the 

m ore am bitious, com parative  s tu d y  w ould  be in  o rd er, th a t it m ay  serve as 

the foundation  for such appra isa l. Even so, the p re sen t w ork  w ill h a rd ly  be 

found  to desist from  this general, intellectual-historical m ode of evaluation. 

A fter all, such evaluative reflections need not be w holly  excluded  from  such a 

w ork , so long as they  are p ro ffe red  as m ore su g g estiv e  th an  doctrinaire . 

T herefo re , the g enera l in te llec tu a l-h is to rica l p ro n o u n c e m e n ts  w h ich  do 

a p p e a r  in  the  p resen t w o rk  sh o u ld  be construed  b y  the  re a d e r  as m ore 

tentative and suggestive th an  as finally settled and  insisted  upon .

C alhoun  is now , a n d  a lw ays has been, m o re  w id e ly  k n o w n  as a 

po litic ian  and sta tesm an th a n  as a philosopher. The reason  for this is two­

fold: first, the s ta te sm an ly  a n d  ph ilosoph ical concerns w e re  so evenly

m atch ed  in  C alhoun; second ly , practical po litica l issues n a tu ra lly  elicit 

s tronger em otions and  solicitude as com pared w ith  speculative  ones. A dd  to 

th is reason that "C alhoun  w as a controversial figure w ho  stood  aga in st the 

cou rse  th a t A m erican  h is to ry  has taken", to w a rd  w h o m  "h o s tility  is 

inevitable" 2, and  it is hard ly  su p ris in g  that his sta tesm anly  career has received 

far m ore critical a tten tion  th an  his speculative ideas. This m eans, how ever, 

th a t historians, together w ith  a few  political scientists, have  been  left v irtually  

a lone  to in te rp re t C a lh o u n 's  life  a n d  ideas for su ccess iv e  g enera tions 

according m erely to the conceptual categories and  p rejud ices pecu liar to their 

o w n  respective disciplines, w ith  little or no in p u t a n d  correction  from  other

zSee Clyde N. Wilson, Tohn C. Calhoun: A Bibliography. Bibliographies of American 
Notables, No. 1 (London: Meckler, 1990), 4.
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fields, including for exam ple, philosophy and  econom ics.3 This circum stance, 

of itself, should  suggest th a t m uch of the ex isting  lite ra tu re  on C a lhoun  is 

h igh ly  problem atic.

M uch has been  w ritten  on the g rea t political events of C alhoun 's life 

and  on  his struggles as a  politician and statesm an. Indeed, m ost of the critical 

a tten tion  C alhoun has received  thusfar has been from  e ither b iographers or 

po litica l h isto rians, w h o  have  typically  charac terized  C alhoun  as a m an  

d istinctly  A m erican an d  d istinctly  Southern .4 Yet, w hile som e of these m ore 

stric tly  h istorical w orks have  considerab le  m erit, they  have, for v a rio u s  

reasons, fallen short in characterizing Calhoun. By focusing on certain  facts 

about C alhoun's upbring ing  and  political career, an d  by  failing both to fathom  

an d  to app rec ia te  fu lly  the  dep th , o rig ina lity , a n d  sign ificance  of h is  

philosophical thought; these b iographers and  h isto rian s — includ ing  those  

m ost sym pathetic  to the  m an  in his struggles — have o ften  fallen in to  the  

e rro r of dep icting  C a lhoun  as a m erely con tingen t and  "h isto rical" figure  

w hose ideas and  actions could  have little  relevance or m ean ing  beyond  his

3 But, exceptions so far as economics is concerned include Giuseppe Butta, "Politica, 
economica e sodeta net penserios di John C. Calhoun" Historica 34 (January-March 1981): 3-8, 
and espedally Francis J. Donoghue, "The Economic and Sodal Prindples of John C. Calhoun" 
Ph. D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1969.

4 The standard biography of Calhoun is Charles M. Wiltse, Tohn C. Calhoun. 3 vols. 
(Indianapolis: Bobbs Merrill, 1944-1951). The best one-volume treatment is Margaret L. Coit, 
Tohn C- Calhoun: American Portrait (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1950).
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own age.5

C om para tive ly  little  has been  w ritten  on the u n iv ersa l charac te r of 

C alhoun 's though t. 6 C onsequently , no t m ere ly  am ong  eco n o m is ts  an d  

philosophers, b u t e v en  am ong  a vast m ajority  of po litica l sc ien tis ts  an d  

historians today, little  o r no th ing  is known about C alhoun  as a ph ilo sopher 

concerned w ith  tim e less  tru th s  ab o u t the h u m an  co n d itio n . A n d  yet, 

C alhoun the p h ilo so p h er stood o u t in  an era renow ned  for its g rea t o rato rs 

and  sta tesm en .7 In d ee d , as a ph ilosopher-sta tesm an , C a lh o u n  s tan d s  o u t 

am ong bo th  sta tesm en  an d  philosophers in general.

5 On Calhoun's continuing relevance, see, for example, Peter F. Drucker, "A Key to American 
Politics: Calhoun's Pluralism" Review of Politics 10 (October 1948): 412-426; Thomas Fleming, 
The Politics of Human Mature fNew Brunswick, N.J., and Oxford: Transaction Books, 1988; 
Russell Kirk, "Calhoun Endures" Southern Partisan 9 (Third Quarter 1989): 20-24; Felix 
Morley, Freedom and Federalism fChicago: Henry Regnery, 1951); Vukan Kuic, "John C. 
Calhoun's Theory of the'Concurrent Majority'" American Bar Asssociation Toumal 69 (April 
1983): 482-486; Wilhelm 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, Thomwell and others as we grapple today with the staggering problems of a 
world in headlong transition to the Lord knows what."

6 The most noteworthy exception to the general neglect of Calhoun's ideas has been August 
O. Spain, The Political Theory of Tohn C. Calhoun (New York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1968), 
originally published in 1951. Aside from Spain's work, published treatments o f 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 w ell 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.

7 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 w ritings, one finds com bined the 

im press of extensive practical political experience and  a m arked  preference for 

m etaphysical d iscourse. U nique am ong  po litica l theorists, C alhoun — like 

Cicero, M arcus A urelius, and E dm und  B urke — b ro u g h t to his m editations 

on m orals and  politics the first-hand experience of a statesm an. His political 

and  ph ilosophical th o u g h t evolved over a fo rty -year pe riod  in  public  office, 

d u ring  w hich  he he ld  several of the h ig h es t offices of the A m erican union , 

includ ing  those o f senato r (15 years), congressm an  (7), Secretary of War (7), 

Secretary  of S tate (1), and  v ice -p resid en t (7). U n ique am ong  sta tesm en , 

C alhoun  p o ssessed  those  p ro d ig io u s  p o w e rs  of the in te llec t n e ed e d  to 

penetrate  to rem ote  and  recondite causes. T he m etaphysical character of his 

m ind m ay be illu stra ted  by  considering how , even  in  speeches and letters on 

the m ost p ractical an d  concrete issues, say, o n  a tariff b ill o r on a m atte r of 

foreign affairs, one typically  finds a leavening , of specu la tion  in term s of 

un iversa l p rin c ip les . As he w o u ld  d e m o n s tra te  m an y  tim es d u rin g  the 

course  o f h is  p o litic a l career, C a lh o u n  p o sse sse d  th a t  rare  facu lty  of 

considering  "circum stances in their com binations", and  of determ in ing  their 

relative pow er in  "p ropelling  events."

In  C a lh o u n , as in  p e rh ap s no o th e r  s ta te sm an  o r p h ilo so p h er in  

history, w e find an  even  and harm on ious b len d  of tw o d isparate  m odes of 

thinking and  living, the v ita  c o n tem p la tiv a  and  the v ita  ac tiva .8

8 See The Wisdom of Conservatism. 4 vols. ed. Peter Witonski (New Rochelle, N.Y.: 
Arlington House, 1971), 1883: "It is rare to find a man in the history of practical politics in 
whom the v ita  activa and the v ita  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 w e find in both Calhoun and Cicero.
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S p ecu la tiv e  p h ilo so p h y  a n d  the  a r t  o f s ta te sm an sh ip  a re  ever 

susceptib le to m u tua l a lienation  and d iv ision , e ither th rough  the corrup tion  

of one or of the o ther, or of both.9 But C a lhoun  achieved  a kind of easy 

balance betw een statesm anship  and ph ilosophy  -- a balance, that is, betw een 

the h ighest form  of p rac tical w isdom  (g h ronesis) and  theoretical w isdom  

(theona). In fact, as this w ork  will suggest, C alhoun 's life w as a forceful and  

d ram a tic  d e m o n s tra tio n  of the n a tu ra l  a n d  p ro p e r  in tim acy  b e tw een  

sta tesm anship  and  tru e  philosophy, and  of the  tragic frustrations and setbacks 

to w hich  bo th  are susceptible in  the w orld  of practical politics.

T hose v e rsed  in  the  W estern po litica l ph ilo so p h ica l trad ition  w ho 

s tu d y  C alhoun 's ideas w ith  care w ill have no  difficulty  recognizing th a t the 

A m erican ph ilosopher is a th inker in the g rea t Classical Republican trad ition  

of Plato, A ristotle, Cicero, St. A ugustine, M achiavelli, and  H u m e .10 C a lh o u n  

spoke clearly  and  d irectly  to the g rea t and  fundam en ta l m oral and political 

issues th a t confront every  generation. A cata logue of the  issues w hich  he 

addressed  w ould  be lengthy, and w ould include the following.

W hence do society, governm ent, and  constitu tion  come? — or in  w hat 

d o  th ey  h a v e  th e ir  o rig in s?  W h at a re  th e  fu n d a m e n ta l p o litic a l 

p rec o n d itio n s  of h u m a n  su rv iv a l and  h u m a n  flo u rish in g ?  W hat is the 

p ro p er rela tion  betw een  liberty  and  order? W hat are sovereignty  and  self- 

ru le? — and  how  can  a people a tta in  these? W hat determ ines, in  a g iven 

in stance, the  p ro p e r  o r sa lu ta ry  ex ten t of g o v ern m en ta l pow er? W hat 

determ ines, in a  g iven instance, the p roper or sa lu ta ry  extent of the liberty  of

9 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.

10 Compare J. William Harris, "Last of the Classical Republicans: An Interpretation of John
C. Calhoun" C iv il Wa r History 30 (September 1984): 255-267.
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individuals? W hat are the  sources of na tional strength  and patrio tism , or of 

the physical and  m oral pow er of a com m unity? — and w hat factors encourage 

or retard  their developm ent? W hat are the  chief determ inants of the m orals 

of po litical leaders , and  of the  people  of a general com m unity? W h at 

com bination of conditions gives the g rea test im petus possible to the desire of 

each person for self-im provem ent? W hat is the true nature of liberty? W hat 

is the fundam ental relationship betw een liberty  and virtue? H ow  m igh t the 

governm ent of a com m unity  be so o rgan ized  or reform ed, so as to serve as 

the governm ent of the w hole  com m unity, w ithou t prejudice to any  portion?

C alhoun  gave answ ers to these fundam en ta l and critically im p o rtan t 

questions, and to others of equal import.

In sp ired  by  the foundationa l in sigh ts and  discoveries of G alileo , 

N ew ton, La Place, and  others, C alhoun so u g h t to lay a solid foundation  for 

the science of governm ent by  discovering an d  articulating — th rough  the use  

of "m etaphysical reasoning" — w hat I call the  first principle of politics, " th a t 

p rincip le  w ith o u t w hich  governm ent w o u ld  n o t exist, and  w ith  w h ich  its 

existence is necessary." C alhoun  finds th is  princip le  in hum an  na tu re , an d  

calls it the  "tw o-fo ld  constitu tion  of o u r n a tu re ."  In his D isquisition  o n  

G o v e rn m e n t (posthum ously , 1851), C alhoun  show s how the great questions 

com prehended  by  political science can be g iven  their definitive answ ers in  

term s of tha t principle.

This s tu d y  inc ludes a critical d iscu ssio n  of the m anner in  w h ich  

C alhoun explains the g rea t phenom ena o f politics by  recourse to this first 

principle. In calling this w ork  "critical", how ever, it should be rem em bered  

tha t genuine criticism  involves recognizing an d  appreciating the insigh t and
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o th e r s treng ths of a th in k e r as w ell as ap p reh en d in g  a n d  c en su rin g  his 

deficiencies. C onsequently , the true critic is anim ated first a n d  forem ost by  a 

sp irit of em pathetic  u n d e rs tan d in g  an d  appreciation; and  th is  sp ir it  is as 

conducive to fairness and  tru th  as it is inim ical to, for exam ple , th a t pe tty  

reserve and  peev ish  con tra rie ty  w h ich  are som etim es m is tak en  for genuine 

criticism .11

The p h en o m en a  illu m in a ted  an d  explained  h e re in  in c lu d e , am ong  

others: the o rig in  an d  fu n d am en ta l n a tu re  of society, g o v e rn m e n t, and

constitu tion ; the m o ra l character of citizens and  g o v e rn m en t leaders; the 

unification or d ivision, and  the stren g th  or w eakness of the com m unity ; and  

the  degree of know ledge  of p e rsonal and  public good th a t is ach ieved  by 

partic ipan ts in  a po litical o rder. As I w ill show, C a lhoun 's  d iscovery  and  

articulation of a first p rincip le m akes possible a concise, n a tu ra l, and  elegant 

theoretical ex p lan a tio n  of the  po litica l w orld . As w e sh a ll also see, in 

add ition  to m aking th is foundational discovery, C alhoun e x p o u n d ed  a n  ideal 

o f constitu tiona l g o v e rn m e n t th a t is com pelling  and , in  m a n y  respec ts, 

original. But, the reader w ill ask, how  is it that these im p o rtan t po in ts about 

C alhoun 's ph ilosophy  have n o t been  b ro u g h t ou t previously?

The lite ra tu re  o n  C a lhoun  ind icates that h is ph ilo so p h ic  ideas have 

fa llen  subject to a v a rie ty  of n eg lec t so com plete  th a t su p e rfic ia l and

11 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, TohnC. 
Calhoun (New York: Washington Square Press, Inc., 1966), 159, where Current charges August O. 
Spain, The Political Theory of Tohn C. Calhoun (previously cited), with being "uncritical."
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m islead ing  trea tm en ts  s tan d  today in the  guise  of authorities. 12 T hese ill- 

conceived  a n d  sha llow  in te rp re ta tions co n tin u e  to influence scho lars and  

laym en, thereby  obfuscating C alhoun's ideas. One reason for this neg lect and  

m is trea tm en t is th a t po litical th inkers, su ch  as C alhoun, of the g en era tio n  

fo llow ing  the  A m erican  F ound ing  have  received  only sligh t a tte n tio n  in  

co m p ariso n  to th e ir fathers. T hus the  ideas of Jefferson13 (1743-1826), 

M adison (1751-1836), and  H am ilton (cl755-1804) have received v astly  m ore 

critical a tten tion  from  subsequent generations of Am ericans than  the ideas of 

John R an d o lp h  of Roanoke (1773-1833), Jo h n  Taylor of Caroline (1753-1824), 

and  C alhoun . A no ther reason  for the  neg lect is, of course, th a t C a lh o u n  has 

been p o rtray ed  by  generations of h istorians as a leading sta tesm an (w hich  he 

was) and  on ly  tangentia lly  as a political th inker. But these reasons a lone are 

no t suffic ien t to explain  the  relative p o v e rty  , of the lite ra tu re  on  C a lh o u n 's  

ideas, an d  the failure thusfar to characterize h im  both as a sta tesm an a n d  as a 

ph ilo sopher. In  fact, m ost of the blam e for this poverty  and failure m u s t be 

laid  sq u a re ly  a t the  feet of the re ig n in g  " lib e ra l-p ro g ressiv e-eg a lita rian "  

orthodoxy of ou r day.

A s a s ta te sm an , C alhoun  co n tested  the ascendency of th is p o te n t

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

13 Significantly, there is considerable evidence that Jefferson and Calhoun were Mends; 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 did 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 Mendship as 
political capital. See Margaret Coit, Tohn C. Calhoun: American Portrait (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1950), 34-36.
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political an d  em o tiona l-in te llec tua l force. As a p h ilo so p h er, he  left to

poste rity  som e of the in te llectual w eapons w ith  w h ich  fu tu re  generations

m ight com bat w h a t he deem ed the pernicious and  destructive  effects of this

force. So the relative poverty  of the literature on C alhoun 's ideas is largely a

consequence of the cu rren t p redom inance  and  fash ionab ility  of rival and

an tithetical ideas. The p redom inance  of such  ideas over con tem porary

c u ltu re , th en , h as re n d e re d  m an y  o f C a lh o u n 's  id e a s , for a tim e,

unfashionable. But then , tru th s are necessarily unfash ionable  w here  thought

suffers distem per. Indeed , a cure for this d istem per m ay  lie, for exam ple, in

som e re-affirm ation and  fu rther developm ent of certain  unfashionable ideas.

F inding "w eighty  adm irers" in  every  generation14, C alhoun  has en d u red  both

the shallow  attacks of po litical dabblers and  the bitter, defam atory , and  m ore

determ ined onslaughts of bigo ted  ideologues w ith  axes to g r in d .15

Review ing the lite ra tu re , a leading C alhoun scholar, Professor Clyde N.

W ilson, notes how  "h isto rical evaluations of C alhoun  ten d  to fall into two

schools, both  of w hich da te  back to C alhoun's ow n lifetim e":

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

14 See Clyde N. Wilson, Tohn 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.

15 See, for example, Gerald M. Capers. Tohn C. Calhoun. Opportunist: A Reappraisal 
(Gainesville, FI.: University of Florida Press, 1960), Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in 
America (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1955) and Hermann E. von Holst, TohnC. 
Calhoun (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1882).
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school crested in  the 1950s and has had  a m inor revival in the 1980s. It 
began in C alhoun 's lifetime and has never d ied  entirely  away. The 
other school portrays him  as either d e lu d ed  or fanatical, or both, 
w arped by am bition  and unrealistic abstractionism . This view 
originates in contem porary  journalistic criticism  and  has continued to 
the p resen t.16

Describing how  the literature has developed , W ilson adds: "P erhaps 

superficiality  is the g rea test problem , for m an y  w riters  have assum ed th a t 

C alhoun  has a lready  been  adequately  charac terized , and  they need  do  no 

m ore than  refer to an  accepted stereotype 17." A nd yet: "O ther w riters have  

constantly  discovered new  aspects of his career and  n ew  applications of h is 

political thought I8." In  fact, one of the m ajor p roblem s w ith  the litera ture  on  

C alhoun  is that " there  has been little in terchange betw een  the two g ro u p s."  

Consequently, "the  lite ra tu re  does n o t so m u c h  p rog ress  as go ro u n d  in  

circles", so that "large gaps rem ain in  our know ledge l9."

The presen t w ork  is an  attem pt to b reak  o u t of this basically fru itless

'7 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 C ity  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.
19 Ibid, 3.
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circular p a tte rn . But this shou ld  be done n o t by  seek ing , for exam ple, an  

im possible rap p ro ch em en t betw een  these tw o irreconcilab le cam ps, bu t by  

presenting a m ore accurate understanding  of C alhoun 's life and  ideas. In this 

way, superficial perspec tives and  the perverse sen tim en ts an d  passions th a t 

such  perspectives generate  and  reinforce m ay be overcom e only  by  achieving 

greater dep th  of u n d ers tan d in g . A  deeper and  m ore critical perspective w ill 

allow  us, for exam ple, to  clear aw ay the concep tual b ram bles w hich  have 

c lu ttered  the lite ra tu re  here to . These bram bles have  th e ir  sources in  bo th  

innocent superfic iality  an d  in the "righteous" conviction  th a t C alhoun  w as a 

sophist in behalf of som e in terest or other. A lthough  sp aw n ed  from  a variety 

of perspec tives a n d  m o tiv a tio n s, these a llega tions o f so p h is try  share in  

com m on the p ro p e r ty  of b e in g  u n fo u n d ed , as th e  p re s e n t  s tu d y  w ill 

u n dertake  to show . T hus C alhoun has been  labe lled , to g ive b u t few  

examples: "the M arx of the  m aster class" (Hofstadter: 1948); an  "opportun ist" 

(Capers: 1948); a "p h ilo so p h er of reaction" (C urrent: 1963); "the  b igo t w ho 

defended  h u m an  se rv itu d e "  (Coit: 1950); and  a p ra g m a tis t o r unprincip led  

equivocator w hose ea rly  nationalism  gave w ay  to a d ecen tra lis t an d  sta tes ' 

righ ts position  (Thom as: 1968). W hat rem ains is to consider ju s t how  this 

greater dep th  of u n d ers tan d in g  m ay be achieved.

E very scho larly  task , like every h u m an  life, h a s  b o th  b u rd en s  an d  

advantages pecu lia r to itself. The m ain b u rd e n  in v o lv ed  in  characterizing  

C alhoun accurately  as a sta tesm an  and ph ilosopher is m an ifo ld , and  consists 

of addressing  a t least th ree  overlapping  and m u tua lly  rein fo rcing  prejudices. 

These are th a t C alhoun  w as: (1) a m ere politician  and  n o t a h ig h  statesm an; 

(2) a so p h is t in  b e h a lf  of the  slave-ho ld ing  in te res t; a n d  (3) a stric tly
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"A m erican" o r even  "S ou thern" political th inker w hose ideas are of lim ited 

application and  relevance. In ad d ress in g  these defam ato ry  claim s, how ever, 

we m ust keep in clear v iew  the n a tu re  and  significance of those honours and  

appellations w h ich  the  au tho rs of such  claim s w o u ld  d en y  C alhoun . As I 

sha ll em phasize , so p h is try  a n d  p h ilo so p h y  are  m u tu a lly  exclusive  and  

antithetical activ ities, since ph ilo so p h y  involves d is in te res ted  p u rsu it of the 

tru th . So sta tesm ansh ip  and  ph ilo sophy  are universalistic  an d  disin terested; 

while sophistry  and  "m ere" politics are necessarily particu laristic  and  partial. 

Consequently, the  b u rd e n  for the sym pathetic  in te rp re te r of C a lhoun  is to 

establish bo th  the un iversal character of his ideas and  the d isin terested  na tu re  

of his m otives. This s tu d y  concentrates m ostly on  the  form er task.

Evidently , p oste rity  will be free to take fulLand p ro p e r advan tage  of the 

gu idance  a n d  in sp ira tio n  w h ich  C a lh o u n 's  p h ilo so p h y  a n d  s ta te sm an ly  

exam ple offer on ly  a fte r the p o iso n ed  w ell of the  in te rp re te rs ' has been  

redeem ed and  purified . W hat w e find once the charges of soph istry  or special 

p leading  have been  d ispatched  is tha t the field for in te rp re ta tio n  of C alhoun 's 

ideas is largely  open . Ironically  then , one advan tage  to h av in g  one 's  ideas 

neglected, or d isco u n ted  as m ere  rationalizations of n a rro w  in terest, is tha t 

they  are less often, a n d  p e rh a p s  less seriously,, m isu n d e rs to o d . T hus, in 

in terpreting C alhoun, w e are n o t b u rd en ed  in the w ay  th a t in te rp reters are of 

say, the philosophies of H um e, H egel, o r N ietzsche. For as one H um e scholar 

has w ritten: "M ore th an  any o ther m o d em  philosopher, H um e has appeared  

as the construct of the  conceptual fram ew orks .that in te rp re ters  have im posed 

u p o n  h im 20." So th e  m ain  b u rd e n  confron ting  the  in te rp re te r  of C a lhoun 's

20 See Donald W. Livingston. Hume's Philosophy of Common Life f Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1984), 1.
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ideas a t p re s e n t is n o t to  argue  a g a in s t fa lse  b u t  w e ll-e s tab lish ed  

interpretations of h is ideas as philosophy (rather th an  as sophistry). Instead, 

his pecu liar b u rd e n  is to see to it th a t C a lh o u n 's  ideas becom e generally  

acknow ledged as elem ents of a timeless philosophical speech, as was in tended 

by C alhoun him self.

N ow , I have said  tha t C alhoun has no t been  adequate ly  characterized 

either as a ph ilo sopher o r as a statesm an. But, g iven  th a t these vocations are 

so tho rough ly  in te rtw in e d  in  Calhoun, be ing  m odes of activ ity  w hich are 

only d is tin c t conceptually , these tw o pro jects can  h a rd ly  be carried  o u t 

independently  of one  another. In fact, as I suggested earlier, the m ain reason 

w hy w riters co n tinue  to m isin terp re t C a lh o u n 's  w o rd s an d  deeds as a 

s ta tesm an  is th a t th ey  have  failed to g rasp  the  essen tia l po in ts o f his 

philosophy. Indeed , in  a self-critical m om ent, C a lhoun  said: "M y politics, I 

think I m ay say w ith  perfect tru th , has been a system  founded  on  certain fixed 

principles; and  to ca rry  them  into effect has .been m y h ighest am bition." 

D espite such su g gestions, however, h isto rians an d  po litica l scientists have 

failed to u n d e rs tan d  C a lhoun 's  political behavior, a t crucial junctures in  the 

political h isto ry  of the  U nited  States because of a p rio r failure to grasp bo th  

the  su b s ta n c e  a n d  im p lica tio n s  of C a lh o u n 's  m o ra l an d  p o litic a l 

ph ilosophical ideas a n d  his self-consciously conce ived  ro le as an  agen t 

w ith in  an estab lish ed  trad itio n  of political p rac tice . In  fact, this k ind  of 

superficiality  has ten d e d  to be self-perpetuating  w ith in  the literature, and  

m an y  o f th e se  m is in te rp re ta t io n s  o r ig in a te d  a m o n g  C a lh o u n 's  

con tem poraries a n d  co n tin u e  to be echoed  o r re p e a te d  uncritica lly  by  

historians and  others.
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In a recent w ork, Professor W ilson observes: "T here rem ains m uch to 

be said about various unexplored  aspects of [C alhoun's] po litical thought, bu t 

the m ost pressing  need  is to see its range and  w holeness 21." Indeed , as W ilson 

suggests, there is as yet no ph ilosoph ical w ork  on  C a lh o u n 's  ideas that treats 

of fundam ental them es in  a m anner that conveys the  essence and  the w hole 

of his thought.

In tended  to fill th is lacuna, the presen t essay w as com posed  w ith  an eye 

to the full range of C alhoun 's ideas, and in a m an n er d esig n ed  to convey the 

im press of th e  w ho le  of h is though t. Being a co m p re h en s iv e  s tudy  of 

C alhoun 's  m oral, social, an d  political p h ilo sophy , th is  w o rk  involves a 

de ta iled  analysis an d  assessm en t of certa in  fu n d a m e n ta l in sig h ts  of the 

complex of his ideas, and  of their more im p o rtan t in terre la tions. In  order to 

convey an accurate  sense of the whole of h is th o u g h t, i t  w as necessary to 

uncover and  to arrange in  p roper order the fundam en ta l them es and  insights 

of C alhoun 's w ork . This could  be done only  b y  tak in g  seriously  and by 

evaluating  critically  h is claim  to have laid  a so lid  fo u n d a tio n  for political 

science. C a lh o u n  announces th is in ten tion  a t th e  b e g in n in g  of his m ost 

theoretical w ork, A D isqu isition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t.

Once C alhoun 's in tentions and claims on  this score are taken  seriously, 

the careful s tu d en t of the  D isquisition, now  liberated , fo r exam ple, from the 

"unth inking  stereotypes w hich  dom inate m uch  of the  [secondary] literature", 

is able to descry  the un d erly in g  unity  in his th o u g h t .22 W hen  th is critical

21 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 Tohn 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-.

22See Clyde N. Wilson, Tohn C. Calhoun: A Bibliography. 4.
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perspec tive  is ach iev ed , it becom es ev id en t th a t, th ro u g h  h is  w ritings, 

C alhoun  reveals to u s  a b o ld  new  u n d e rs tan d in g  of th e  h u m a n  political 

w orld . M oreover, as I shall suggest, this u n d ers tan d in g  is one fraugh t w ith 

new  and exciting practical political possibilities and  theore tical horizons.

So the key  to  u n d e rs ta n d in g  the w hole  o f C a lh o u n 's  ph ilosophy , 

including  his p ro n o u n cem en ts  on  d isparate  m oral an d  po litica l issues, is to 

un ders tand  first his p ro jec t of lay ing  a solid foundation  for po litical science. 

Tow ard this end , P a rt I of th is essay exam ines the m ethod  an d  discovery by 

w hich  C alhoun so u g h t to p ro v id e  th a t foundation; w hile  P a rt II show s how  

th is foundation m akes possib le  the definitive exp lanation  o f the g rea t issues 

com prehended in the science of politics.

C hapter I is a w id e -ran g in g  discussion of the  re la tion  b e tw een  political 

experience and  political science. H ere I introduce C a lhoun 's  conception  of the 

n a tu re  of m e ta p h y s ic a l re a so n in g , and  ex am in e  th e  p o ss ib ili ty  and  

im portance of d istilling  science from  political phenom ena.

In C hapter II, th e  m ost basic or fundam ental d iscovery  resu lting  from 

C alhoun 's app lication  of m etaphysica l reasoning to the com plex  an d  diverse 

phenom ena of politics w ill be  p resen ted  and exam ined. W hat C alhoun  calls 

" th e  tw o-fold co n stitu tio n "  of m an 's  na tu re  w ill be  exp lica ted  in  system atic 

fashion; and th is in te rn a l constitu tion  or principle is one, it  tu rn s  out, whose 

fundam entality  and  exp lanato ry  pow er for politics is com parab le  to tha t of the 

Law  of G ravitation for physics. A fter explicating an d  analyzing  th is principle, 

the  second half of C h a p te r  II w ill consist of conjecture o n  th e  intellectual- 

h istorical sources a n d  in sp ira tio n s  w hich  led  to C a lh o u n 's  d iscovery  and 

developm ent of this fu n d am en ta l scientific principle.
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Chapter HI begins w ith  a description of the characteristics of a scientific 

firs t principle, then  d iscusses how  C alhoun  conceived of the p rin c ip le  of 

m an 's  two-fold constitu tion  as the first principle of the science of politics. In 

th is chapter, w e beg in  to see the scope and  explanatory  p o w er of this first 

principle. In this w ay, C hap ter HI serves as a general in troduction  to P art II, 

w here  several specific applications of the principle are treated  in  detail.

The purpose of P a rt II is to establish, through concrete illustra tions, the 

fu n d am e n ta lly  of C a lh o u n 's  "tw o-fold  constitu tion" as the first p rincip le  of 

politics. Tow ard this en d , I shall review  a few  central questions of m oral and  

po litica l philosophy, a n d  exp la in  how  C alhoun ap p ro ach ed  an d  answ ered  

these questions th ro u g h  the use  of this principle. The effect of these  detailed  

explanations w ill be to  clarify  w h a t C alhoun  m eans by  m an 's  " tw o-fo ld  

constitu tion", and  to estab lish  its p rod ig ious explanatory  pow er as the first 

principle of the science of politics.

C hap ter IV exam ines a them e w hich  dom inates the  f irs t p a rt  of 

C alhoun 's D isqu isition , his v iew  tha t society, governm ent, and  constitu tion  

sp rin g  d irectly  from  h u m a n  n a tu re , an d  specifically, from  the  "tw o-fo ld  

constitution" of ou r n a tu re . H ere w e begin  to see how  C alhoun  explains the 

g rea t varie ty  of societal an d  governm en ta l a rrangem ents th a t w e  find  in 

h isto ry  as so m any m odifications of this internal constitu tion  opera ting  as a 

decisive  influence o n  h u m a n  action . H ere  also, w h ile  d isc u ss in g  the  

respective ends of society  an d  governm ent, we begin  to see a fundam en ta l 

connection  th a t w ill b e  d ev e lo p ed  la te r betw een m an 's  tw o-fo ld  in te rna l 

constitu tion and  political constitu tion.

H aving explored C alhoun 's conception of the origin and  ends of society
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and  governm ent, w e b eg in  in  C hapter V to exam ine his conception  of 

political constitu tion . G overnm ent is necessary because w ithou t it, m an 's 

internal constitution w ou ld  lead him  to sacrifice the interests of others to his 

ow n supposed interest. But, while governm ent is a so lu tion  to this problem , 

governm ent is itself problem atic, also because of m an 's  in ternal constitution. 

In the absence of political constitution, governm ental pow ers tend to become 

converted  into in s tru m e n ts  of abuse and  o pp ression . A t the centre of 

C a lh o u n 's  ex p la n a tio n  of the  o rig in  and  n a tu re  of g o v e rn m en t and  

constitu tion is his d iscovery  and  paradoxical insigh t th a t bo th  tyranny and 

the various forms of resistance to tyranny share a com m on source in hum an 

nature. So the problem  of society, and its so lu tion  th rough  governm ent, and 

the problem  of governm ent, and  its solution th rough  political constitution — 

all have their source in  the "tw o-fold constitu tion" of m an 's  nature. This 

chapter presents the first of tw o principles w hose instantiation , according to 

C alhoun, is necessary for the  realization of constitu tional governm ent. This 

first p rincip le  of co n stitu tio n  is the righ t of suffrage, or a process and  

convention w hereby the ru lers are m ade responsib le  to the ruled. But the 

right of suffrage, as w e shall see, is insufficient,, of itself, to fulfill the ends of 

political constitu tion . To accom plish  th is, it is necessary  to instan tia te  

another principle in  ad d itio n  to the righ t of suffrage. C hap ter VI discusses 

this other principle.

This second a n d  su fficien t p rincip le  of po litica l constitu tion  is a 

hum an  convention w h ich  C alhoun  calls "organ ism ." H ere, in  C hapter VI, 

w e have a critical d iscussion  of that teaching  fo r w hich  C alhoun  is best 

know n, the doctrine of the  concurrent m ajority. C alhoun  tau g h t that every
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society, no m atter how  hom ogeneous, consists of a p lu ra lity  of po rtions or 

interests as regards the action  and  inaction of governm en t. For there  to be 

genu ine  c o n stitu tio n a l g o v e rn m en t, w h ere  the p u b lic  g o o d  en joys the 

constant and  u n a d u lte ra te d  so licitude of the c itizen ry , each  o f the  m ajor 

in terests of the com m un ity  m u st have the pow er o f se lf-p ro tec tion  in  the 

form  of a veto on  the leg islative  enactm ents in itia ted  an d  su p p o rte d  b y  the 

o ther interests. This system  of vetoes or negatives is w h a t C alhoun  m eans by 

"organism ", and  o rgan ism , com bined p roperly  w ith  th e  rig h t of suffrage, is 

w h a t makes a political constitu tion . Also in C hapter VI, in  d iscussions of the 

p ro p er source of law s a n d  th e  na tu re  of co n s titu tio n a l in te res ts , w e are 

in troduced  to the  C a lhoun ian -C lassica l R epub lican  v iew  th a t  in d iv id u a l 

lib e r ty  a n d  c o n s t i tu t io n a l  g o v e rn m e n t a re  m o ra l  a n d  in te lle c tu a l 

attainm ents.

H aving  sh o w n  in  C h ap te rs  IV, Vj an d  VI h o w  C a lh o u n  explains 

society, governm ent, a n d  po litica l constitu tion  in  te rm s of m a n 's  tw o-fold 

constitu tion , I co n tin u e  in  th e  rem ain ing  ch ap te rs  to  ex h ib it th e  g rea t 

explanatory pow er of th is  first principle. In these final chap ters, I exam ine 

several im portan t asp ec ts  of C a lhoun 's  claim  th a t th e  m o st fu n d am en ta l 

d istinction as regards all the  various form s of g o v e rn m en t is n o t tha t, for 

exam ple, be tw een  th e  m o n arch ica l, a ris toc ra tic , a n d  d em o cra tic  form s 

respectively, b u t is in s tead  the distinction  betw een abso lu te  governm en t, on 

the  one hand , and  constitu tiona l governm ent, on the  o th e r hand .

In C hap ter VH, I exam ine one of C a lh o u n 's  m o st im p o rta n t and 

p ioneering  philosophical speeches, his insight th a t the  p rin c ip a l influence on 

th e  developm ent of the  m o ra l character of the in d iv id u a ls  of a com m unity ,
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and  of their governm ental leaders, is the struc tu re  of g o v e rn m en t itself, and 

specifically, the  m eans b y  w h ich  governm en ta l p o w er a n d  influence are 

obtained. C alhoun show s th a t governm ent m ay  be u n d e rs to o d  as a structure 

of incentives and  d isincen tives, or of rew ards and  p u n ish m e n ts , that, in 

com bination  w ith  other, less im p o rtan t factors, influences the developm ent 

of the m oral sen tim ents of the ind iv idual and  fixes h is  conceptions of his 

ow n good and  of the good  of society. The spectacle o f governm ent, as a 

public exam ple of how  p o w er and  influence m ay be effectively acquired and 

retained , exerts an  influence over the general com m unity  w h ich  tends to be 

m orally  decisive, shap ing  m oral characters for good o r  ill, an d  thereby, the 

destin ies of hum anity . A t the  centre of this m oral d ev e lo p m en t is m an's 

tw o-fold in ternal constitu tion , w hich , as an  innate  a n d  active principle of 

hum an  nature , is susceptib le  of m any and d isparate  m anifesta tions. Also in 

th is chapter, I exam ine C a lh o u n 's  strik ing  contention  th a t, as a determ inant 

of m oral character, the stru c tu re  of a com m unity 's g o v e rn m en t tends to be 

m ore decisive and  p o w erfu l than  all o ther causes com bined , including, for 

exam ple, bo th  religion a n d  education.

In C hap ter V m , I explore C alhoun 's accoun t o f the  com m unity 's 

pow er, or of its ability to  su sta in  itself as a d istinc t a n d  in d ep e n d en t moral 

and  political substance a n d  going concern in the face o f in te rnal and  external 

threats. The critical d istinc tion  is m ade betw een the p o w e r of governm ent, 

on  the one h an d , and  th e  p o w er o f the com m unity , o n  the  o th er hand. 

C alhoun taugh t tha t there  are bo th  m oral and  physical causes of the power of 

the  com m unity, and  tha t the m oral causes are "by far" the  m ore im portant.

T he w id e -ra n g in g  d isc u ss io n  of th is  c h a p te r  a lso  com prehends
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C alhoun 's  view s on  the causes of progress, and his now  q u ite  controversial 

view s on  the na tu re  and source of indiv idual liberty. C alhoun  argued  that a 

p ro p er balance or ratio betw een governm ental pow er and  liberty  is w h a t gives 

a com m unity  its greatest strength , by  giving the greatest im pu lse  possible to 

the  in n a te  desire  of each p erso n  to im prove his condition . G overnm ent 

secures the fruits of the ind iv id ua l's  exertions, w hile liberty  leaves each free 

to p u rsu e  th a t course w hich he deem s best "to  p rom o te  h is in te res t and 

happ iness ."  W hen there is e ither too m uch  liberty or too m u ch  pow er, the 

p o w e r of the  com m unity  is acco rd ing ly  d im in ished , a n d  the  "m arch  of 

p ro g ress"  is re ta rded , or — in m ore extrem e cases — reversed . V iewing the 

m etaphysica l conceptions of act a n d  potency as active p rinc ip les  opera ting  

w ith in  an  h isto rica l fram ew ork, C a lh o u n  is able to e x p la in  h o w  hum an  

liberty  is a rew ard  for m oral and  intellectual virtue, and  h o w  despotism , or 

law less ru le , m ay be understood  as a fitting p un ishm en t fo r the  ignorance, 

sloth, an d  deprav ity  of general com m unities, or of portions thereof.

W ith  C hap ter IX, I conclude th is w ork by  describ ing  h o w  C alhoun 's 

speculative philosophizing in  politics pertains to that concern  a t the  centre of 

a ll t ru e  p h ilo so p h iz in g , th e  p ro je c t of se lf-k n o w le d g e . A ll o ther 

ph ilosophical issues and problem s lead  ou t from and back to m an 's  struggle 

for self-know ledge. By study ing  C alhoun, we can see h o w  the  struggle  for 

se lf-k n o w led g e  is a t the cen tre  of the  various issu es  a n d  p rob lem s 

com prehended  bo th  by political ph ilo sophy  and by  the a rt of the  statesm an. 

In  th is chapter, I show  how  C alhoun 's philosophy brings to ligh t dim ensions 

of the  pro ject of self-know ledge th a t are generally overlooked. In  particular, 

his account of the various form s a n d  elem ents of absolute a n d  constitu tional
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regim es sheds new  ligh t on  this project, and  ev en  suggests w hat m ay  be the  

principal cause of self-know ledge, on the one h an d , and  of ignorance, on  the  

other.

T hroughout this w ork, m y prim ary  concern  is w ith  the developm ental 

fate, as it w ere, of m an 's  "tw o-fold constitu tion"  as an  active p rinc ip le  of 

hum an  natu re , and  as an  elem ental m ain sp rin g  of h u m an  action. U p o n  

this developm ent — for good or ill -- have res ted  the fates of entire political 

orders, of entire civ ilizations, and, even, in  o u r  p resen t nuclear age, of the  

entire species of m an.
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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 on Government
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CHA PTER I

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 Force Bill"
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In a letter d a ted  June 15, 1849, Calhoun, now  ailing and  w ith  under a

year to live, w ro te  from  Fort H ill to A nna M aria C alhoun  C lem son, his

favorite daughter:

I devote all the tim e left m e, to finishing the w ork  I com m enced three 
years ago, or m ore . . .  I finished, yesterday, the prelim inary  [the 
D isqu isition!, w h ich  treats of the elem entary principles of the Science 
of G overnm ent. . . .  I am  p re tty  well satisfied w ith  its execution. It will 
be nearly  th roughou t new  territory; and, I hope, to lay a solid  
foundation for political Science. I have w ritten , just as I though t, and 
told the tru th  w ith o u t fear, favor, or affection.1

Sixteen years earlie r, in  D ecem ber 1832, C alhoun  h a d  resigned  his 

position as v ice-president of the U nited  States to begin his new  career as U. S. 

Senator from  South  C arolina.

The P resident at the  tim e, A ndrew  Jackson (1764-1845), in  earlier years 

an adm irer and  su b o rd in a te  of C alhoun, now , from  various causes and 

subsequent events, h ad  a  strong  aversion  for bo th  the theory an d  the person 

of C alhoun. V ice-President C a lh o u n  had  a rgued  in  the  w id e ly  circulated 

South C arolina "E xposition" (Decem ber 1828) th a t the various states of the 

Union each possessed the  righ t to interpose its au thority  betw een the citizens 

of that state and  any  law  of the U nited  States w hen  it considered  th a t law 

repugnant to the in terests of the m em bers of tha t state, and  could  declare that 

law  null and  void  w ith in  its territory. This righ t of in terposition, argues the 

"Exposition", is the on ly  possible constitu tional rem edy  for se ttling  disputes 

betw een the states and  the  federal governm ent. H old ing  a fundam enta lly  

different view  of the  re la tion  betw een  the states and  the federal governm ent 

of the U nion , one w h o se  in te rn a l logic p ro sc rib ed  any  su c h  rig h t of 

interposition, Jackson h a d  declared  that he w ou ld  have C alhoun , the vice­

' Calhoun, Correspondence (Washington, 1900), 766-768.
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presiden t, im peached  for treason, and  th a t C a lh o u n  sh o u ld  h an g  from the 

h ighest gallow s. O ne of the nu llify ing  d ec la ra tio n s of h is V ice-President 

reached Jackson late a t night; in a fit of exu lta tion  the P residen t had  the law  

officers of the governm en t called ou t of the ir beds to say  w hether a t last here 

was no t a hang ing  offense.

Jackson  is su e d  a m an ifesto  c o n d e m n in g  b o th  th e  d o c trin e  of 

interposition, as articu la ted  by C alhoun, an d  the  recent acts of South Carolina 

in  u p h o ld in g  the  rig h t of the m em ber s ta te s  of th e  U n ion  to nullify  and  

thereby ren d e r inapplicab le  w ith in  their b o rd e rs , any  act by  the general or 

federal g o v e rn m e n t of the U nion w h ich  th a t  s ta te , th ro u g h  its p roperly  

au thorized  o rgans, h ad  found to be e ither unconstitu tiona l o r repugnan t in  

general. In the  Senate, Daniel W ebster (1782-1852), a lthough  no t a supporter 

of the ad m in is tra tio n , undertook  to an sw er C a lh o u n , and  he w as fetched 

from  his lo d g in g , w h e n  the tim e  cam e, in  th e  P re s id e n t 's  carriage . 

M eanw hile, C a lh o u n , after resign ing  the  v ice -p residency  in  D ecem ber of 

1832, had  re tu rn e d  hom e to South C arolina, w here  he  w as p rom ptly  elected 

by the legislature to represen t the state as U. S. senator.

A m idst ru m o u rs  tha t if he arrived  in  W ashing ton  D. C., to assum e his 

duties in the Senate, P resident Jackson p la n n e d  to have  h im  arrested  and 

tried  for treaso n , C alhoun  assum ed h is se a t on  Jan u ary  4, 1833, w ithou t 

inciden t.2 B eg inn ing  on  February 15, C a lh o u n  de livered  over a tw o-day 

p e rio d  w h a t w as c learly  the m ost im p a ss io n e d , a n d  a rg u a b ly  the m ost 

pow erfu l ad d ress  of his nearly  fo rty -year-long  career in  h ig h  office. Freed

2 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 P re s id en t of the  Senate, he took  up  the 

issue  of the  w isdom  and  c o n stitu tio n a lity  of th a t m easure w h ich  w as the  

im m ed ia te  cause of the cu rren t an tag o n ism  be tw een  P residen t Jackson  and  

the  peop le  of South  C arolina, the n e w ly  p ro p o sed  protective ta riff.3 T h is 

p roposed  legislation, called the R evenue Collection (or "Force") Bill, if passed , 

w o u ld  have  g iven  P residen t Jackson th e  au th o rity  to coerce Sou th  C arolina  

(and  any  o ther state) into obeying its m easures.

T his co n fro n ta tio n  b e tw ee n  a n  A m erican  V ice-President a n d  an  

A m erican  P residen t represents a cen tra l an d  p ivo ta l chapter in  the  h isto ry  of 

the  U n ited  States. M ore generally  a n d  im portan tly , how ever, it rep resen ts a 

tim eless deba te  over the n a tu re  of po litica l righ t, and a stru g g le  b e tw een  

sta tesm ansh ip , on  the one hand , and  those  forces, in  any age, w h ich  tend  to 

the  be trayal of the public tru st and  to th e  destruction  of the general w elfare of 

com m un ities . In  th is chapter, w e b e g in  ou r exam ination  of the  po litica l 

ph ilosoph ic  ideas of a m an w ho h ad  a first-hand , practical experience of this 

debate  and  struggle so extensive and v a ried  as to be unsurpassed  b y  any  o ther 

political w riter.

As w e shall see, C alhoun  v iew ed  the  issues and  problem s confron ting  

the  sta tesm an, on  the one hand , and  those  of the  political ph ilosopher, on  the 

o ther h an d , as ly ing  together on  a sing le  continuum , w ith  the form er being  

b y  th e ir n a tu re  less abstract, an d  th e  latter, m ore  abstract. T h a t h u m a n  

capacity  w h ich  w as capable of exp lo ring  the  na tu ra l relations and  connections 

b e tw e e n  a ll o f these  v a rio u s  is su e s  a n d  p ro b lem s, C a lh o u n  ca lled

3 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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"m etaphysica l rea so n in g ."  R anging th ro u g h  all the  d ifferen t levels an d  

d im e n sio n s  o f a b s tra c tio n  of w h ic h  th e  h u m a n  m ind  is c ap a b le , 

"m etaphysical reaso n in g "  m ay be variously  em ployed: by the sta tesm an ,

w hose over-rid ing  concern is w ith  the good o f a specific com m unity; an d  by 

the political ph ilosopher, w hose analogous u ltim ate  concern is w ith  g iv ing  a 

sound  tim eless speech  abou t the hum an  good. A lso, as w e shall see, C alhoun  

view ed sta tesm ansh ip  and  political ph ilo soph iz ing  as intim ately rela ted  and  

m utually  illum ina ting  arts.

In the p resen t w ork , a discussion of various n a tu ra l relations betw een  

sta tesm ansh ip  an d  po litical ph ilo soph iz ing  w ill th en  se t the stage for th a t 

trea tm en t of the  cen tra l elem ents of C a lh o u n 's  ph ilo sophy  w h ich  is the  

central concern of th is  essay. O n our w ay  to exam in ing  C alhoun 's tim eless 

philosophical ideas ab o u t the hu m an  good, how ever, w e w ould  do w ell to 

acquaint ourselves w ith  the historical context w ith in  w hich these ideas w ere 

inspired and  developed .

By 1830, the e ra  of good feeling betw een  the various states and  sections 

of the  fledgling  A m erican  Republic w hich h a d  b eg u n  w ith  the close of the 

w ar w ith  G reat B ritain  in  1814 w as bu t a fad ing  m em ory. In early  1833, the 

p residen t of the U n ited  States w as th rea ten ing  to invade and conquer South  

Carolina, one of the  o rig inal th irteen  states, w hose citizens had  bade defiance 

to a general g o v e rn m en t they  deem ed u su rp a to ry , and  w ho w ere p resen tly  

occupied w ith  o rg an iz in g  and  arm ing  them selves to resist the invader. A t 

the centre of th is conflict -- later dubbed  the  "N ullification  C risis" — stood  

John C. C alhoun, h av in g  ju st recently resigned  the  vice-presidency in  o rder to
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represen t his hom e state before the U nited States Senate.

C alhoun w as opposed  to the Revenue Collection [Force] Bill, or "The 

Bloody Bill", as he called it, since the bill w as, in effect, "P residen t Jackson's 

call for shot and pow der to p u t dow n  nullification and enforce the  tariff act in 

South  C arolina V ' D espite  a sto rm  of charges aim ed a t im p u g n in g  the 

m otives and  actions of b o th  h im self and  his be loved  S o u th  C aro lina , 

C alhoun -- undaun ted , if n o t unruffled  ~  addressed the Senate, a n d  defiantly 

and  system atically revealed the falsity of these charges and  the  folly of the 

proposed  bill.

Som e years later, th e  d is tin g u ish ed  British h is to rian  a n d  po litica l 

th inker Lord A cton (1834-1902) w ou ld  recognize and rem ark  o n  bo th  the 

p ressing  relevance and  the tim eless character of C alhoun 's rem arks a t the 

tim e. A n im m ensely  lea rn ed  an d  respec ted  scholar, A cton w as also an  

e n th u s ia s tic  a d m ire r  of C a lh o u n , h is  o ld e r c o n tem p o ra ry . In  h is  

co rrespondence  w ith  M ary  G ladstone, d au g h te r of h is close friend  and  

political ally, Prim e M in ister W illiam G ladstone (1809-1898) 5, A cton  listed  

w hat he considered "the h u n d red  best books" ever w ritten . These included 

P lato 's Laws. A risto tle 's  Politics. St. A u g u stin e 's  Letters. D a n te 's  D iv ine  

Com edy. H ooker's Ecclesiastical Polity. M aine's A ncien t Law. D arw in 's O rigin  

of Species, and also, C alhoun 's D isqu isition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t.6

A fter rev iew ing  C a lh o u n 's  s ta tesm an ly  conduct d u r in g  A m erica 's  

N ullification Crisis in  the early  1830's, A cton wrote:

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

5 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.

6 P all M all Magazine! Volume XXXVI, No. 147).
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C alhoun defended  [South Carolina's] nu llify ing  ordinance in the 
Senate, an d  in  speeches and  w ritings, w ith  argum ents w hich are the 
very perfection of political tru th , and  w h ich  com bine w ith  the realities 
of m o d em  dem ocracy the theory and the securities of m edieval 
freedom .7

Such esteem  for C alhoun  bo th  as a ph ilo sopher an d  as a statesm an w as

shared  by  o th e r e m in e n t m en  of the tim e, b o th  a t hom e and  ab ro ad ,

including the d is tin g u ish ed  British political econom ist and  ph ilosopher John

Stuart Mill (1806-1873). Indeed , the  im press of C a lh o u n 's  influence -- a long

w ith  those of his father Jam es M ill (1773-1836) a n d  of Alexis De Tocqueville

(1805-1859) — is e v id e n t in  M ill's  m o st a m b itio u s  po litica l trea tise ,

C onsiderations o n  R ep resen ta tiv e  G o v e rn m e n t (1861).8 Ten years after

C alhoun 's death , M ill w rote:

One of the  A m erican  states, under the gu idance  of a m an w ho has 
d isplayed pow ers as a speculative political th inker superior to any w ho 
has ap peared  in A m erican  politics since the  au th o rs  of the Federalist. 
claim ed a veto for each state on the custom  law s of the Federal

7 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 Modem  
History at Cambridge, one of the most prestigious chairs of history in the scholarly world and 
his first real academic position.

8 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 statesm an, in a posthum ous w ork  of g rea t ab ility 9 
which has been p rin ted  and  w idely circulated by  the legislature of 
South C arolina, v ind icated  this pretension on the genera l princip le  of 
lim iting the ty ranny  o f the m ajority and pro tec ting  m inorities by 
adm itting them  to a substan tia l participation in  political pow er.10

But C a lh o u n 's  ach ievem en ts and  ta len ts w ere  n o t a lw ays so well 

received  by those  w ho, d u r in g  his lifetim e, fo u n d  th em se lv es stand ing

3 The allusion is to Calhoun's Disquisition an 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 common 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." It is 
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 
trend toward political consolidation in his Discourse cn th e Constitution and Government of the 
United States (posthumously,1851).

10 J. S. Mill, Considerations on Representative Government (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill 
Company, 1958), 244-245.
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opposite to him  on m atters of policy.11 One o f the  m ore notable instances of 

this singular lack of appreciation w as recorded d u rin g  the nullification crisis.

At a critical junctu re  during  his "Speech on  the Revenue Collection [or 

Force] Bill" (F eb ru a ry  15-16, 1833), C a lh o u n  exp lic itly  a ffirm ed  h ig h  

statesm anship and its necessarily philosophical character against the attacks of 

one sen a to r12 w ho , u n ab le  to com prehend  a n d  to follow  the line o f h is 

d iscourse on  p rev ious occasions, had  ch ided  C a lh o u n  and  con tem ptuously  

accused him  of engag ing  in  "m etaphysical reason ing ."  W hat the fru stra ted  

an d  u n co m p reh en d in g  sen a to r w as co m p la in in g  ab o u t w as, of co u rse , 

C alhoun 's m etaphysical tu rn  of m ind and  e levated  pow ers of reasoning, an d  

the fact that he w as d isposed  to bring  these p o w ers  to bear on the practical 

affairs of state.

In the in tro d u c tio n  I rem arked  on  the. m etaphysica l charac ter of 

C alhoun 's m ind , a n d  on  his d isposition  to b r in g  it to bear on  p rac tica l

11 For a review a various assessments of Calhoun's person, intellect, and career, see Tohn C. 
Calhoun, ed. Margaret Coit (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall Inc., 1970), Part Two 'John 
C. Calhoun 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 I 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. . . .

12 Senator Clayton of Delaware.
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political p ro b lem s.13 As a leading student of C alhoun 's id eas  has written:

C alhoun possessed  a m ind of extraordinary keenness and 
toughness. H is insigh t into complex social p h en o m en a  and  the 
m ovem ent of the forces of history w as beyond the  k e n  of average m en; 
and later events bore ou t a num ber of prophecies th a t  he m ade w ith 
rem arkable accuracy.14 Close observation, hard  an d  deliberate thinking, 
and bold p u rsu it of ideas to their logical conclusions characterized his 
treatm ent of the problem s that interested him . H is judgm en t of the 
"juncture" of affairs w as usually sound, and  he h a d  a  [g rea t]15 deal of 
facility in se tting  forth  his views in debate. It has b e en  said  of him, 
probably w ith  som e exaggeration, that he alw ays cam e to the halls of 
Congress the  best inform ed m an on any subject to w h ich  he directed 
his attention. O n the other hand, it w as often com plained  that he w as 
too "m etaphysical." His m ental habit of follow ing ideas into their 
logical in terrelations annoyed some of his con tem poraries and  m ade 
him  a form idable o p p o n e n t.16

13 See, for example, his "Speech on the Veto Power" (February, 1S42), 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 — w as 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.)

14 The author provides a brief and incomplete but illustrative list o f  Calhoun's prophecies 
in August O. Spain, The Political Theory of Tohn C. Calhoun (New York; Octagon Books, Inc. 
1968), 41, £n 46.:

[Calhoun] predicted the opening up of Japan to foreign trade. [See Calhoun,Works, 6 
vols. (Charleston and New York, 1851-1S67), Vol. IV, p. 244.] H e 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 N egro after the war, and 
"carpet-bag" days in the South. fWorks. Vol. VI, pp. 285-313.]

15 Due to an apparent publication error, an adjective is missing from August O. Spain, The
Political Theory of TohnC. 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.

18 See August O. Spain, The Political Theory of Tohn C. Calhoun (N ew  York: Octagon 
Books, Inc., 1968), 33.
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Born in the  C aro lina  U pcountry  in  1782!r, d u rin g  the  last year of the 

W ar for Independence , C alhoun  grew  to m a tu rity  d u r in g  a tim e w hen the 

public v irtues of pa trio tism  and  statesm anship, so recently  an d  resoundingly  

affirm ed by  A m ericans d u rin g  their secessionist strugg le  w ith  G reat Britain, 

w ere still h igh ly  p r iz e d  a n d  w idely  cu ltiva ted . A n d  yet, th e  period  of 

C alhoun 's national political career, from 1811 un til 1850, w as one of rapid  and  

often painfu l social change, w ith  the youthfu l and  robust A m erican  republic, 

all at once, expand ing  w estw ard , industrializing, an d  becom ing w ealthier and  

m ore populous by  the  year. It w as an age in w hich  A m ericans, now  secure in  

their political independence , w ere  becom ing m ore  a n d  m ore  susceptible to 

the lure of m aterial p rosperity , w ith  its m anner of liv ing  characterized  by  a 

preoccupation  w ith  effective tim e m anagem ent an d  an  im patience  w ith  all 

those "useless" p u rsu its  w hich  do not redound , m ore o r less directly, to som e 

m ateria l a d v an tag e  for the  pu rsuer. The life o f co n te m p la tio n  th a t o f 

necessity u n d erg ird s  the  practice of statesm ansh ip  w as being  e roded  d u ring  

C alhoun 's tim e; a c ircum stance, incidentally, w hich  d id  n o t go unnoticed by  

the Carolinian.

In A m erica, a political golden  age characterized  by  e levated  discourse 

an d  though t, a im ed  b o th  a t advancing  ou r th eo re tica l u n d e rs tan d in g  of 

politics and  a t se rv in g  the  general in terest of society , w as g iv ing  way, by  

degrees, d u rin g  the first ha lf of the n ineteenth  cen tu ry , to an  age of the m ere

17 Calhoun 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 f O xford : Oxford University Press, 1989), 
especially 644-646.
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politician and  to the re ign  of the sophistry  of n a rro w  in terest.18 O bserv ing  

the effects in  E urope o f the  sam e degenerative process, the Irish ph ilosopher- 

statesm an E dm und  Burke (1729-97), as early  as 1790, gloomily and  insightfully  

declared that an age of chivalry  w as passing aw ay, only to be succeeded by  an 

age of "sophisters, econom ists, and  calculators." In  America, in the course of a 

few  short decades, be tw een  1790 and 1860, the republican  virtues of w isdom , 

m oderation , an d  love o f co u n try  w ould  be ec lip sed  as p re-em inent social 

forces by m ediocrity, o p p o rtu n ism , avarice19, ru th lessness, and love of pow er. 

As if in trag ic  p a ro d y , ea rlie r  e levated  exam ples and  careers, log ical 

flow erings of a C lassical R epublican era, w o u ld  be followed by  puerile  and  

degenerate form s: the  m agnan im ity  of G eorge W ashington, by  the savage 

pragm atism  of U lysses S. G rant; the courage an d  w isdom  of the im placable 

Patrick Henry, by  the w ily  am bition of M artin V an Buren; the p ious restra in t 

of Robert E. Lee, b y  th e  calculating barbarism  of W illiam  Tecum seh Sherm an; 

and , perhaps m ost s trik ing ly  of all, the h igh  in telligence and patrio tism  of

18 In a letter to Alexander Hamilton, Jr.., dated 28 March 1S30, 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.

19 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)

I 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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C alhoun  him self, by  the  cleverness, hypocrisy, and  so p h is try  of A m erica's 

m ost revered p residen t, A braham  L incoln .20 A logical consequence of this 

d eg en era tio n  of p o litica l d isc o u rse  and  p rac tice  w as the  im patience , 

incom prehension , hostility, and  resistance that genuine statesm ansh ip  would 

m eet w ith, m ore an d  m ore  frequen tly , d u rin g  this tran s itio n a l period  of 

A m erican history.

The Spanish ph ilosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset (1883-1955) has explained 

w hy  statesm anship , am ongst o ther arts, w ould m eet w ith  such  a response. 

For indifference, hostility, and  resistance to the a rt of the sta tesm an  is an 

a ttitu d e  w hich  rose to p red o m in an ce  in the na tions of the  W est during  

C alhoun 's lifetim e and  persists w ith  intensified streng th  in  ou r day. In The 

R ev o lt of the  M asses (1929), O rtega argues tha t since the  n ineteen th  century 

the West has been in decline, in  large part, because of a revo lt of "m ass m an" 

against learning. O ne aspect of this revolt is the negative  a ttitude  tow ard 

statesm anship  described hereto . A ccording to O rtega, th is a ttitu d e  is to be

20 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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a ttrib u ted  no t m erely  to th a t d is trac tio n  w hich re su lts  from  avarice  an d

hedonistic  longing, b u t to ce rta in  m oral and in te llec tu a l consequences of

scientific advance and  increasing  specialization. T hus h e  a rg u es th a t w h a t

am ounts to a m o d em  insolence to w ard  the statesm an a n d  h is a rt is a novel

and  unpreceden ted  developm en t. In  his chapter titled  "T he B arbarism  of

'Specialization'", O rtega observes:

. . . [the specialist] w as a h u m an  product unpara lle led  in  history. [He] 
serves as a striking concrete exam ple of the species [of m ass m an], 
m aking clear to us the rad ical na tu re  of the novelty. For, previously , 
m en could be d iv ided  s im p ly  into the learned and  the  ignoran t, those 
more or less the one, an d  those m ore or less the other. But your 
specialist cannot be b ro u g h t in  u n der either of these tw o  categories. H e 
is no t learned, for he is form ally  ignorant of all th a t does n o t en ter 
into his specialty; b u t n e ith e r is he ignorant, because he  is "a  scientist", 
and "know s" very  w ell h is ow n tiny portion of the  un iverse . We shall 
have to say that he is a lea rned  ignoram us, w hich  is a  v e ry  serious 
m atter, as it implies th a t he  is a person  who is ignoran t, n o t in  the 
fashion of the ignoran t m an , b u t w ith  all the pe tu lance  of one w ho is 
learned in his ow n special line.

A nd such in  fact is the  behavior of the specialist. In  politics, in  
art. in  social usages, in  th e  o th e r  sciences, h e  w ill a d o p t th e  a ttitu d e  of 
p rim itiv e , ig n o ran t m a n : b u t  h e  w ill adopt th e m  fo rcefu lly  a n d  w ith  
self-sufficiency, and  w ill n o t  a d m it of — this is th e  parad o x  — specialists 
in  those m atters. By specialising  him , civilisation h as m ad e  h im  
herm etic and self-satisfied w ith in  his lim itations; b u t  th is ve ry  inner 
feeling of dom inance an d  w o rth  w ill induce h im  to w ish  to 
predom inate ou tside  h is speciality. The result is th a t even  in  th is case, 
representing a m axim um  of qualification in m an  — specialisation  — 
and therefore the th ing  m o st opposed  to the m ass-m an, the  resu lt is 
that he w ill behave in  a lm ost all spheres of life as does the unqualified , 
mass-m an. (em phasis a d d e d )21

H aving defined the specia list in  term s of two opposite  aspects, learn ing  

and  ignorance, O rtega describes the  influence on society  a n d  cu ltu re  of this 

distinctive sub-class of m o d em  m ass-m an:

Anyone w ho w ishes can  observe the stupidity  of th o u g h t, judgm en t,

21 Jose Ortego y Gasset, The Revolt of the Masses (New York: W. W. Norton, 1932), 112.
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and action sh o w n  to-day  in  politics, art, religion, an d  the  general 
problem s of life and  the w orld  by the "m en of science", and  of course, 
beh ind  them , the doctors, engineers, financiers, teachers, and  so on. 
That state of "n o t listen ing", of not subm itting to h ig h er courts of 
appeal w hich  I repeated ly  p u t forw ard as characteristic of the m ass- 
m an, reaches its he igh t precisely in these partially  qualified  m en. They 
sym bolise, an d  to a g rea t extent constitute, the actual dom ina tion  of the 
m asses, an d  their barbarism  is the m ost im m ediate cause of European 
dem oralisation . Furtherm ore, they afford the clearest, m ost strik ing 
exam ple of h o w  the civilisation of the last century, ab an d o n ed  to  its 
o w n  devices, has b ro u g h t about this rebirth  of p rim itiv ism  and  
barbarism .22

But th is re b ir th  of p rim itiv ism  and  b a rb a rism  in  the  n in e teen th

century w hich O rtega  describes is, in the end, b u t ano ther instance — how ever

m o d em  m ay  be its d ress an d  novel its effects -- resu ltin g  from  a universal

tendency of h u m an  n a tu re  no ted  long ago by Plato (c.427-347BC).

In  the A pology, w hile  argu ing  against the accusation  b y  the A thenian

court th a t he  is a p ro fesso r of divine w isdom , Socrates has occasion to

critically assess the know ledge possessed by  the poets and  skilled craftsm en of

Athens. R eporting  h o w  he  undertook  th is assessm ent in  o rd e r to ascertain

the veracity of the  oracle of the god  at D elphi, w hich had  declared  th a t no one

w as w iser th an  h im self, Socrates thus describes a tendency  on  the  part of

"specialists" to claim  com petency in  areas outside their fields:

. . .  on  the s tren g th  of their technical proficiency [the poets and  skilled 
craftsm en] claim ed a perfect understand ing  of every o ther subject, 
how ever im p o rtan t, and  I felt that this erro r m ore th a n  outw eighed  
their positive  w isdom . So I m ade m yself spokesm an for the oracle, and 
asked m yself w he ther I w ou ld  rather be as I w as — n e ith er w ise w ith  
their w isdom  n o r s tu p id  w ith  their stup id ity  -- or possess b o th  qualities 
as they did. I rep lied  th rough  m yself to the oracle th a t it w as best for 
m e to be as I w a s .23

22 The Revolt of th e  Masses. 112-113.
23 See Plato. Apology. 22d-22e.
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A nd so, Socrates chose for h im self w h a t m ay be ca lled  a "learned  

ignorance" over being w h a t O rtega called a "learned ignoram us."  The great 

significance of Socrates' choice here becom es clearer w h e n  w e th in k  of 

Socrates of the Apology no t m erely  as an ind iv idual and a philosopher, b u t as 

a poetic character representing philosophy itself. O n this in terp reta tion , Plato, 

th rough  the character of Socrates, is a rgu ing  tha t philosophy, by  v irtue  of its 

un iquely  general outlook and  subject m atter, possesses a so rt of im m unity  to 

the  stup id ity  peculiar to the specialist, a special guard  a g a in s t the na tu ra l 

tendency  to claim  know ledge beyond  o n e 's  area of qua lifica tion . Being 

general in its na tu re , ph ilosophy  claim s as one p a rt of its do m ain  the areas 

betw een the special arts and  sciences. F rom  a com m anding  he igh t, then, 

ph ilosophy  surveys all the various fields th a t m ake up the to p o i or "places" 

of hum an  experience. As a resu lt of this un iquely  broad perspective  and  of 

the  w isdom  tha t this perspective m akes possible, a du ty  of philosophy, w hich 

w e find em bodied  in the p erso n  of Socrates, is to go a b o u t co rrecting  the 

d isto rted  understand ings th a t na tu ra lly  resu lt from  the n a rro w  perspectives 

w hich  characterize the other, non-philosophic vocations. —

As it tu rns out, true  statesm anship  partakes of ph ilo sophy 's  im m unity  

in  the face of the stup id ity  tha t attends specialization; therefore statesm anship 

is itself philosophical. The philosophic  aspect of the a r t of sta tesm ansh ip  

m anifests itself m ost strik ing ly  in  the s tead fast refusal of the  sta tesm an  to 

g ran t special favor to p riva te  o r partia l in terests. This im m un ity , borne of 

ph ilosoph ic  perspective , is w h a t im pels the  sta tesm an  to  p u rsu e  w ithou t 

d istrac tion  the general or pub lic  in terest, keep ing  a concern  fo r the  w hole 

steadfastly  before him , or keep ing  his eye ou t, as w ould  a w o rth y  shepherd ,
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not m erely for this or th a t anim al charged to his care, b u t for the entire flock.

In this sense, then, w h a t Ortega described as the  decline of the West m ay be

a ttrib u ted  to the rejection by  m ass-m an of a ll th in k in g  th a t possesses a

philosophical aspect — the rejection of sta tesm ansh ip , for example.

That trait w hich, above all others, d istingu ishes the statesm an from  the

m ere politician  is his fixed d isposition  to in q u ire  in to  the p roxim ate and

m ore rem ote effects of an  existing law, or into the  effects tha t m ay reasonably

be expected from  one m erely  proposed, tha t its causal relation  to o ther laws

and  established practices of a com m unity m ay b e  assessed, and  the ultim ate

desirability  of the m easure  in question de te rm ined . As Plato makes clear in

his dialogue Gorgias, the statesm an is bo th  a sc ien tist and  an  artist, w hile the

politician is m erely an im poster w ho flatters. W hile donn ing  the robe of the

statesm an, the politician as flatterer pursues, m ore or less covertly, his narrow

interest of pow er and glory, while distracting a restless m ass aw ay from  w hat

is good for them  by captivating  them  w ith  the  m ere ly  pleasurable fpanem  et

circenses). Of course, over the ages, a variety of m eans have been em ployed by

F lattery  to du p e  the m asses into believ ing  th a t  its ru le  is w ise, ju st, and

benevolent. A nd few th inkers have described th is  process of deception and

corrup tion  as concisely and  po ignantly  as th a t fam ous friend  of M ichel de

M ontaigne (1533-1592), the Frenchm an Etienne D e La Boetie (b. 1530). In his

D iscourse o n  V o lun tary  Serv itude . De La Boetie w ro te  that:

Plays, farces, spectacles, gladiators, strange beasts, m edals, pictures, and 
other such opiates, these were for ancient peop les the ba it tow ard 
slavery, the price of their liberty, the in strum en ts of tyranny. By these 
practices and enticem ents the ancient d ic ta to rs so successfully lulled 
their subjects u n d e r the yoke, that the s tup ified  peoples, fascinated by  
the pastim es and vain  pleasures flashed before  their eyes, learned 
subservience as naively, bu t not so creditably, as little children leam  to 
read by looking a t  b righ t picture books. R om an tyrants invented a
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fu rther refinem ent. They often prov ided  the city  w ards w ith feasts to 
cajole the rabble, a lw ays m ore readily  tem pted  by  the  pleasure of eating  
than  b y  anyth ing  else. The m ost intelligent a n d  understand ing  
am ongst them  w o u ld  n o t have qu it his soup  bow l to recover the liberty  
of the Republic of Plato. Tyrants w ould  d istribu te  largess, a bushel of 
w heat, a gallon of w ine, and  a sesterce 24: and  th en  everybody w ould  
sham elessly cry, "L ong  live the King!" 25

In su ch  w ays, say s Socrates in the G orgias, F la tte ry  regu larly  uses 

P leasure as a ba it to ca tch  Folly, and  deceives Folly  in to  th ink ing  th a t she 

(Flattery) is of sup rem e w orth . Sophistic, an  im poster, poses as legislation, 

while a m ore general (bu t unnam ed) form  of fla ttery  poses as that art w hich  is 

p reem inently  concerned w ith  the  health  of the h u m a n  soul, Politics.

Ever solicitous o f the  health  of the  A m erican  b o d y  politic, C alhoun , 

th rough  observation  a n d  carefu l study, acquain ted  h im self thoroughly  w ith  

the  various in roads o f soph istic  into th a t body , a n d  d e te rm in ed , in  th e  

m anner of a physician h av in g  long traced the p rog ress of a deadly  disease, to 

restore the health  of the pa tien t. Tow ard this end , C a lhoun  understood  th a t 

"m etaphysical reason ing" m u st be used  to expose the  fla tte ry  of the m ere 

politician , a n d  to re -estab lish  the rule of leg is la tion  a n d  justice, or, m ore  

generally, the rule of the  a r t of politics.26 S pum ing  in te llectual sloth and  base  

m otives as w ell as the cu rso ry  and  superficial k ind  of inqu iry  into the effects 

of a com m unity 's  legal a n d  m oral practices w h ich  n a tu ra lly  a ttends these, 

C alhoun , th ro u g h  the  ex am p le  of h is lab o u r b o th  as sta tesm an  and  as

24 The Romans were accustomed to reckon sums of money in sesterces, large sums in sesterda, 
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.

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

26 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, u n d e rsc o re d  the  v a lu e  of "m etap h y sica l re a so n in g "  as a 

principal and  ind ispensab le  m eans of inquiry into the rem o te  and  recondite 

causes of the hum an  good. H ow ever, as I noted previously, C alhoun  found it 

necessary to defend such  reasoning in  self-conscious and  explicit fashion on at 

least one occasion. T hus, w ith in  h is searching and  d e fian t "Speech on the 

Force Bill" (February  15-16, 1833), w e find an em battled  b u t  fu lly  roused  

C alhoun  rebu tting  accusations w h ich  had  been levelled , in  the  p reced ing  

w eeks of the  so-called  N ullifica tion  Crisis, against b o th  h im self and  his 

beloved South C arolina. These accusations, both by various m em bers of the 

Senate and  o thers , in c lu d ed  n a rro w  selfishness, v a u n tin g  am b ition , and  

disloyalty  to the U nion. M oreover, in  an effort to d isc red it b o th  C alhoun 's 

argum ents in  behalf of the sta tes ' righ t of interposition an d  the  recent actions 

of South  C arolina in  resisting  enforcem ent of the  R evenue C ollection Bill, 

one Senator h ad  also accused C alhoun  himself of p rac tic ing  the obfuscatory 

a rt of a "m etaphysic ian ."  A nd  so, it  was this accusation  w h ich  p resen ted  

C alhoun  w ith  an  occasion for sing ling  o u t "m etaphysica l reaso n in g "  as a 

d istinct topic or object of specu la tion  w ith in  his speech, so  th a t it m ight be 

treated in isolation, as it w ere, from  any  concrete m atter of policy.

U ndaun ted  by  th e  charge of "m etaphysician", C a lh o u n  responded  in 

the face of his im patien t, hostile , an d  uncom prehending  critics (and  others 

w ho w ere there) in  his characteristic philosophical fashion, b y  lay ing  bare the 

difference betw een  true  an d  false form s of "m etaphysical reason ing" , and  by  

v igorously  defend ing  the  app lica tion  of such reasoning , in  its tru e  form , to 

po litical subjects. C a lh o u n  rejected  as a false fo rm  o f rea so n in g  " th a t 

scho las tic  re f in e m e n t w h ic h  m ak es d is tin c tio n s  w i th o u t  d iffe ren c e " ,
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declaring th a t "no one can hold it in m ore u tte r  con tem pt that I do." (434)27

But this false  fo rm  m u st no t be co n fu sed  w ith  th a t w hich, " fa r from

deserving con tem pt", is "the highest a ttribu te  o f the hum an  m ind." (434) For

by true m etaphysica l reasoning, C alhoun m eant:

. . . the pow er of analysis and com bination — that pow er w hich reduces 
the m ost com plex idea into its elem ents, w hich  traces causes to their 
first p rincip le , and, by the pow er of generalization  and com bination, 
unites the  w hole in  one harm onious system  . . .  It is the pow er 
w hich raises m an above the b ru te  — w hich  distinguishes his faculties 
from  m ere sagacity, w hich he ho lds in  com m on w ith  inferior anim als. 
It is th is pow er w hich has raised the astronom er from  being a m ere 
gazer a t the stars to the high intellectual em inence of a N ew ton or La 
Place; a n d  astronom y itself from  a m ere observation  of insulated facts 
into th a t noble science w hich displays to o u r adm iration the system  of

27 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 
Tohn C. Calhoun . edited by Ross M. Lence (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1992).
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the universe. 3 (434)

H av ing  thus d e fe n d e d  m etaphysical rea so n in g  as an  ind ispensab le

elem ent of s ta te sm an sh ip , C alhoun th en  tu rn e d  to h is d e trac to rs  in  the

Senate and  defiantly  p u t  the question as to the u ltim ate  d irection  and issue

of hum an political practice:

A nd shall this h ig h  pow er of the m ind, w h ich  has effected such 
w onders w hen  d irec ted  to the laws w hich  control the m aterial w orld,

28 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 d ow n .. .  .

And of course, the defense o f 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 m ost rare . . .  All people of sh a l lo zv  thought are apt to decry even 
those of so l id  understanding, as abstruse 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, w ith  them, is particular. They 
cannot enlarge their v iew  to those universal propositions, w hich comprehend under 
them an infinite number of individuals, and include a w hole 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 p roh ib ited , u n d e r a senseless cry of m etaphysics, from  being 
applied to the h ig h  pu rpose  of political science and  legislation? (434)

C alhoun 's q u estio n  here  underscores the p e re n n ia l s trugg le  be tw een

Politics and Flattery  over the w ell-being and fate of the h u m an  soul. Politics,

as the ru ling  a rt of th e  sou l, consists of the su b s id ia ry  a rts  of justice  and

leg is la tio n , a rts  co n ce rn e d , ro u g h ly  sp eak in g , w ith  th e  su rv iv a l and

im provem en t of m en , respectively . As P lato teaches u s , those form s of

flattery w hich co rrespond  to justice an d  legislation are  the ir im posters: being

sophistic and  false rhetoric , respectively. As an  assiduous and  extraordinarily

gifted studen t of po litical practice and  tru th , C alhoun unders tood  the struggle

betw een Politics an d  Flattery, in all of its m om ent and  im plications, as few

m en  ever have. H a v in g  a lread y  de term ined , p e rh a p s , to influence, as he

m ay, the u ltim ate  issue of th is p e renn ia l sp iritua l strugg le , C alhoun , on  tha t

bleak w inter evening  in  F ebruary  1833, p rophesied  th a t the  day  w o u ld  come

w hen  Politics, h av in g  once been  p ro v id ed  a solid  fo undation , w ou ld  gain  a

p erm an en t an d  e n d u rin g  ascendancy  over F la ttery . W ith an  e n o rm o u s

confidence, and  a b o ld n ess  th a t m u s t have e licited  d o u b t and  reserva tion

from  all those n o t in tim ate ly  acquain ted  w ith  the  m an , C alhoun , in  effect,

issued a prom ise th a t he  w ou ld  fulfill sixteen years later, w ith  the com pletion

of his D isquisition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t:

I hold  [political science and  legislation] to be subject to law s as fixed as 
m atter itself, an d  to be as fit a subject for the app lica tion  of the h ighest 
intellectual pow er. D enunciation  may, indeed , fall u p o n  the 
philosophical inqu ire r into these first principles, as it d id  upon  Galileo 
and Bacon w h e n  they  first un fo lded  the g rea t discoveries w hich  have 
im m ortalized th e ir nam es; b u t the time w ill com e w h en  tru th  w ill 
prevail in  sp ite  of prejudice and  denunciation , and  w h en  politics and 
legislation w ill be  considered as m uch  a science as astronom y and  
chem istry. (434)
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A nd so, the p rin c ip a l aim  of C alhoun the p h ilo so p h er w as to "lay  a 

so lid  foundation  for po litical Science." Indeed , as w e shall see, it is only  in  

term s of this o v e ra rch in g  foundational pro ject th a t all of C alhoun 's m oral 

and  political theorizing o n  specific topics m ay be understood .

But serious s tu d e n ts  of the  W estern trad itio n  o f political theo riz ing  

w ill, of course, note the  bo ldness and audacity  of C alh o u n 's  claim 29 to have  

actually  p rov ided , a t long  last, a solid foundation  for politics; especially since 

th is field  of inqu iry  h as, w ith in  the span  of the m an y  years and  centuries 

p reced ing  C alhoun, received  so m uch solicitude from  those few  m en of the  

h ig h e s t gen ius — in c lu d in g  P lato , A ristotle, St. A u g u stin e , H obbes, an d  

others. A nd yet, how ever daring  and  im plausible C a lhoun 's  claim  m ay seem , 

it is, nevertheless, one th a t deserves serious consideration , com ing as it does 

from  the  p en  of one so renow ned  in his lifetim e for sta tesm anly  skill and  

experience. For clearly , im plicit in C a lhoun 's  c laim  to have  laid a so lid  

fo u n d atio n  for political science th rough  the com pletion  of the  D isquisition. 

th e re  w as his p rio r assessm en t th a t such  a fo u n d a tio n  h ad  n o t yet been  

p ro v id ed  — or, p e rh ap s, th a t it h ad  been p ro v id ed , b u t  som ehow  lost in  the  

sa n d s  of tim e. C a lh o u n 's  exp licit p ro n o u n ce m en ts , how ever, leave to 

un reso lvab le  conjecture h is v iew s about the  p recise s ta tu s  of politics as a 

science p rio r to his ow n  w ork. For example, his express claim s, in  the letter of 

June 15,1849 (already cited), do no t preclude the possib ility  tha t he  considered 

p rev io u s  a ttem p ts  to  p ro v id e  a solid fo u n d a tio n  fo r po litica l science as 

hav ing  been at least partia lly  successful.

Because of a lack of docum entary  evidence, w e are , unfortunately, left

29 Recall the letter by Calhoun to his daughter Anna Maria Clemson which was cited at 
the very beginning of this chapter.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

48

to conjecture on  C a lhoun 's  view s of the p rev io u s accom plishm ents o f the 

W estern  tra d itio n  o f political theorizing, w ith o u t any  hope of defin itive  

resolution. W hat is clear, however, is that C alhoun  believed tha t political 

science, as he fo u n d  it in the first half of the  n ineteen th  century, d id  no t 

possess a solid  fo u n d a tio n . C harged w ith  exh ib iting  the v erac ity  of 

C alhoun 's cla im  to have  p ro v id ed  th is fo u n d a tio n , a m ain  thesis of the 

present w ork  is th a t, w hile it seems dem onstrab ly  true  that C alhoun w as no t 

the first to found  the science of politics, it w as this p lan ter and sta tesm an of 

the an tebellum  A m erican  South  who gave it a solid  foundation. But this 

d is tin c tio n  b e tw e e n  fo u n d in g  po litical sc ience  an d  g iv ing  it a so lid  

foundation , as w e ll as w h a t constitu tes " fo u n d a tio n "  and  "so lid ity "  in 

them selves, w ill, of course, be m ade clearer as w e proceed th rough  P art I of 

this w ork, and  w ill, it is hoped , become clearer still as we move th rough  the 

various topics an d  discussions that form Part II.

As the m atter appears p rim a facie, and  as I shall argue in due course, it 

w ould be bo th  a n  exaggera tion  and an  u n ju st d isparagem ent of p rev io u s 

thinkers to claim  th a t C alhoun  founded the science of governm ent, as if this 

had never been  done  before his time. A nd yet, as I shall also argue, it  w ou ld  

be neither inaccurate  no r un just to say tha t it  w as C alhoun w ho gave th is — 

w hat P la to  a n d  A ris to tle  estab lished  as th e  ru lin g  science -- a so lid  

foundation. In  o rd er to establish both C alhoun 's claim  to have given political 

science a so lid  fo u n d a tio n  and  m y su p p o rt of th a t claim , let us beg in  by  

considering w h a t precisely  is involved in the  fo und ing  of a science, and  in  

the founding of th e  science of politics in  particular.

Scientific activ ity , on  its face, and  of w h a tev e r varie ty  o f science
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considered , invo lves a d isc ip lin ed  m ovem ent fro m  the  know n in to  the 

unknow n. M ore specifically, it involves the tran sfo rm ation  of a collection of 

insu lated  facts th ro u g h  th e ir arrangem ent and  ex p lan a tio n  in term s of som e 

first principle . The sc ien tific  p rocess invo lves th e  o rgan ization , and , at 

various advents, the rep e a te d  re-organ ization , o f  observations, facts, an d  

insights, concerning o ften  d isp a ra te  issues, in  te rm s of the u ltim ate causal 

relations of the phenom ena  w hich  are their objects. The ultim ate aims of any  

science are: to give a defin itive explanation, so far as h u m an  capacities allow, 

to the phenom ena that fall w ith in  the range o f its inqu iry ; to stake out, in the 

m ost precise term s th a t th e  subject allows, the  b o u n d arie s  of that range; and  

to suggest the na tu re  of the  basic connections of the  m atte r of its range to the 

m atter of the other sciences. N ow , in  so far as concrete facts and observations 

have begun to be o rgan ized  an d  explained in  term s of general principles, one 

'may say that scientific activ ity  in  th a t field has com m enced, and tha t the w ork  

of laying a foundation  for th a t science is underw ay .30 A "first" foundation for 

a science is ach ieved  w h e n  som e leap is m ad e  in feren tia lly  from  m ore 

concrete  p rin c ip le s  in  te rm s of w hich  the  m o re  p rox im ate  causes of 

phenom ena have p rev iously  been  explained. This is a leap to a h igher level 

of generality, and  specifically, to a level w hose  p e cu lia r  noetic e levation  

m akes possib le  the  p e rc e p tio n  a n d  e x p la n a tio n  o f a ll the  d isp a ra te  

phenom ena found  w ith in  the range of the science in  term s of a single general 

princip le .31 Such p rincip les have  been  called " firs t p rincip les"; the reason  

being  that a lthough  a f irs t p rincip le  cannot be  first in  th e  order of discovery,

30 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 cu lm ination  from  p rio r inferences, it is properly- 

considered  of p rim ary  im portance in  the explanation of causes.

To satisfy the requ irem en ts of be ing  the first p rincip le  of a science, a 

p rincip le  m u st be, a t once, sufficiently  general and  abstract in  character to 

em brace a n d  to encom pass all of the  concrete p h enom ena  of the  subject, 

w hile excluding  those principal concerns belonging to o ther sciences. A  first 

p rinc ip le , then , sim ultaneously  encom passes and excludes: it encom passes 

c e r ta in  p h e n o m e n a  an d  ex c lu d es  a lien  concerns. N ow , th a t  w h ich  

d e te rm ines for a g iven  science w h a t phenom ena  it encom passes and  how  

tha t phenom ena is to be approached  by  the scientist are those questions w hich 

form  the h eart of th a t science, an d  w hich, taken  together, express its peculiar, 

defin ing  concerns.32 W ith  po litics , for exam ple, these  questions include: 

W hat is the  nature  of the life w ell lived?; W hat are the p ro p er ends of society, 

of governm ent, and of political constitu tion?; W hat is justice?; and  W hat are 

the pre-conditions of h u m an  su rv iva l and  flourishing? It is such  questions 

w hich, th ro u g h  an o rderly  delineation  of the field of enquiry, define a g iven 

science and  set it ap art as a separate  and  distinguishable enterprise.

A n d  so, the p h en o m en a  sa id  to be encom passed  by  a science are  

encom passed  on certain  specific term s, and  the peculiar na tu re  of these term s 

is established  by the questions distinctive of the particu lar science in  question. 

It shou ld  be noted, too, that this encom passing  of phenom ena by  a science — 

an inclusion  on term s specified b y  the defin ing  questions of the  science -- is 

th en  en tire ly  consistent w ith  the circum stance tha t the  various sciences are 

com m only found to s tu d y  som e o f the  sam e concrete phenom ena. P u t m ore 

sim ply: w e find, of course, th a t the  d ifferent ind iv idual sciences s tu d y  som e

321 am indebted to Carman Busby McCuen for assistance on this point.
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of the sam e objects in ligh t of the ir ow n essen tia lly  u n iq u e  concerns. For 

exam ple, the physicist, to the ex ten t that m an  is an  object of his science, is 

concerned w ith  a m an  as one physical object am ongst o thers, b ound  by his 

na ture  to obey the various law s tha t govern the m ateria l w orld ; while the 

econom ist, h av in g  m an  also as one am ongst the objects of his science, is 

concerned w ith  m an  as a rational and  purposive  ag en t w hose actions are 

determ ined by  subjective value judgm ents about the  h u m an  good, an agent 

d isposed  by  his n a tu re  and  conditions to obey the v a rious law s of hum an  

action and social cooperation. In  this way, w hen  it so h ap p en s tha t the sam e 

phenom ena — in  th is instance, h um an  actions — are s tu d ied  by  the different 

sciences, it is the  questions and  concerns peculiar to each  science respectively 

th a t  d e te rm in e  th e  d is tin c tiv e  m an n er in  w h ic h  th e  p h en o m en a  is 

approached . These po in ts  hav ing  been estab lished , the  nex t question  is: 

H ow  are w ha t I have called the defining questions of a science related to first 

principles?

The an sw er is: th a t the  first princip le  of a science is the key to

answ ering  those questions w hich  define th a t science. For it is th rough  an 

unfo ld ing  of the  m an ifo ld  n a tu re  of this first p rincip le  th a t the  phenom ena 

of a given field of scientific enqu iry  are g iven the ir defin itive  explanation. 

Indeed , it is p rec ise ly  th is p o in t w hich  I p lan  to  h ave  estab lished  and  

illustra ted  w ith  reg a rd  to C alhoun 's reflections on the  n a tu re  of governm ent 

by  the end  of th is essay. But, before we beg in  to exp lo re  the  system  and 

particu lars of th a t m ore  advanced  and refined sort of scientific explanation 

w hich  C a lhoun  offers, le t us consider the p rio r ach ievem en ts th a t such 

explanation presupposes.
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W hen the first, ru d im en ta ry  "foundation"  of a science is ach ieved  

th ro u g h  the speculative inference and  articu la tion  of a first p rinc ip le , the 

achievem ent resides no t so m uch  in  the accuracy and  certain ty  of the  general 

p rincip le  arrived at, b u t m ore, p e rh ap s , in the degree of g en era lity  of the 

principle itself. This is so, in part, because all of the earliest efforts o f m en to 

lay  foundations for the various sciences necessarily end in exp lanations and  

m odels th a t are m erely  ro u g h  and  approxim ate, w ith  im perfections in  the 

form  of problem s b o th  u nso lved  (and, som etim es, u n ad d ressed ) lingering  

long after this first foundation  has been achieved.

But how ever im perfec t m ay be th a t initial foundation  a n d  the  first 

p rin c ip le  th a t constitu tes the  core of th a t fo u n d a tio n 's  su b s tan ce , w h a t 

m atters m ost is th a t the n o tion  of a p rincip le  tha t com prehends in  a single 

sw eep , as it were, all of the  m atter of th e  science has been  a rriv e d  a t and  

b ro u g h t to bear in  o rg an iz in g  the a lre ad y  e stab lish  facts a n d  (now ) 

subord inate  principles of tha t discipline. A nd so, a t this relatively early  stage 

of scientific inquiry, ach ievem ent lies m ore in the specification of a general 

p rincip le , how ever ro u g h  an d  m erely  approxim ate  th a t p rin c ip le  m ay  be, 

th an  in  the ability of tha t p rincip le  to explain, for exam ple, in  a defin itive 

m an n e r, every aspect of all the  d isp a ra te  phenom ena w hich  th a t science 

encom passes.33

Still, it appears tha t the in itia l or earliest founding(s) of a science comes 

n o t w ith  that first articu lation  of a first principle, b u t comes in stead  w ith  an 

a rticu la tio n  of all of the  fu n d am e n ta l p roblem s c o m p re h en d e d  b y  th a t

33 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 exam ple, in  a  preface to his translation  of P lato 's Republic, A llan 

Bloom w rites:

. . .  after the R epublic  I translated  R ousseau 's E m ile, the greatest 
m odem  book on  education . Rousseau w as one of the g rea t readers of 
Plato, and  from  m y  tim e on  that w ork  I gained an  even  greater respect 
for the R epublic . E m ile  is its natural com panion, and  R ousseau 
proved his greatness by  entering the lists in  w orthy  com bat w ith  it. H e 
show s that Plato articu la ted  first and  best all the problem s, and he 
him self differs o n ly  w ith  respect to som e of the so lu tio n s .34

A nd so, on  the v iew  th a t the original found ing  of a science consists of 

an  able articu la tion  of the  problem s com prehended  by  the  field , w e m igh t 

argue that it w as, in  fact, Plato, w ith  the w riting  of his R epublic, who founded 

the science of politics b y  articu lating  all the problem s of th a t field "first", and 

p erhaps even  "best" , as B loom  claim s. But reg a rd less  of the  p a rticu la r 

intellectual ach ievem ent or b reak th rough  w hich  one chooses to designate as 

the "founding" act, as it w ere, it m ust be g ran ted  th a t there  is a good deal of 

noetic distance be tw een  articu la ting  the  fundam en ta l p rob lem s w hose s tu d y  

an d  so lu tion  are the objects of a science, on  the  one h a n d , and  actually  

solving these p roblem s th ro u g h  the articulation of a sound  first principle, on 

the other hand . This d istance  m ay  be m easured , apparen tly , bo th  in term s of 

tim e and of u n d ers tan d in g , or, m ore precisely, in  term s of the  advantage that 

tim e and  cum ulative experience and  w isdom  give to a la ter thinker.35 A n d  

all this pe rh ap s m akes u p  the  difference be tw een  fo u n d in g  a  science and  

giving it a solid  fo u n d atio n , an d  also perhaps, the  difference betw een Plato 

and  Calhoun.

34 Plato, The Republic of Plato, trans. Allan Bloom (U. S. A.: BasicBooks, 1991), x.
35 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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H aving  ju s t su g g e s te d , in  a ten tative w ay, w h a t " fo u n d a tio n "  and 

"so lid ity "  are , le t u s p ro ce ed  w ith  o u r e x p lo ra tio n  o f th e  su b jec t by 

considering a n u m b er of ad d itio n a l bu t related  issues. In  the w ide-rang ing  

discussion that constitu tes the rem ainder of this chapter, the effort is m ade to 

outline the respective roles of political philosophy an d  sta tesm ansh ip , and  to 

se t the stage for th e  ex p lica tio n  and  analysis o f C a lh o u n 's  over-arch ing  

ph ilosophical p ro jec t w h ich  constitu tes the rem a in d e r o f th is w ork . This 

closing section o f C h a p te r  I includes d iscussions o f the  re la tio n  betw een  

custom  and theory , an d  the n a tu re  of political reform ; an d  it beg ins w ith  a 

consideration of the  n a tu re  of science as a hum an  convention.

In the course o f exp la in ing  how  a science com es to be fo u n d ed , the 

philosopher is, of course, obliged to address a w hole range of logical questions 

such  as the following: Is a  body  of organized know ledge eo ipso  scientific, or

shou ld  the term  "science" specify  no t ju st any fixed o r se ttled  schem e of 

organization, b u t an  o rgan ization  of a particular character as regards accuracy 

an d  correspondence, one, for exam ple, that is m ore o r less tru e  to the essences 

an d  interrelations of th ings (or to w ha t the Greeks called the to p o i36’)?: Does a 

science by definition have a  foundation , and is it no t, a t least in  large p a rt, this 

foundation  w hich  m akes a b o d y  of know ledge o rg an ized , a n d  therefo re  a 

science?; and  also, Is it n o t the  case that a science can be, an d  indeed , as a 

h u m an  conven tion  o r a rtifice , m u s t be, m ore o r less w e ll-fo u n d ed , bu t 

necessarily lacking a perfect o r unshakeable foundation?

This last question , and  the  tru th  about the, artificial character of science 

w h ich  it u n d e rsco re s , su g g ests  th a t a science as an  o rg an iz ed  b o d y  of

36 Translated "places."
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observations, facts, and  insights will na tu ra lly  suffer, du ring  its history, a long 

succession of deaths and rebirths. As new  insights are m ade, or as o lder ones 

are neglected o r lo st a ltogether, a science progresses or regresses, w ith  the 

actual e x p la n a to ry  p o w er of its fu n d a m e n ta l p rin c ip les  e x p a n d in g  or 

contracting accordingly. W hen, d u rin g  a p rocess of noetic con trac tion  or 

devolution, a science degenerates to the p o in t w here a principle sufficiently  

general in character to a t least p u rp o rt to exp la in  the phenom ena th a t falls 

under its scope is lacking, all substance of a firm ly established science, if no t 

all pretence of it, is lost. At the o ther extrem e, in  considering the u ltim ate  

lim its of noetic expansion , it is n o t d ifficu lt to see th a t hum an  lim ita tions 

and  w eaknesses m ake  im possib le  any  p e rfec t science, for such  w o u ld  

presuppose a com plete or divine know ledge.

One critically im portan t im plication of th is im possibility of a perfect or 

com plete h u m an  science is tha t an  un transcendab le  liability of h u m an s to 

folly or erro r m akes im possible the com plete and  final establishm ent o f any  

science, an  e s ta b lish m e n t, th a t is, w h ic h  in v o lv es the lay in g  o f an  

unshakeable an d  p e rp e tu a l foundation. Such a foundation  is im possib le of 

hum an  a ttainm ent because, although it is no t possible for tru th  to be refu ted , 

the  tru th , in  so far as its influence over h u m a n  op in ion  an d  affairs is 

concerned, is alw ays susceptible of being subverted  by falsehood, or otherw ise 

lost. Truths, w h e n  n o t lost (sight of) ou trig h t, are susceptible of becom ing 

unfashionable, th ro u g h  various and  largely  un fa thom ed  turns of the h u m an  

fancy. M oreover, a lth o u g h  the w ill of G od, w o rk in g  th rough  an d  above 

natu re , alw ays a n d  of necessity p revails, it appears th a t ne ither tru th  and  

virtue, on  the one h an d , nor error and  vice, o n  the o ther hand, w ill ever be
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able to gain final an d  com plete v icto ry  over the o ther in  the  conduct of 

hum an  affairs in this earth ly  life.

And yet, w hile Scripture, underscored  by history, confirm s th a t no  final 

and  com plete v icto ry  is in  store for tru th , justice, and  v irtu e  d u rin g  m an 's 

earth ly  life, an ascendancy of the science of Politics over soph istic  an d  false 

rhetoric  has, from  tim e to tim e, been  achieved. A nd  th is ascendancy  of 

Politics, while no t p e rp e tu a l, has, in the m ore notable instances, e n d u re d  for 

no inconsiderable tim e. The m ost conspicuous instances in  w h ich  Politics, 

for a time, has enjoyed  an  ascendancy  over Flattery , are th o se  in  w hich  

constitutional governm ents, being un iquely  fitted to the in te rna l an d  external 

conditions of their respective  com m unities, gave to these com m un ities a 

su rpassing  m oral and  physical pow er w hich  has w on  their p eo p le  im m ortal 

fam e and glory. These m ost illustrious governm ents of h is to ry  include  the 

constitu tional regim es of G reat Britain and  the U nited  States, an d  w h a t has 

been  perhaps the  m o st rem arkab le  governm en t in h is to ry , th e  R om an 

Republic.

But those h a p p y  in te rva ls  in  w hich  Politics has g a in e d  an d  held  

ascendancy over F la tte ry  include  m ore than  these m o st co n sp icu o u s and 

g lo rious exam ples o f co n stitu tio n a l governm ent. Indeed , m o re  generally: 

Politics may be said to have  p revailed  over sophistic du ring  any  g iven  tim e in 

h u m a n  h is to ry  w h e n , th ro u g h  w h a tev e r  p ro p itio u s  c o m b in a tio n  of 

circum stances, a com m unity  enjoyed a governm ental reg im en  closely su ited  

to its peculiar physical an d  m oral conditions. A nd this is so — as w ill becom e 

m uch  clearer in  C hap ter VUE -- regardless of w hether the governm en ta l form  

discovered to be fitted  to  the com m unity  in question  h a p p e n e d  to be the
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m ildness of constitu tions or the harshest of despotism s. Thus politics, as a 

science, is a ffirm ed  d u rin g  those instances in  w hich  a general com m un ity  

benefits -- w h e th e r m erely  th rough  su rv iva l, o r th ro u g h  an im provem en t of 

the conditions of its indiv iduals — from  the circum stance of its governm enta l 

regim en being  peculiarly  suited  to its circum stances, physical and  m oral, and  

in ternal and  external. In  such instances, politics as science is affirm ed b y  the 

p a rtic ip a n ts  in  these  po litica l o rd e rs , h o w e v e r d irec tly  o r o b liq u e ly , 

deliberately  or unw itting ly , th rough  their acquiescence and assistance in  the 

application of its principles and th rough  the ir p ious subm ission to its tru th s .

But to say  tha t politics as science is affirm ed in such instances is n o t to 

say tha t any  extensive political th eo riz in g  is, of necessity, being affirm ed and  

reso rted  to. In  fact, u n til recent tim es, th a t "u n -th eo re tized "  p o litica l 

know ledge w h ich  is em bedded  in  evolv ing  h u m an  custom  and in stitu tions, 

and  in  the  m em ories of indiv iduals w ith in  the  historical political order, has, 

in general, p ro v ed  a far stronger influence on  political practice than  w ha tever 

com bination o f know ledge, opinion, and  (in  som e cases) favored p rejud ices 

w h ich  p o litic a l th e o ris ts  have  w o v en  into, th e ir  ab strac t sy s te m s of 

explanation.

W ith in  th is  o ld er or m ore trad itio n a l re la tionsh ip  be tw een  p o litica l 

custom  an d  po litica l theory , custom , or th e  evo lved  and  existing po litica l 

practice of a com m unity, w as typically recognized by  the theorist as possessing  

real a u th o rity  an d  value. R ecognizing f irs t th a t custom  is a n a tu ra l and  

in d isp en sab le  recep tac le  of h u m an  experience  an d  accum ulated  w isd o m  

capable  of g u id in g  m en s ' actions in  sa lu ta ry  w ays w ith  on ly  occasional 

assistance from  ph ilosoph ical reflection; po litica l theorists learned  th a t, to
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p ro m o te  the  w e ll-b e in g  of the  com m unity  th ro u g h  the  m ed ium  of the 

sta tesm anly  art, they m u st content them selves w ith  m odify ing  only th is or 

that ex isting  practice, w ith o u t undertak ing  to rep lace an en tire  system  of 

existing practice w ith , for exam ple, some m odel o f the hum an  good approved  

only by  h y p e r-ab strac t reasoning . In  th is m o re  trad itio n a l re la tionsh ip  

b e tw een  custom  a n d  theo ry , then, custom  w as trea te d  defe ren tia lly  by 

philosophy, and  its influence on  the direction of the com m unity  was typically 

decisive as w ell as salutary.

D u rin g  the  m o d e m  era, however, th is m ore  trad itio n a l rela tionsh ip  

b e tw een  custom  an d  th eo ry  has tended  to be  in v e rted  w ith in  pa rticu la r 

com m unities as a re su lt o f a com bination of com plex  and  diverse social, 

in te llec tual, a n d  c u ltu ra l forces. These forces coalesced  in  the F rench  

E n ligh tenm en t of th e  e ig h teen th  century .37 W hereas p rev iously , evo lved  

custom  and  trad itio n  o p e ra ted  spon taneously  as the  p rincipal receptacles, 

tran sm itte rs , an d  d issem in a to rs  of bo th  po litica l know ledge  and po litical 

opinion; later, in  the w ake  of the so-called E nligh tenm ent, a rebellious and 

undeferen tia l form  of political theorizing cam e to be looked upon  by  m ore 

and m ore persons as th is receptacle, transm itter, an d  dissem inator.38

A m ore  o r less d irec t resu lt of th is  in v e rs io n  of the  trad itio n a l

37 The best-known discussion of this inversion was given by Edmund Burke in his Reflections 
an the Revolution in France (1790k But the deepest, philosophical analyses of this inversion 
were given, ahead of time, by David Hume in his A Treatise of Human Nature (T739-4Qi and by 
Giambattista Vico in his N ew  Science (1725). More recently, there is Albert Camus' criticism of 
the influence of the French Revolution titled The Rebel (1951) and Michael Oakeshott's 
influential essay titled "Rationalism in Politics" (1962). Also, an illuminating 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 fChicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1984), Ch. 12.

38 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 betw een custom  and  theory, and  of the consequent hegem ony of 

abstract political theo riz ing  over unreflective custom , has been the bloodiest 

and  m ost destructive  cen tu ry  in  hum an  h isto ry  -- the tw en tie th  century. 

H istorians in som e fu tu re  age, free from the prejudicing  dogm as of our time, 

w ill trace the m ore p rox im ate  causes of the spectacu lar and  unparalle led  

barbarism s of tw en tie th  cen tu ry  w ars and  political oppression  to the m ore 

fundam enta l fact tha t so m any  of those liv ing  at th e  tim e w ere  so deeply 

enam ored of abstract political ideals form ulated and  p u rsu ed  w ithou t a due 

deference  an d  re g a rd  to  th e  w isdom  o f ev o lv ed  custom . A nd so, 

paradoxically, a reckless and  irresponsible  conception  and  p u rsu it of the 

abstract ideals of liberty , equality, and  un iversal fra te rn ity  in  this century  

have led to the m ost hellish  parade  of barbarism s an d  catastrophies that m an 

has b rought dow n u p o n  him self since the Fall.

M ore generally, these disastrous practical consequences resulting  from  

the inversion  of the  tra d itio n a l rela tionsh ip  be tw een  custom  and  theory  

suggest, p e rhaps, th a t any  a ttem p t to p u t po litical theo ry  in to  practice is 

destined to be fraugh t w ith  g rea t difficulties and  dangers, how ever sound the 

theory itself. This is so because of the necessarily general character of a theory 

as a tim eless ex p lan a tio n  d eriv ed  th ro u g h  a p rocess of abstracting  from  

particulars.

G reat dangers a n d  difficulties n a tu ra lly  a tte n d  the  app lica tion  of 

political theory to practice because of the necessity an d  inheren t difficulty of 

ascertaining the  re levan t particu lar conditions of the com m unity  in  term s of 

w hich the theory  m u st be  adap ted  and  m odified. B ut a due sensitivity  to 

such  dangers an d  d ifficu lties is a m oral an d  in te llec tual a tta inm ent, and
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therefore n o t a pow er w hich all m en  possess au tom atically  or necessarily . 

Consequently , the  ascertainm ent of th is know ledge  of p a rticu la rs  a b o u t 

com m unity  req u ires  a degree of effort a n d  em pathetic  gen ius w h ich  the  

rom antic  p o litica l idealist, for ex am p le , in  h is  eagerness and  h a s te  to 

instantiate h is favored conception of the po litica l good, m ust view  as p a r t  of 

a tedious, irksom e, and u ltim ately  u n n ecessa ry  prelim inary. In toxicated  by 

the beau ty  of som e vision of the good concocted by  a political im ag ina tion  

u n d isc ip lin ed  by  rational in sig h t an d  p rac tica l experience; the  p o litic a l 

rom antic, unencum bered  by w isdom  and  p e rh ap s  ineducable, flouts the  h ig h  

prudence of statesm anship , b lithely ind ifferen t to its beneficent stric tu res an d  

contem ptuous of its laborious m ethod. E d m u n d  Burke, w ho C alhoun  once 

called "the  w isest of m odem  statesm en, . . . [one] w ho had  the keenest an d  

deepest glance into futurity" 39, referred to such  political rom antics qu ite  ap tly  

and d isdainfu lly  as the "Terrible Sim plifiers."

T hus have  im patience an d  haste, b o m  of zeal, ignorance, an d  s lo th , 

m oved the u to p ia n  idealists of the tw en tie th  cen tu ry  and before, to p ro ffe r 

their bo ld  b u t  inchoate and tragically flaw ed  proposals, and  to im pose them , 

th ro u g h  th e ir  con tro l of the  a p p a ra tu s  o f governm en t, o n  the  h a p le ss  

inhabitants o f num erous com m unities. In  con trast to the sloth, carelessness, 

and  incom prehension  of this rom antic idealist, there  is the realism , d iligence, 

thoroughness, and  em pathetic gen ius characteristic  of the sta tesm an , w ho  

recognizes th a t an  existing governm ent, in  a lm ost every instance, is to  be 

p refe rred  o v er one that has rea lity  o n ly  as an  idea in  th e  m ind . T his

39 Calhoun, Works, 6 vols. (Charleston and New York, 1851-1867), Vol. HI, 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  sta tesm an  stem s from  his recogn ition  of the p ro v en  utility

or usefulness of the  ex isting  governm ent in fu lfilling  its D ivinely  ordained

end  of p rese rv in g  society, as con trasted  w ith  th e  u n tr ie d  a n d  un p ro v ed

character of som e p ro p o sed  alternative. U nlike the  u to p ian , the  statesm an

takes into accoun t n o t only  the uncerta in ty  of the  u tility  o f the  p roposed

regim en, b u t the d islocations an d  hazards th a t m u st a ttend  any  effort by a

com m unity  to exchange one form  of governance for another; an  exchange

that, if undertaken , m u st be b rough t off, probably, in  the face o f enem ies of

the com m unity, bo th  in ternal and  external.

In his w idely  read  essay titled  "Idea of a Perfect C om m onw ealth", the

Scottish ph ilo sopher and  h isto rian  D avid H um e (1711-1776) rem arked  on this

im portan t tru th , p o in tin g  o u t that:

It is no t w ith  form s of governm ent, as w ith  o ther artificial 
contrivances; w here  an  old engine m ay be rejected, if w e can discover 
another m ore accurate and  com m odious, or w here  trials m ay  safely be 
m ade, even th o u g h  the success be doubtful. A n  established 
governm ent has an  infinite advantage, by  th a t very  circum stance of its 
being established; the bu lk  of m ankind being  governed  by  authority, 
no t reason, and  never a ttribu ting  au thority  to any th ing  th a t has not 
the recom m endation  of antiquity. To tam per, therefore, in  this affair, 
or try  experim ents m erely u p o n  the credit of supposed  a rgum en t and 
ph ilosophy , can never be the p a rt of a w ise m agistrate, w ho w ill bear a 
reverence to w h a t carries the m arks of age; an d  though  he m ay  attem pt 
som e im provem ents for the public good, yet w ill he adjust his 
innovations, as m uch  as possible, to the  ancient fabric, and  preserve 
entire the chief p illars and  supports of the  co n stitu tio n .40

This p reference for an  existing governm ent over one m erely  proposed  

m ay be said to be a fixed d isposition  and inclination of the statesm an. A nd it 

is a d isp o s itio n  th a t  m ay  be reasonab ly  c o u n te rm a n d e d  o n ly  w hen  a

'“’See "Idea of a Perfect Commonwealth"in David Hum e.Essays: Moral. Political.and  
Literary, ed. Eugene F. Miller (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1987), 512-513.
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com m unity finds itself in the gravest of extrem ities, as w hen its governm en t 

has becom e abusive  of its pow ers, to such  a degree, th a t the  co n tin u ed  

existence of the co m m u n ity  itself m ay  be sa id  to be th rea ten ed  b y  any  

continuance of depredations by its d istem pered  governm ent.

Significantly, the  essentially conservative disposition of the sta tesm an  

w hich H um e describes corresponds to an d  com plem ents, as a causal force, a 

com m on and  n a tu ra l conservative d isp o sitio n  on  the p a rt of the  general 

com m unity . But th is confluence of tw o conservative forces or im pu lses 

finds an  analogue w here  a desire for refo rm  predom inates over the  reflexive 

desire for stability. Thus, the bold yet responsib le  intellect and  im ag ination  

characteristic of th e  sta tesm an -- laboring  bo th  to conceive and  to b rin g  into 

effect needed  reform s — corresponds to an d  com plem ents the de te rm ina tion  

and  resolve of the generality  e ither to  resist the abuse and  o p p ressio n  of 

d istem pered  go v ern m en t or, less dram atically , to clear aw ay o u tm o d ed  yet 

ex tant legal form s w hich , contrary  to th e ir orig inal purpose , have becom e 

destructive of the public  good.

It is John  Locke (1632-1704), in h is Second Treatise o n  G o v e rn m e n t. 

w ho has described  m ost fam ously th e  p rocess w hereby a p eo p le 's  n a tu ra l 

tendency to obedience and  acquiescence in  a prevailing governm ent m ay be
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o v errid d en  -- a descrip tion  w ith  w h ich  C alhoun  w as su re ly  fam ilia r.41 

A cknow ledging first the eno rm ous w eigh t of custom  and  h ab it in  h u m a n  

life, and thereby anticipating a m ajor them e in both H um e and  Burke, Locke 

observed:

People are not so easily got o u t  of their old Forms, as some are a p t to 
suggest. They are hard ly  to be  p revailed  w ith to am end the 
acknow ledg 'd  Faults, in the Fram e they have been accustom 'd to. A nd 
if there be any Original defects, o r adventitious one in troduced by  tim e, 
or corruption; 'tis not an easie  th ing  to get them  changed, even  w hen  
all the World sees there is an  opportun ity  for i t .42

But age-o ld  custom , Locke recogn ized , even w hen  re in fo rced  b y

ignorance and  sloth, are no t so w eig h ty  in  their subdu ing  and  tran q u iliz in g

effects as to render m en altogether insensible to the sting  of despo tism  an d

therefore insusceptible to arousal. Locke writes:

. . .  R ev o lu tio n s h ap p en  n o t u p o n  every  little m ism anagem ent in  
pub lick affairs. G reat m is takes in  the ru ling  part, m any w rong  and  
inconvenient Laws, and all th e  slips of hum an frailty will be b o m  by 
the  People, w ithou t m utiny  o r  m urm ur. But if a long train  of A buses, 
Prevarications, and  Artifices, all tend ing  the sam e way, m ake the  
design visible to the People, a n d  they  cannot bu t feel, w hat they  lie 
under, and see, w hither they are  going; 'tis not to be w o n d er 'd , tha t 
they should  then rouze them selves, and  endeavor to p u t the ru le  into 
such hands, w hich m ay secure to them  the ends for w hich

*' 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 
Tohn 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, 
H, 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 C ivil 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).

4Z Tohn Locke. Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. 
Press, 1991), 414.
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G overnm ent w as a t first e re c te d ,. . . 43

As w e shall see in  C hapters IV, V, and  VI, C alhoun  w o u ld  take the 

analysis of ty ran n y  an d  of resistance to ty ranny  severa l steps beyond Locke 

and  others, exp la in ing  how  bo th  are rooted u ltim ate ly  in a single principle of 

hum an  na tu re . W hile e laborating  on the fu n d am en ta l p rincip les of political 

constitu tion, C a lhoun  w o u ld  also show  how  m an y  of the g rea t dangers and  

inconveniences w h ich  n a tu ra lly  a ttend  v io len t rev o lu tio n  m ay be avoided . 

For revo lu tions m ay, in  som e instances, be effected  peacefully  th rough  the 

deliberations and  agreem ents reached in constitu tional conventions; w hile in 

o ther cases, less com prehensive reform  m ay be effected th rough  a form alized 

a m en d in g  p ro c e d u re  a lre a d y  san c tio n ed  a n d  sp ec ified  in  an  ex is ting  

constitu tion . For n o t only  the im provem ent of po litica l a rrangem ents, b u t 

also the conserva tion  of these arrangem ents, necessita tes som e reform  of a 

com m unity 's g o v ern m en ta l arrangem ents from  tim e to tim e. Indeed , in  a 

passage w hose in s ig h t C alhoun  w ould  often  u n d e rsco re 44, Burke says: "A 

s ta te  w ith o u t th e  m ean s of som e change is w ith o u t the  m eans of its 

conservation. W ithou t such  m eans it m ight even  risk  the loss of th a t p a rt of 

the constitu tion w h ich  it w ished the m ost relig iously  to p re se rv e ."45

O n th is  view , co n serv a tio n  and co rrec tion  go h a n d  in  h an d , an d  

change p e r se, it sho u ld  be noted, does not qualify  as reform . C alhoun echoes 

this Burkean in sigh t in  h is D iscourse w hen he p ra ises the Fram ers of the U.S.

43 Locke, Two Treatises of Government. 415.
44 In John C. Calhoun, Union and Liberty: The Political Philosophy of Tohn 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.

4SEdmund 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 in serting  an am endm en t p ro v is io n  into that com pact

b e tw een  the sta tes. E x p la in ing  th e ir ra tio n a le  fo r the  inclusion  of an

am end ing  power, C alhoun  says:

Those w ho form ed [the C onstitution of '87] w ere  n o t so vain as 
to suppose tha t they  h ad  m ade a perfect in strum en t; nor so ignorant as 
no t to see, how ever perfect it m igh t be, th a t derangem ents and 
disorders, resu lting  from  time, circum stances, an d  the conflicting 
elem ents of the system  itself, w ould  m ake am endm en ts necessary.
(201)

A nd  so tru e  s ta te sm a n sh ip  in v o lv e s  a n a tu r a l  and  s a lu ta ry  

conservatism  th a t is characterized  by  sober a n d  im ag inative  adaptability . 

But, w hatever m ay be the  m ost wise and  expeditious m eans of effecting som e 

beneficent and  needed  change in a society 's po litica l arrangem ents, it is the 

p ro p er object of the sta tesm anly  art to determ ine.

M ore generally , a n  act of s ta tem an sh ip  is a n  instance of the  r ig h t 

application  of sound  po litical principle; no t, of the ind ifferen t application of 

any  o ld  principle, h o w ev er supportive, for exam ple, th a t principle m ay  be, 

once enacted, of a ru ling  p a rty 's  favored prejudices. As Plato teaches in the 

R epublic46, statesm anship  is the highest form  of p ru d en c e  (p h ro n esis l. w ith  a 

lesser b u t m ore fam iliar form  of p rudence being  th a t of the indiv idual citizen 

or subject. As P la to 's  fo llow ers d u rin g  the  I ta lia n  R enaissance tau g h t, 

w isd o m  (sapiential is a n  actualized  co n d itio n  o f th e  u n d e rs tan d in g  and  

feelings, and p rudence (p ru d en tia l is th a t form  of w isd o m  apperta in ing  to 

h u m an  action. The w isd o m  "in  action" th a t is p ru d en c e  m ay be contrasted, 

fo r exam ple, to the w isd o m  spoken  th a t is e lo q u en ce  (eloquentia l. But 

p rudence, or w ise action, is by  its na ture  com plex an d  n o t simple. It consists 

of a righ tly  ordered  com bination  of general u n d e rs tan d in g  an d  of know ledge

48 Bk. VI, 505b.
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of relevant particu lars . As the h ighest form  of p ru d en ce , statesm anship  is

concerned w ith  the  m aste ry  of all those genera l p rin c ip le s , belonging to

w hatever arts 47, the u n d ers tan d in g  of w hich is requ isite  for the survival and

flourishing of the political com m unity. In  add ition , statesm anship  as an a rt

is com m itted to the  app rehension  of tha t m u ltitu d e  of re levan t particulars

appertain ing  to the circum stances and w ell-being o f th a t specific com m unity

which, in  a given tim e, is u n d e r its pro tection  an d  care. This m astery of

requisite  general p rin c ip les  and  the ap p reh en sio n  of re lev an t particu lars

together form  that noble  science to w hich Benjam in F ranklin  (1706-1790), for

exam ple, w as re fe rring  w h en  he said: "There is no  Science, the Study of

w hich is m ore u sefu l a n d  com m endable th an  the  K now ledge of the true

Interest of one's C ountry  . . . 4S"

But it w as A risto tle  (384-322BC) w ho has g iven  us perh ap s the finest

sum m ary of the qualifications of the legislator or sta tesm an . In  his Politics.

which C alhoun greatly  e s teem ed 49, Aristotle wrote:

[the science of governm ent] has to consider w h a t governm ent is best 
and  of w hat so rt it m ust be, to be m ost in accordance w ith  our 
aspirations, if there  w ere no external im ped im ent, an d  also w hat kind 
of governm ent is adap ted  to particular states. For the best is often 
unattainable, an d  therefore the true legislator and  sta tesm an ought to 
be acquainted, n o t only w ith (1) that w hich is best in the abstract, bu t

47 Among these auxiliary arts are oratory, internal policing, generalship, and judgeship, 
which Plato discusses in the Statesman (304a-305eh

48 Benjamin Franklin. A Modest Enquiry into the Nature and N ecessity of a Paper Currency. 
1729.

49 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 Tohn 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 w ith  (2) th a t w hich  is best relatively to circum stances. We should 
be able further to say  how  a state m ay be constitu ted  u n d e r any  given 
conditions (3); b o th  how  it is originally form ed a n d , w h en  form ed, how  
it may be longest preserved; the supposed state be ing  so far from 
having the best constitu tion  tha t it is unprov ided  ev en  w ith  the 
conditions necessary for the best; neither is it the b e st u n d e r the 
circumstances, b u t of an inferior type.

He ough t, m oreover, to know  (4) the form  o f governm ent w hich 
is best su ited  to sta tes in general; for political w riters, a lthough  they 
have excellent ideas, are often im practical. We sh o u ld  consider, not 
only w hat form  of governm ent is best, but also w h a t is possible and 
w hat is easily attainable by  all. There are som e w ho  w o u ld  have none 
bu t the m ost perfect; for this m any natural advan tages are required. 
Others, again, speak  of a m ore attainable form, a n d , a lthough  they 
reject the constitu tion  u n d er w hich they are living, th ey  extol some 
one in particular, for exam ple, the Lacedaem onian. A ny  change of 
governm ent w hich  has to be in troduced  shou ld  be one w hich  men, 
starting from  their existing constitutions, w ill be b o th  w illing  and able 
to adopt, since there  is quite as m uch trouble in  the  reform ation  of an 
old constitution as in  the establishm ent of a new  one, ju s t as to 
unlearn is as h a rd  as to learn. A nd therefore, in a d d itio n  to the 
qualifications of the  sta tesm an already m entioned, he  shou ld  be able to 
find rem edies for the defects of existing co n stitu tio n s ,. . . 50

This sum m ary  of the sta tesm an 's qualifications m akes it clear that the 

a rt of statesm anship  possesses a speculative and theoretical d im ension, since 

the  sta tesm an m u st be  acqua in ted  w ith  that regim e w h ic h  "is best in the 

abstract" and that one w hich  "is best relatively to circum stances." A nd so a 

m ere acquaintance of a m an  w ith  the concrete and p a rticu la r circum stances of 

his com m unity , h o w e v e r th o ro u g h , is no t en o u g h  to  q u a lify  him  as a 

statesm an. Instead, as A ristotle says, the statesm an m ust be  a  so rt of m aster of 

bo th  the  universal and  the particu lar -- or one possessing b o th  theoretical and 

practical knowledge.

In^h is q u est fo r th a t  theo re tica l know ledge o r  kn o w led g e  of the

50Aristotle, Politics. Bk. IV, Ch. 1, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon 
(New York; Random House, 1941), 1205-1206.
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u n iversa l th a t w ill enable h im  to b e tte r  a rrange  and d irec t the affairs of his 

c o m m u n ity , the sta tesm an  m ay  c o n su lt an  evolving trad itio n  o f po litica l 

th eo riz in g  or science: For a th eo ry , a fte r all, is an  in te rp re ta tio n  a n d

explanation  of experience, m ore or less correct. Cast in  general language, a 

th eo ry  is an  abstrac tive  d is tilla tio n  o f w isd o m  and u n d e rs ta n d in g  from  

experiences tha t are them selves alw ays concrete and particular. This w isdom  

and  u n d ers tan d in g  consists of insigh t in to  essences and causes, o r in to  causal 

relations betw een existents. Political theory , a t its best, is a faithful d istilla tion  

of w isdom  or causal insight from  political experience or practice w h ich  w ill, if 

skillfully  app lied , bestow  g rea t and  lasting  benefits on a com m unity  th ro u g h  

an  im parting  of responsible direction.

A nd yet, the p rim ary  aim  of political theorizing is a rt or science, an d  

on ly  secondarily  the assistance of the  sta tesm an . And so po litical theo riz ing  

has theoretical u n d e rs tan d in g  as b o th  its im m ediate  aim  and  its u ltim ate  

aim , w hile  it  ow es its o rig in  to an d  gets a  con tinuous im pu lse  from  th e  

d e s ire  o f s ta te sm en  an d  co m m u n itie s  to so lve p ra c tic a l p ro b le m s  o f 

governance. The life of a sta tesm an  w h o  w as also a po litical p h ilo so p h er -- 

such  as C alhoun 's  — provides a rare  b u t  d ram atic  illustra tion  of the  orig in , 

a im , a n d  p rac tica l use of po litica l th eo riz in g . For exam ple , C a lh o u n 's  

doctrines of the  concurrent m ajority  a n d  of in terposition  are clearly, to  som e 

extent, a p ro d u ct of the m oun ting  sectional d iscord in A m erica b e tw een  1825 

and  1850. A nd yet, the universality  of these principles becom es ev id en t once 

they  are  ap p reh en d ed  aga in st the  b ack d ro p  of a  m ore ex tensive h isto rica l 

u n d e rs tan d in g ; especially  w h en  one recognizes tha t these  p rin c ip le s  h ave  

been  successfu lly  em ployed  in  d iffe ren t po litica l o rders rem o te  from  one
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another bo th  in  tim e an d  in  cu ltu ral developm ent or su b s ta n c e .31 But having 

argued  th a t s ta tesm ansh ip  has a speculative or theore tical d im ension , and  

th a t the im m ediate  a n d  u ltim ate  aim  of all theo riz ing , in c lu d in g  political 

theorizing, is a rt or science, let us pause briefly to consider the  source of art 

or science in  hum an  na tu re .

D istinctive am ong  created  things, m an is capable  o f science and art 

because his experiences are connected by memory. For as A risto tle  teaches in 

the M etaphysics:

By natu re  anim als are b o m  w ith  the faculty of sensation , and  from 
sensation m em ory  is p roduced  in some of them , th o u g h  n o t in  others. 
A nd therefore the  form er are m ore intelligent and  a p t a t learn ing  than 
those w hich canno t rem em ber; those w hich are incapable  of hearing 
sounds are in te lligen t though  they cannot be taugh t, e. g. the bee, and 
any other race of anim als tha t m ay be like it; and  those w hich  besides 
m em ory have th is sense of hearing can be taught.

The anim als o ther than  m an live by  appearances and  m em ories, 
and have b u t little of connected experience; b u t the  h u m an  race lives 
also by  a rt and  reasonings. N ow  from m em ory experience is produced 
in m en; for the several m em ories of the sam e th ing  p ro d u ce  finally the 
capacity for a single experience. And experience seem s p re tty  m uch 
like science and  art, b u t really science and a rt com e to m en  th ro u g h  
experience. . . 52

U pon reach ing  th is  p o in t in his d iscourse , A ris to tle  invokes the 

au th o rity  of h is m en to r, rep ea tin g  Polus' d eclara tion  in  the  Gorgias that 

w hile  " . . .  experience g u ides o u r life along the p a th  of a rt, inexperience 

[propels us] along the p a th  of chance." 3

51 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. fo). But for a contrary view that 
denies the universality of the doctrine of the concurrent majority, see, for example, the 
introductory essay in Tohn C. Calhoun: A Profile, ed. John L. Thomas (NewYork: Hill and 
Wang, 1968), x.

52 Aristotle, Metaphysics. Bk. I, Ch. I , in The Basic Works of A ristotle, ed. McKeon, 689.
53 Plato, Gorgias. 448c
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But the no tion  th a t rem em bering  is at the centre of a r t  im plies, of

course, that forgetfulness th rea tens to reduce m en in this ea rth ly  life to the

level of inexperience a n d  artlessness. Indeed , som e recent w rite rs  have

expressed the concern th a t m an is now  m oving in the direction o f artlessness,

no t th rough  the usual m ode of carelessness and inatten tion , b u t  by  his ow n

choosing. In an essay titled  "H istory, Toynbee, and the M odern M ind" (1957),

F rederick  W ilhelm sen observed  th a t "h istory  is no longer a category  of the

consciousness."54 Fo llow ing  W ilhelm sen on this them e w as R ichard M.

W eaver (1910-1963), a p ro fessor of rhetoric at the U niversity  of C hicago,w ho

w rote of our m odem  era:

Amnesia as a goal is a social em ergent of unique significance. I do no t 
find any other pe riod  in  w hich m en have felt to an  equal degree  that 
the past either is un in teresting  or is a reproach to them . W hen  w e 
realize the extent to w hich one 's m em ory is oneself, w e are m ade to 
w onder w hether there  is no t som e elem ent of suicidal im pu lse  in  this 
m ood, and  at least an  im pulse to self-hatred. O ne of the obvious and 
easy ways to take leave of oneself is to forget, to cease to ho ld  in 
consciousness w h a t one has been. This is personal annih ilation , for no 
m an exists really except th rough  that m ysterious storehouse of his 
rem em bered acts an d  h is form ed personality. H is very  reality  depends 
upon  his carrying the  p a s t into the present th rough  the p o w er of 
m em ory. If he does no t w an t identity, if he has actually com e to hate 
himself, it is na tu ra l for him  to try  to get rid of m em ory 's baggage. He 
w ill travel light. B ut it w ill be a deprived kind of travelling, cu t dow n 
to im m ediate responses to im m ediate challenges. The e lem ent tha t 
m akes his life a con tinuum  w ill be m issing and in the absence of this 
he cannot be a hum an  being  capable of culture. To be h u m an  is to live 
extensively in tw o tenses, the p ast and  the fu ture, bo th  of w hich  
require for their construction  the m ind and therefore the m em ory.55

54 Frederick Wilhelmsen, "History, Toynbee, and the Modem Mind: Betrayal of the West," 
Modem Age (Bummer. 1957), 38.

55 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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A nd so, th ro u g h  w illfu l forgetting, m o d e m  m en  asp ire  to "trave l 

light" by liberating them selves from  the responsib ilities an d  pains associated 

w ith  identity. But, by  short-sightedly  adop ting  th is  course, these latter-day  

Lotus-eaters unw itting ly  d en u d e  them selves of all cu ltu re , and  indeed, of the 

very  possibility  of accu ltu ra tio n  and m eaningfu l life. The consequences of 

this perverse self-im position  of am nesia are felt in  every  d epartm en t of life, 

including the cu ltural, the economic, the sp iritual, a n d  the political.

The spectacu lar barbarism s of the tw en tie th  cen tu ry  are  only the m ost 

strik ing  political a n d  m oral consequences o f m o d e rn  m a n 's  self-im posed 

am nesia. These b a rb a r ism s  include  tw o w o r ld  w ars , sy stem atic  an d  

technologically assisted  a ttem p ts  at genocide, a n d  v a s t to ta lita rian  regim es 

th a t have a lready  — by  the  cen tu ry 's  end  — h a n d ily  w o n  the  ignom inious 

distinction of being the  b lood iest regimes in h u m an  history.

But in  order to  m inim ize forgetting, and  to av o id  thereby  a consequent 

slide into a rtlessness an d  barbarism , h um ane  a n d  p a trio tic  m en m ay  yet 

avail them selves of a convention  designed, at least in  p a rt, for that purpose. 

Hence, one p a rtia l rem ed y  for forgetfulness is a r t  in  the  form  of w ritten  

theoretical d iscourse, w here  general and  tim eless tru th s  are se t dow n in  the 

hope that they  m ay be p reserved  in perpe tu ity .56 A n d  so, a lthough  m ost of 

the  valuable ru les o f po litics have been  d isco v ered  over an d  over again

56 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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d u rin g  the course of h isto ry57, sound  political theory, as a record  of general 

tru ths , stands in m ore or less successful defiance of hum an  forgetfulness. As 

Lord A cton has w ritten: . . the science of politics is the one science th a t is

deposited  by  the stream  of history, like grains of gold in the sa n d  of a river; 

and  the know ledge of the past, the record of tru ths revealed by  experience, is 

em inen tly  practical, as an in strum en t of action and  a pow er th a t goes to the 

m aking  of the fu tu re58.,, A nd  so political theory, a t its best, is b o th  a recording 

and  a tim eless account of the know ledge  of political life g a in e d  th ro u g h  

experience.

A t its w orst, how ever, a po litica l th eo ry  is a h ig h ly  p lau s ib le  and  

seductive  piece of abstract sophistry  w hich , th rough  m isdirection , b rings the 

g ravest k ind  of harm  to a com m unity; the  so rt that th reatens o r even  ends

57 Echoing an exchange on this topic between Clinias and the Athenian in Plato's Laws. Bk. 
VII, 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 w e may infer that in political institutions the 
same rule holds.

58 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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outrigh t a peop le 's  existence. A nd so, as scientific theories go, it seem s th a t 

the political is a particu larly  rough and heady  concoction; one w hose effects, 

for good or ill, depend  both  on the skill and  care em ployed in  its m aking, and  

on  the m an n er, w h e th e r  jud icious o r in ju d ic io u s , of its co n su m p tio n . 

D epend ing  on  these  tw o circum stances -- nam ely , the faith fu lness o f its 

construction  and  the  m anner of its app lica tion ; a political theory , as a 

construc tion  of the  ph ilo soph ica l im ag in a tio n , w ill p ro v e , for a g iv en  

com m unity  u n d e r the direct influence of its princip les, either an elixir th a t 

gives continued life and  increased strength , or a dead ly  poison.

W hat the  p articu la r outcom e of the im plem entation  of political theo ry  

m ay  be for a g iven  com m unity, in a g iven  instance, w ill d epend  o n  the  

a fo rem en tio n ed  circum stances; b u t th a t som e d eg ree  of theo ry  a n d  of 

theorizing is b o u n d  to em erge and to operate  as an  influence on the political 

practice of the h u m an  com m unity is, from  a consideration  of the inheren tly  

speculative and  im aginative  nature of m an  and  of the  external conditions in 

w h ich  he m u st ev er find  him self, a c ircum stance  too ev iden t to req u ire  

leng thy  review. For every  hum an  com m unity , of necessity, has recourse , 

th roughou t the  course  of its existence, to political theorizing  and  th eo ry  in  

so m e  fo rm . A nd yet, the quality and general sophistication of the theory  and  

theorizing  m ay  v a ry  w ide ly  betw een d ifferen t com m unities. Thus a theo ry  

th a t is to be acted u p o n  or instantiated m ay be — in  judg ing  bo th  its substance 

and  the form 59 in  w h ich  it is cast — either elevated, refined, and pow erful, on 

the one hand , or rud im en tary , slight, and  hum ble, on  the other h and , or, in  

fact, som e co h eren t com bination  of these qualities. But the fact of the

59 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 inev itab ility  of political theory and  of theorizing  in 

h u m an  com m unities im plies th a t  som e un iversal fea tu re  o f  th e  h u m an  

condition  exists w hich n a tu ra lly  p ro m p ts  m en to conjecture o n  a lte rna tive  

governm ental arrangem ents.

T h a t fea tu re  of the  h u m a n  po litica l co n d itio n  w h ic h  n a tu ra lly  

p ro m p ts  m en to theo rize  a n d  w h ich , indeed , m akes p o litica l th e o ry  a 

requisite  of hum an surv ival an d  flourish ing , is the circum stance th a t society 

is a liv ing  and therefore  ev er-ch an g in g  spon taneous o rd e r o f m an -m ad e  

conventions. Thus h u m an  society , w herever found and  of w h a tev e r variety , 

is a spontaneously  evolving o rd e r  of convention, an  o rder w h ich  is itself se t 

w ith in  a m ore general evo lv ing  n a tu ra l order. A nd  so po litica l th eo ry  is 

elicited  as m uch perh ap s by  p rac tica l necessity as by  h u m a n  cu rio s ity  or 

w onder.

As Aristotle m ade clear in  b o th  his political and  m etaphysical treatises, 

act and  potency, as active p rincip les, operate  at every  level of the D ivinely  

insp ired  w orld , in  the social sp h e re  as w ell as in the natu ra l. A n d  it is this 

circum stance which challenges m en  to contribute to and  to ex tend  the  general 

system  of order inspired by  the  D iv in ity  “, a task for w hich m an , as a created 

being, is peculiarly equ ipped , w ith  h is pow er of "analysis an d  com bination" 

w hich  C alhoun called "m etaphysica l reasoning." But in  claim ing th a t social 

change or evolution is a fu n d am en ta l cause of all political theo riz ing , let us 

note, m ore specifically, th a t it  is th e  changing m oral and  physical conditions 

of th e  com m un ity  w h ic h  a re  th e  c ircum stances w h ic h  c o m p e l th e  

in tro d u c tio n  of som e degree of po litica l theorizing  in to  po litica l p rac tice ,

60 In Aristotle, while there is a divinely inspired world, there is no divinely created world. 
And, of course, it is 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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how ever unreflective  m ay  be the p articu la r cu ltu re  in  question. Thus the  

sta tesm an , h o w ev er rem oved  he m ay  seem , in  a g iven  instance, from  the  

abstract language  and  general concerns of theory , is na tu ra lly  d isp o sed  to 

consult those specu la tive  insights w hich  it  is the charge of the th eo ris t to 

arrange  in  p ro p e r  re la tion  one to a n o th e r as e lem ents in a genera l a n d  

tim eless speech abou t the hum an  good.

T h a t b o th  po litica l theory  an d  p o litica l p rac tice  are su scep tib le  to 

influence by  the  o ther is too ev iden t to req u ire  a rg u m en t and  illu stra tio n . 

A nd yet, w h a t b earin g  or influence the theoretical en terp rise  of lay ing  of "a  

solid fo u n d a tio n  for political Science" m ay  have  u ltim ately  on the p rac tica l 

political affairs of m en is a question w hose answ er is apparen tly  am ong those 

the m o st d iff icu lt to ascertain . Tow ard an  e v en tu a l reso lu tio n  of th is  

q uestion  how ever, w e m ig h t conjecture th a t  in  an  a ttem p t to u n d e rsco re  

som e fu n d am e n ta l causal relationship  concern ing  the  influence of po litica l 

theory on  practice, an  h isto rian  of politics m ig h t a ttem p t to d raw  correlations 

betw een the successes and  failures that, taken  together, form  the h isto ry  of the  

th eo re tica l e n te rp r is e , on  the  one h a n d , a n d  the  ac tu a l a d v e n ts  a n d  

subversions o f so u n d  governm en t w hich, analogously , form  the h is to ry  of 

political practice, on  the o ther hand. T hat th ere  exists som e elem entary  a n d  

de term ina te  causa l re la tion  betw een po litica l theo ry  and  political p rac tice  

th a t is su scep tib le  of d iscovery  is n o t h e re  d en ied , th o u g h  it m u s t be  

acknow ledged  th a t the specific outlines of th is  re la tion  have lain, as ye t, in  

obscurity.

W hat is far m ore  ap p aren t and  e asily  a scerta in ed , how ever, o n  a 

review  of po litica l experience, is tha t h isto rically , governm ents have  b e e n
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form ed m ore th ro u g h  in d ire c tio n  an d  the  u n in te n d e d  consequences of

hu m an  action th a n  th ro u g h  an y  deliberate  an d  system atic  p lan n in g  on the

p a rt of individuals. This is so because of the pecu lia r na tu re  of governm ent's

fundam ental ends, and  specifically, o f governm en t's  relation  to society. For

the ship of sta te  is one that, b y  v irtue  of the n a tu re  o f its D ivinely  ordained

p u rp o se  to p rese rv e  society , can  never e n te r d ry -d o ck , as it  w ere, for

refu rb ishm ent o r repair. It is a  sh ip  that, of necessity, m ust be refitted , w hen

the necessity arises, a t sea, p lan k  by  plank. C a lh o u n  u ndersco red  this tru th

ab o u t the fo rm ation  of g o v ern m en ts  w ith in  h is g en era l d iscussion , in the

D isquisition, of the g rea t d ifficu lty  of form ing a constitu tiona l governm ent

w orthy  of the nam e. C oncern ing  such  governm ents, he  says:

. . . their construction  has been  the result, n o t so m uch  of w isdom  and 
patriotism , as of favorable com binations of circum stances. 
[Constitutional governm ents] have, for the m o st pa rt, g row n  ou t of 
struggles be tw een  conflicting interests, w hich , from  som e fortunate 
turn , have ended  in  a com prom ise, by w hich  b o th  parties have been 
adm itted , in  som e one w ay  o r another, to have a separate  and  distinct 
voice in  the  governm ent. W here this has n o t been  the case, they  have 
been the p ro d u c t of fo rtuna te  circum stances, acting  in  conjunction 
w ith  som e p ressing  danger, w hich  forced the ir adoption , as the only 
m eans by  w hich  it could  be avoided. (58)

The m ost no tab le  exam ples o f constitu tiona l governm en ts form ed in  

the  firs t way, th ro u g h  a s tru g g le  b e tw een  co n flic tin g  in te re s ts  en d ed  

fo rtu ito u s ly  b y  a c o m p ro m ise , in c lu d e  th e  R o m an  R ep u b lic  and  the  

constitu tional m onarchy  of G rea t Britain. E xam ples o f the la tter sort, w here 

constitu tional a rrangem en ts w ere  the p ro d u c t of fo rtu n a te  circum stances in  

com bination w ith  som e p ressin g  danger w hich forced  their adop tion , include 

tw o  p io n e e r in g  a n d  re n o w n e d  b u t  tra g ic a lly  sh o r t- l iv e d  A m erican  

experim ents, those federal system s know n respec tive ly  as the  C onfederate
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States of America (1861-1865) and  the United States of A m erica (1788-1861) 61.

H aving rev iew ed  those instances in  w hich constitu tional governm ents 

have been successfully  fo rm ed and, once form ed, effectively m aintained for 

som e co n sid erab le  tim e , as w ell as those  in s ta n c e s  in  w hich  such  

governm ents, once fo rm ed , have degenerated  rap id ly  into absolute form s, 

C alhoun writes:

It w ould seem  th a t it has exceeded hum an  sagacity  deliberately to p lan  
and construct constitu tional governm ents, w ith  a full know ledge of 
the principles o n  w hich  they  were form ed; o r to reduce them  to 
practice w ithou t the p ressure  of som e im m ediate and  urgent necessity. 
N or is it su rp rising  th a t such  should be the case; for it w ould  seem  
impossible for an y  m an, or body of m en, to be  so profoundly  and 
thoroughly  acquain ted  w ith  the people of any  com m unity which has 
m ade any considerable progress in civilization and  w ealth, w ith  all the 
diversified in terests ever accom panying them , as to be able to organize 
constitutional governm ents suited to their condition . But, even w ere 
this possible, it w o u ld  be difficult to find an y  com m unity  sufficiently 
enlightened and  patrio tic  to adopt such a governm ent, w ithout 
the com pulsion o f som e pressing necessity. (58)

A lack of p a trio tism  and  enlightenm ent on  the p a r t  of the generality, 

w h erev er fo u n d , co m b ined  w ith  the sheer co m p lex ity  of a com m unity  

"w h ich  has m ade  an y  considerable p rog ress in  c iv ilization  and w ealth" , 

constitu tes an a p p a re n tly  in su rm o u n tab le  b a rr ie r  to any  attem pt, b y  a 

com m unity , a t a th o ro ugh -go in g , self-aw are, a n d  rationalistic  po litical 

p lan n in g  an d  co n stru c tio n  th a t could p rove effective and  salutary. Long 

before the A ustrian  econom ists Ludw ig von  M ises (1881-1973) and Friedrich

61 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 H ayek (1899-199?)62 explained  to the w orld  w h y  cen tra l o r "rationalistic" 

econom ic p lann ing  could  never work, due  to the sheer com plexity  of m arket 

relations and  the in trac tab le  na tu re  of the know ledge p rob lem s that a ttend  

these relations, E d m u n d  Burke and John C. C a lhoun  w ere  suggesting  how  

the sheer com plexity  of political com m unities an d  the  m ora l and  intellectual 

lim itations endem ic to h u m an  nature , taken  together, w o u ld  doom  to failure 

all attem pts a t a th o ro u g h ly  p lanned  politics. The v a rio u s  and  enorm ously  

costly u top ian  political experim ents of the tw entieth  cen tu ry  are shocking and 

e loquen t te s tim o n ie s  to the  tru th s  a b o u t ra tio n a lis tic  p lan n in g , b o th  

econom ic and  po litica l, u ndersco red  by  these econom ists  an d  sta tesm an- 

philosophers.

H um an political practice, then, is to be a largely  u n p lan n ed  affair, if it is 

to bestow  the benefits of p ro tection  and im provem ent on  society, and thereby 

to fulfill faithfully those  ends for w hich it is D ivinely in ten d ed . This m eans, 

of course, tha t the m ethods of the statesm an, as w ill becom e m ore evident in  

later chap ters , a re  th e  su b tle  and  soph istica ted  on es o f ind irection , and  

therefore bear no resem blance -- in the eyes of the  po litica l know er — to the 

hopelessly crude a n d  sim plistic nostrum s of the po litical p lanner. And so we 

have just estab lished , o r ra ther, underscored, the fact th a t political practice is 

of necessity a la rge ly  u n p lan n ed  affair. A nd  in  the  en d , it  is this bare fact 

which sets lim its o n  the  applicability  of any  political theory, an d  thus on  the 

influence of political theory  on  political practice. The significance of this fact 

about g o v ern m en t a n d  a b o u t political p rac tice  in  g e n e ra l becom es even

62 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 Order (1948). The Constitution of Liberty (19601. and Law. 
Legislation, and Liberty (T973L
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clearer w hen  w e consider the im plications for the  ap p lica tio n  of theo ry  of 

both  the abstract character and  the idealistic d im ension  of th eo ry  itself.

W e find th a t there  are lim its to the app lica tion  of a n y  political theory, 

and  these  lim its are  d u e  large ly  to the  n a tu re  o f th e o ry  itse lf as an 

explanatory account of b o th  political actualities and  po litical ideals. A nother 

w ay of saying  th is is th a t political theory is necessarily  b o th  descrip tive  and 

prescrip tive , d e sp ite  the  fact th a t rheto rica l em phases o n  the  p a rt  of the 

theorist m ay serve to d isgu ise  this fact in certa in  instances. In  add ition  to its 

descrip tion , th eo ry  h as a n  idealistic and  p rescrip tive  d im e n sio n  w hich , in 

o rder to exert a sa lu ta ry  an d  beneficent effect on  p rac tice , m u s t heed  the 

im peratives of th a t practice. By virtue of their general and  abstrac t character, 

the ideals exp ressed  an d  espoused  w ith in  a general th eo ry  of politics are 

radically u n d e r-d e te rm in e d  in  character. In d eed , as co m p o n en ts  w ith in  a 

general, specu la tive  theory, these ideals-from -theory are necessarily  abstract 

and  u n d e r-d e te rm in e d , an d  because of th is , th ey  p o ssess  no  im m ediate  

practical utility. B ut these  ideals m ay p rove  u ltim ately  u se fu l, of course, 

w hen  they  are tran s la te d  by  the art of the sta tesm an  in to  the  id iom  of his 

com m unity , and  d e te rm in e d  or adap ted  w ith  regard  to th e  history, present 

circum stances, a n d  a sp ira tio n s  of th a t com m unity . T h a t th e  sta tesm an  

recogn izes th e  u n f i tn e s s  o f these  id e a ls -fro m -th e o ry  fo r im m ed ia te  

application, as w e ll as the  dislocations an d  dangers to w h ich  the ir heedless 

application  m ig h t expose a com m unity, has a lready  been  suggested . W hat 

rem ains is to exp la in  th e  n a tu re  of those ideals w hich  a com m un ity  should  

pursue.

The p ractical an d  a ttainab le  ideals of a com m unity  a re  the  proxim ate
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and identifiable ones em bedded  in  the existing m oral and  political practices of

the com m unity. As the g rea t tw en tie th  century E nglish political philosopher

M ichael O akeshott (1901-1990) po in ts out, one of the p rim ary  responsibilities

of the  s ta te sm an  is to id en tify  those ideals " in tim a ted "  by  the  political

trad ition  and  existing practice of the community. In his essay titled  "Political

Education" (1962), O akeshott w rites tha t politics springs "neither from  instant

desires, no r from  genera l p rin c ip le s , b u t from  the ex isting  trad itio n s  of

behavior them selves"

In politics, . . . every en terp rise  is a consequential enterprise, the 
pursu it, no t of a dream , o r of a general principle, b u t of an  intim ation. 
W hat w e have to do w ith  is som ething less im posing  than  logical 
im plications or necessary consequences: bu t if the in tim ations of a 
trad ition  of behaviour are  less dignified or m ore elusive th an  these, 
they are no t on  that account less im portant. O f course, there is no piece 
of m istake-proof appara tu s by  m eans of w hich w e can elicit the  
intim ation m ost w orthw hile  pursuing: and no t on ly  do w e often  
m ake gross errors of ju d g m en t in  this matter, b u t also the to ta l effect of 
a desire satisfied is so little  to be forecast, that our activity of 
am endm ent is often found  to lead us w here w e w ou ld  no t go. 
M oreover, the  w hole en terp rise  is liable at any  m om ent to be 
perverted  by  the incursion  of an  approxim ation to em piricism  in the 
p u rsu it of power. These are  features w hich can never be elim inated; 
they belong to the character of political activity.*1

Political tra d itio n  an d  c u rre n t practice in tim ate  or su g g e s t ideals 

because political trad itions an d  existing practices, taken  together, express the 

actualized  po litica l cond ition  o f a people. A nd all ac tualized  conditions, 

w hether in the  n a tu ra l or the h u m a n  w orld , are the resu lt of som e m ore or 

less successful realization  of a n  ideal, an  ideal in ternal to the specific created 

existent(s) u n d er consideration -- as in the case of an  oak  tree or of a m an, for

83See Michael Oakeshott, "Political Education" in Rationalism in Politics and Other 
Essays (Indianapolis: LibertyPress, 1991), 56.

84 Ibid, 57.
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exam ple. But the "ex isten t" w ith  w hich  we are here m ost concerned  is a 

g roup  of m en constitu ting  an  organ ized  society, and  their po litical trad itions 

and  existing po litical p rac tice  are, taken  together, the m easu re  of their 

actualized condition politically .

But, recalling ou r m etaphysical fram ework, every actualized  condition, 

w h e th er political, m oral, cu ltu ra l, o r whatever, involves a res id u a l po tency  

a n d  an  in te rna l id ea l th a t to g e th e r  suggest the  p o ss ib ility  of fu r th e r  

actualization. This is so because, as Aristotle and  St. T hom as teach, every  

created existent is a com bination  of act and  potency; and  no created  existent, 

includ ing  m an, is susceptib le  of a full actualization of its p o ten tia l in  this 

earthly life .65

A n d  so the  u p sh o t o f th is  d iscussion  of w h a t O a k sh o tt calls 

" in tim a tio n s"  is th a t m en  a re  a lw ays to be found  in  som e ac tu a lized  

cond ition  or other, a con d itio n  expressed  in term s of the  trad itio n s  and  

existing  practices of their po litical com m unities. This actualized  condition  

contains w ithin  itself, those sa lu ta ry  ideals which the sta tesm an  is concerned 

to uncover. H aving once uncovered  or identified these ideals, the statesm an 

is n a tu ra lly  concerned to o rgan ize  and  to orchestrate the ir p u rsu it b y  the 

genera l com m unity. S ound  theory, then, p roperly  ap p lied , aim s a t  the 

realization , in p ro p er sequence and  tim e, of those ideals em b ed d ed  in  and  

suggested by  existing m oral and  political practice. These ideals, how ever, are 

n o t to be acted up o n  all a t once. Instead, the in tim ated  ideals in te rnal to 

ex is ting  m oral and  po litica l p rac tice  are  to be acted  on , in  p ru d e n tia l

65 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.
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succession, as determ ined by the concrete identifiable needs an d  asp ira tions of 

the (principal interests of) the genera l com m unity. This process of refo rm  in 

succession allows the p rox im ate  a n d  m ore rem ote effects of the  p a rticu la r 

m easures involved in  the  reform , once acted  upon, to be assessed. T h rough  

such  assessm ent, the u ltim ate  d esirab ility  of various features o f the  reform  

m ay  be determ ined. A nd  so su ch  is the n a tu re  of genuine an d  responsib le  

political reform . A nd  also, a v ita lly  im p o rtan t negative im p lica tion  of the 

a fo rego ing  "O akesho ttian" e x p la n a tio n  of reform  is th a t  idea ls  th a t  are 

d e rived  from  any source o ther th a n  ex isting  practice are to be sh u n n e d  as 

arbitrary, incongruous, an d  d a n g e ro u s , in c lu d in g  those d e riv e d  th ro u g h  

"abstract" and  "objective" reason, fo r exam ple.

P u t in som ew hat sim p ler te rm s, the sta tesm an leads the  co m m u n ity  

in to  and  through  reform s of its in stitu tio n s , w hen  such reform s are  n eeded ; 

an d  he leads by being  o u t in  fron t, as it w ere, b u t no t too far. For a  dan g er 

in h eren t in  all efforts to reform  the  social and  governm ental in stitu tio n s of a 

com m unity  comes from  a ten d en cy  of som e am ong the w ell-in ten tio n ed  to 

h a s te n  a com m unity  d o w n  th e  p a th  to the  fulfillm ent of som e fav o red  

abstract ideal through  an  excess o f zea l an d  deficiency of care. The costs of 

such  haste  and carelessness w ill o f  necessity  be borne by the co m m u n ity  at 

large, and  these costs w ill take th e  fo rm  either of som e excess of p e rso n a l 

liberty  or of governm ental p o w er w h ich  w ill, in  its inexorable effects, w eaken  

the  m ora l and  physical s tre n g th  o f th e  com m unity  th ro u g h  d iso rd e r  and  

chaos. In  this w ay, an  u n th in k in g  an d  p rec ip ito u s im p o s itio n  o f som e 

favo red  abstract ideal u p o n  the  co m m u n ity  m ust, in  its u ltim a te  effects, 

e ith er re ta rd  for a tim e or p e rm a n en tly  h a lt a com m unity 's m arch  to w ard
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im provem ent and  progress.

C a lh o u n  u n d e rs to o d  w h a t O akesho tt w o u ld  say  a b o u t p o litica l

trad ition  and  in tim ated  ideals. W hile Vice-president under b o th  John Q uincy

A dam s (1767-1848) an d  A ndrew  Jackson, he served  as p res id in g  officer over

the Senate d u rin g  the  1820's. There, C alhoun learned  lessons in  respect for

political trad ition  by  lis ten ing  to the often w ild and  lengthy harangues of the

brilliant, fiery, and  eccentric John Randolph of Roanoke (1773-1833).

A fra il a n d  tu b e rc u la r  V irginia p lan te r-s ta tesm an  in  the  h ab it of

stro lling  into the  cham bers of C ongress w ith  h o u n d  dogs a t his side an d

rid ing  crop in hand , R ando lph  is unfortunately far better know n today for his

eccentricities than  for e ither his b rillian t oratorical perform ances or his s tu rd y

republicanism  and  doctrine  of sta tes ' r ig h ts .66 This circum stance is all the

m ore lam entable because R ando lph  gained m uch of his political schooling a t

the  feet, figuratively  speak ing , of the great Irish  ph ilosopher and  statesm an,

E dm und  Burke. A nd  it w as, in  part, th rough  John R ando lph  th a t C alhoun

learned  so m uch  from  the I r ish m a n .67 Taking Burke as h is m odel of a

s ta te s m a n , C a lh o u n  w a s  no  d o u b t fa m ilia r  w i th  th e  m a s te r 's

p ro n o u n cem en ts  o n  th e  ro le  o f trad itio n  an d  the a rt  o f the  leg islator,

including  this one:

[Men] should  app roach  to the faults of the state as to the w ounds of a 
father, w ith  p ious aw e and trem bling solicitude. By this w ise prejudice 
w e are tau g h t to look w ith  horror on those children of their country 
w ho are p rom p t rash ly  to hack that aged p a ren t in pieces and  put h im  
into the kettle of m agicians, in  hopes that by  their po isonous weeds 
and  w ild  incantations they m ay regenerate the  paternal constitution

66 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.

57 See Russell Kirk, Tohn Randolph of Roanoke: A Study in American Politics (Indianapolis: 
Liberty Press, 1978).
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and  renovate  their father's life.68

In  his o w n  tim e, Burke o p p o se d  the French E n lig h ten m en t w ith  

B ritish  tra d itio n , con tem pt fo r tra d itio n  w ith  p ious reg a rd , a n d  w ild  

abstractionism  w ith  responsible and  em pathetic  inquiry  into the e lem ents of 

sound  policy. U nderstand ing  the folly of p u rsu in g  hyper-abstract an d  alien 

ideals, the sta tesm an  resolutely an d  p iously  follows the p a th  laid o u t for a 

com m unity  by Providence in the p ractical and  attainable ideals in tim ated  by 

existing m oral and  political practice. Such w as the course C a lh o u n  w ou ld  

p u rsu e  for fo rty  years as legislator a n d  executive a t the h ighest levels of 

A m erican governm ent, a course w hich  finds its w arran t in  experience and  in 

true philosophy.

A nd so, in  this opening chapter, I have described C alhoun 's conception 

of m etaphysica l reasoning  and how  science m ay  be distilled  from  political 

experience. A lso, in  the process of explain ing  how  political theory , political 

practice, and  statesm anship  are re la ted  one to another, I have b eg u n  to show  

w h a t is in v o lv ed  in  the  fo u n d in g  o f a science. With these im p o rta n t 

prelim inaries n o w  discharged, w e are p rep a red  to tu rn  to a considera tion  of 

how , in m ore specific term s, C alhoun se t about to lay a "solid foundation  for 

political Science."

68 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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CHAPTER E

THE TWO-FOLD CONSTITUTION OF M A N 'S NATURE
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W ith  this chap ter, w e shall beg in  to consider the results of C alhoun 's 

app lica tion  of m etaphysica l reasoning  to the  phen o m en a  of politics. For 

C alhoun, the pow er of m etaphysical reason ing  m ade possible his discovery of 

a fundam ental p rincip le  by  m eans of w h ich  the science of governm ent could 

be g iven a solid  foundation . The aim  of th is chap ter is to p re sen t and  to 

explicate th a t v ita lly  im portan t principle, and  to conjecture on h o w  C alhoun 

arrived  at its d iscovery and  form ulation.

The scientific in q u ire r into po litical phenom ena , like th e  scientist of 

th e  physical w o rld , is concerned  w ith  th e  id en tific a tio n  a n d  s tu d y  of 

elem ental forces an d  the ir interactions one w ith  another, as w ell as w ith  the 

sta te  of affairs to w h ich  their interaction gives rise. Those forces w ith  w hich  

the  political sc ien tis t is p rincipally  concerned , an d  w hich  co n stitu te  the 

p ro p e r objects of h is s tudy , are ones w h ich  n a tu ra lly  o rig in a te  in an d  

au tom atically  em anate  from  the b reast of the  h u m an  ind iv idua l, and  w hich  

are  conditioned, in  a g iven  instance, by  the com plex of circum stances, na tu ra l 

an d  artificial, in  w h ich  m an  finds him self. Such forces, by  their na tu re , give 

rise  inexorably  to actualities or fixed cond itions w hich  are them selves, in  

tu rn , susceptib le  o f fu rth e r m odification th ro u g h  the  ongoing  opera tion  of 

the  original forces as developed or m odified  by  evolving circum stance.

In o ther w o rd s , scientific inqu iry  in to  politics, and  therefore  political 

science itself, is possib le  because regularities exist in  h u m an  political practice 

a n d  behaviour. T here  are tw o p rin c ip a l causes of these  regu larities: the

institu tions of g o v e rn m en t and the h u m an  passions. Thus, th ere  can be a 

science of politics because  law s and  form s of governm en t te n d  to shape  

h u m an  actions and  characters in uniform  w ays.
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C alhoun 's concern  as a m etaphysica l inquirer into the p h enom ena  of 

politics was to uncover th a t p rim a l force, or relation of forces, in  term s of 

w hich  other, subsid iary  forces, an d  ultim ately, the various fixed conditions of 

po litica l actuality , c o u ld  be  e x p la in e d . This concern  to  p ro v id e  an  

explanation, th rough  the iden tification  of fundam ental and  form ative forces, 

of all the various and  m u ltitu d in o u s  actualized states or conditions in  w hich  

m an  has ever o r cou ld  ev er find  h im self, is a concern  th a t is the  very  

ha llm ark  of the sciences of hum anity , and  of the ru ling  science of po litics1 in  

particular. For it is on ly  th ro u g h  an  apprehension  of the general operational 

tendencies of these forces th a t any  responsible and  efficacious effort can  be 

m ad e  to secu re  m ore  firm ly , if n o t perm anen tly , those  occasional an d  

su b s tan tia l advances th a t occur in  po litica l practice, an d  th ro u g h  th is, to 

enhance the prospects for h u m an  su rv iva l and flourishing. It is in  th is way, 

as I explained in  C hap ter I, th a t th e  im m ediate and practical concerns of the 

statesm an give rise to political theo riz ing  and  to political philosophy.

Social and  political cond itions w rong ly  understood  are the  basis of all 

ill-conceived efforts a t reform . Even m ore seriously, such m isunders tand ings 

have frequently  been  a p rin c ip a l cause of a m ore com prehensive  fo rm  of 

political and social alteration: revo lu tion . But these m isunders tand ings m ay, 

of course, be a ttr ib u ted  in  large  p a r t  to the com plexity of th e  p h enom ena  

them selves. In d eed , it  h as  b e en  p e rh a p s  the sheer v a rie ty  of ac tualized  

conditions historically  th a t has constitu ted  the principal obstacle to advance 

in  the  various sciences of h u m a n  th o u g h t and action. This ever-g row ing  

varie ty  of hum an  political experience, on ly  the m ore recent p o rtio n  of w hich 

is p reserv ed  in  the  h is to rica l reco rd , tends to overw helm  ev en  th e  m ost

1 On politics as the ruling science, see Aristotle, N’icomachean Ethics. Bk. I, 1094a.
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incisive an d  determ ined  m etap h y sica l inqu irer. The v ast and  m an ifo ld  

p a rticu la rity  of historical political o rd ers  itself typically derails all in q u iry  

th rough  d istraction  and hopeless bew ilderm ent.

But th is variety of actualized  social and  political conditions is itself to 

be a ttribu ted  to the vast variety  of m odifications of which the prim al forces of 

politics, as it w ere, are susceptible; an d  these prim al forces reside, as w e shall 

see, w ith in  the hum an indiv idual. T hat there, in  fact, exists an  ongoing and  

reciprocal causal interplay or action betw een  the prim al, originative forces in 

ind iv idua ls , on the one hand , an d  existing  social and political conventions, 

on  the  o th er h an d , fu rther com plicates the  basic problem  confron ting  the  

political scientist. Again, the concern  is to identify  the orig inative, p rim al 

forces th a t are  the principal source of all social and political conventions, 

conven tions tha t in tu rn  tend  to cond ition  in determ inate  w ays the  p rim al 

forces them selves.

A d d ed  to w hat m ay be called  the inheren t com plexities of po litical 

phenom ena is the circumstance th a t no subject susceptible of exploration and  

sy stem atic  exam ination  by the  h u m a n  m ind  has p ro v ed  m ore liab le  to 

obfuscation due  to prejudice and  partia lity  of interest than has politics. A nd  

yet — as has been recognized since an tiqu ity  — the necessity of perfecting o u r 

u n d e rs tan d in g  of politics is g rea ter th a n  ou r corresponding need to m aster 

any  o ther subject. Recent advances in  o ther sciences, theoretical and  app lied  

— especially, of course, advances in  physics and chem istry — have m ade m ore 

p ressin g  th an  ever the necessity  o f advancem en t in the science of politics. 

This necessity  is so urgent and  p ressing  because it m ay very  w ell be tha t the 

very  existence of the hum an  race is h in g ed  u p o n  som e general and  secured
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advance  in  the po litical p rac tice  a n d  m a tu rity  of the species, th ro u g h  a 

refinem en t of political practice in  the  sep ara te  com m unities in  w h ich  the  

species is com prehended. As if p red ic ting  the increasingly consp icuous an d  

om in o u s lag  b e tw een  p o litic s  a n d  techno log ica l d e v e lo p m e n t in  th e  

tw en tie th  century, C alhoun w rote: "W hat I d read  is, that progress in  po litical 

science falls far short of progress in  th a t w hich  relates to m atter, a n d  w h ich  

m ay  lead to convulsions and  revo lu tions th a t m ay retard  or even  a rre s t the  

fo rm er."2 A bout the longer nan of history, how ever, Calhoun w as op tim istic .3

Still, C alhoun  saw  th a t a g enera l im provem en t and  re fin e m e n t of 

political practice could no t take place, for exam ple, in a w holly  sp o n tan eo u s 

and  unreflective fashion. Indeed , such  im provem ent w ould req u ire  the  k ind  

of sound  and  responsible theo riz ing  th a t is rooted  in  the careful a n d  a s tu te  

observation  of political actualities. A ntic ipating  in a general w ay  the g rea t 

dan g ers  for m an and  his w o rld  th a t cou ld  arise from this d e v e lo p m e n ta l 

d isp a rity  betw een politics and  m o d e m  science, C alhoun set o u t to  fo resta ll 

and  to lessen such dangers, so far as possible, through the use of " th e  h ighest 

a ttribu te  of the hum an m in d ." 4

T hrough  the app lica tion  of m etaphysica l reasoning to  th e  v a s t an d  

com plex  phenom ena  of po litics, C a lh o u n  a rriv ed  a t a cen tra l o r " f irs t"  

princip le , an  a ll-pervading and  de term ina tive  force of h um an  beh av io r, in  

term s of w hich the w hole com plex of phenom ena  m ay be u n d ers to o d . As I

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

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

4 With startling prescience, Jonathan Swift described some of the dangers of this emerging 
developmental disparity between modem science and the art of politics. In Gulliver's Travels 
(1726), Swift brilliantly satirizes the Enlightenment supposition that the power made 
available by modem science is an unconditional good. This satire is discussed in Allan Bloom, 
The Closing of the American Mind fNew York: Simon & Schuster, 1987), 293-298.
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shall dem onstrate  over the course of this w ork, this p rincip le  m akes possible 

a panoram ic v iew  of h u m an  political experience, a v iew  of the  w hole , as it 

w ere , in term s of essence. But, w h a t is th is first p rinc ip le , an d  h o w  d id  

C alhoun  discover it?

In the first p a rag rap h  of his D isqu isition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t, w e find th a t 

C alhoun 's  im m ed ia te  an d  over-rid ing  aim  as a po litica l p h ilo so p h er is to 

exp la in  th a t p h e n o m e n o n  a t the  very  cen ter of po litics , nam ely, the  very  

existence of governm ent itself. But to form a "clear and  ju st conception  of the 

n a tu re  and object of governm ent", one m ust iden tify  those forces endem ic to 

h u m an  na tu re  from  w hich  governm ent originates. (5)

A ccording to C alhoun , there is "a constitu tion  or law  o f ou r n a tu re"  in 

w hich  governm ent o rig inates. But m ore precisely, there exists w ith in  every 

h u m an  ind iv idua l, a "law , w ith o u t w hich governm en t w o u ld  no t, an d  w ith  

w h ich , it m u s t n e ce ssa rily  ex is t."  (5) So fu n d a m e n ta l is th is  law  or 

constitu tion  of h u m a n  n a tu re  tha t, un til it is unco v ered  a n d  id en tified , it 

w ou ld  be . .  .

. . .  as im possible to lay  any solid foundation  for the science of 
governm ent, as it w ou ld  be to lay one for th a t of astronom y, w ith o u t a 
like u n d ers tan d in g  of tha t constitu tion or law  of the m ateria l w orld , 
according to w hich  the  several bodies com posing  the solar system  
m utually  act on  each other, and  by w hich they  are k ep t in  their 
respective spheres. (5)

A ccording to C alh o u n , then , the first q u estio n  to be co n sid ered  in 

u ndertak ing  to lay  a so lid  foundation  for political science is: "W hat is th a t

constitu tion  or law  of o u r  n a tu re , w ith o u t w h ich  g o v ern m en t w o u ld  n o t 

exist, and w ith  w hich  its existence is necessary?" (5) R aising th is question  a t 

the  very beg inn ing  of the D isqu isition5, C alhoun  calls it "the  first question  to

5 At the end of the first paragraph.
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be considered" in  lay ing  a solid foundation  for " the  science of governm ent." 

(5) As the reader m oves forw ard into the D isqu isition  how ever it becom es 

ev id en t th a t the  p h rase  " the  first q u estio n  to  be considered" has m ore 

significance than  is a t first apparent. In fact, the m ore closely one studies the 

D isquisition , the m ore one sees that this "first question" is "first", no t for any  

ligh t or inciden tal reason, b u t because it is conceived by  the au tho r as the 

fo u n d a tio n a l question  of the science of governm ent. Indeed, if we ponder the 

re la tio n  be tw een  the  question  an d  C a lh o u n 's  p ro jec t of laying "a so lid  

foundation" carefu lly  enough , w e can see C a lh o u n 's  im plication th a t th is  

"firs t question" is the  foundational question  of the  science because it is the  

question  u p o n  w hose  form ulation  the solid  fo u n d in g  of the science h a d  to 

w ait. In fact, as I shall dem onstra te  over the course  of this w ork, it  w as 

C alhoun 's fo rm ula tion  of th is question, a long  w ith  his p roper answ ering  of 

it, w hich w ould  a t last m ake possible a sim ple an d  na tu ra l theoretical system  

of politics, a s tream lin ed  exp lanation  in  term s of fundam en ta l forces o r 

tendencies, ex p ressed  in  the form  of p rin c ip les , an d  u n encum bered  by  

inessentials and  error.6

Evidently, th a t question  w hose answ er on ly  could  provide the science 

of governm ent w ith  a solid  foundation  is a question  w hich  com prehends, a t 

once, every fundam en ta l consideration reg a rd in g  governm ent, includ ing  its 

origin, its p roper object, its problem atic character (or its tendency to abuse and

6 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, Tohn C. Calhoun: A Biography (London: W. W. Norton & 
Company, 1993), 353.
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oppression ), an d  the  so lu tio n  of the  p ro b lem s n a tu ra lly  a tten d in g  its 

o p e ra tio n s  th ro u g h  p o litic a l c o n s titu tio n . A s th e  q u es tio n  im p lie s , 

governm ent has its orig in  in  a certain "constitu tion  or law  of our n a tu re " , 

and also, governm ent and this "law of our na tu re"  m u st subsist together. (5) 

And these tw o circum stances, taken together, are the phenom enal source, as 

it were, of all the g rea t issues and problem s com prehended  by the science of 

g o v ern m en t.7 I t w as th ro u g h  the fo rm u la tio n  a n d  an sw erin g  of th is  

co m p reh en siv e  q u e s tio n  th a t  C a lh o u n  w as ab le  to se t fo rth  in  th e  

D isquisition  a sim ple  and natu ra l system  of politics, an d  to advance thereby  

our u n d ers tan d in g  of the political w orld  beyond  the bounds set by p rev ious 

theorizing.

The an sw er to the foundationa l q u es tio n  p o se d  b y  C alhoun  w as 

form ulated by  h im  in the form  of a principle w hich, as it tu rns out, has a tw o­

fold or dua l character. This principle states (1) tha t m an  is by  nature a social 

being and  (2) that, as a rule, those feelings w e experience in  reference to o u r 

ow n w ell-being are  felt m ore intensely tha t those w e experience in reference 

to the well-being of o ther persons. As C alhoun p u t it:

. . .  w hile m an  is created for the social state,, and  is accordingly so 
form ed as to feel w hat affects others, as w ell as w h a t affects himself, he 
is, a t the sam e tim e, so constituted as to feel m ore intensely w hat affects 
h im  directly, than  w h a t affects h im  indirectly  th rough  others; or, to 
express it differently, he is so constitu ted, th a t h is direct or individual 
affections are  stronger than  his sym pathetic o r social feelings. (6)

This p rinc ip le  of hum an  nature  has a d u a l o r d iadic structure , then , 

and w as accordingly dubbed by  Calhoun, the "tw o-fold constitution of [m an's]

7 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) A nd yet, there are several labels w h ich  C alhoun  em ploys w ith in  

the  D isquisition  to refer to the  phenom enon  w h ich  is here  called "the tw o­

fold constitu tion of [m an's] n a tu re"  — and  th is v a rie ty  of labels is evidently  a 

fact of som e significance.

O n the first p age  of the D isquisition. C a lhoun  is concerned to convey 

to the reader som e accurate sense of the scale an d  m agn itude  of the political 

philosophical p ro jec t w ith  w hich  he (C alhoun) has been  occupied , and  his 

hope clearly  is to e lic it a  p ro p er recep tion  a n d  ap p rec ia tio n  of both  this 

project and  of the  discoveries th a t are to be revea led  in  the  pages to follow. 

O n  this o p e n in g  p a g e  th en , w e find  C a lh o u n  c o m p a rin g  his po litica l 

p h ilo so p h ica l p ro jec t of lay in g  "a so lid  fo u n d a tio n  fo r the  science o f 

governm en t" to th e  un iversally -accla im ed  a n d  p a rad ig m a tic  foundational 

w ork  th a t h ad  b e en  done  tw o centuries p re v io u s ly  in  astronom y. The 

natural ph ilosophers of a form er age had  d iscovered  " th a t constitu tion or law  

of the m aterial w o rld , accord ing  to w hich the severa l bod ies com posing the 

solar system  m u tu a lly  act on each other, and  b y  w hich  they  are kept in  their 

respective spheres ."  A nalogously, C alhoun h a d  se t for h im self the task of 

d iscovering  " th a t law , w ith o u t w hich  g o v e rn m e n t w o u ld  no t, and  w ith  

which, it m u st necessarily  exist", or " th a t constitu tion  or law  of our na tu re ."  

(5) A nd so, for im p o rtan t rhetorical reasons, th e  "constitu tion  or law  of the  

m aterial w orld "  has  a coun ter-part in a "constitu tion  or law " of the political 

w orld, and  thus C a lh o u n  succeeds th rough  an  analog ical u se  of language in  

underscoring  the n a tu re  and  significance of his ph ilosoph ical project.

O nly  tw o  p a g e s  m ore  in to  the  D isqu isition , ho w ev er, this in itia l 

rhetorical em phasis gives w ay  to a m ore s tra ig h t-fo rw ard  analytical concern
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for accurate labelling, w h en  the phrase "tw o-fold  constitu tio n  of his nature" 

is em ployed w hile the p h en om enon  underly ing  th a t label is be ing  carefully 

analyzed. A nd then, after this "tw o-fold constitu tion  of [m an's] na tu re"  has 

received its initial explication and  analysis (6-9), w h a t rem ains is to describe 

in  a system atic fashion h o w  all the great issues a n d  p rob lem s of political 

science m ay be explained in  term s of this "constitu tion", w hich  is henceforth 

referred  to as e ither " th a t constitu tion  of o u r n a tu re " , " the  constitu tion  of 

m an", or " th a t principle  of ou r n a tu re8." This second an d  final label-change 

th e n  reflects C a lh o u n 's  n a tu ra l d iscu rsive  sh if t fro m  e x p lica tin g  and  

analyzing the principle itself w ith in  the first several p ag es of the  w ork  (pp. 6- 

9) to his d em o n stra tio n  of the exp lanato ry  p o w e r o f the  p rin c ip le  -- a 

dem onstra tion  w hich  constitu tes the rem ainder of the  w o rk  (9-78).9 A nd so, 

a com bination of rhetorical and  analytic concerns exp la in  the  various labels 

w hich  C alhoun uses to describe the phenom enon a t th e  centre of the hum an 

po litica l w o rld . But h a v in g  n o w  conjectu red  o n  th e  m ea n in g  of this 

succession of labels w ith in  the D isquisition, let us re tu rn  to a consideration of 

the phenom ena w hich these  labels represent.

As fo rm u la ted , th e  p rin c ip le  bo th  com bines a n d  u n d ersco res  two 

essential features of h u m an  nature: namely, that w e a re  social by  nature , and 

therefore  have  a social aspect; an d  that the  feelings w e  h av e  for self are 

generally  felt m ore intensely, and  therefore, in  this sense, have prim acy  over, 

those the feelings w e experience in  behalf of o thers. W hat I shall refer to 

henceforth and in  the m ain  as C alhoun 's "dual-p rincip le" m ay be said  then to

8 See pages 9,11,15,19,26, 30,55.
3 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.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

95

be composed of (1) a "social aspect" and  (2) a "prim acy relation."

The dual-p rincip le  is an  a ttem p t to describe the  essen tia l m an n er in 

w hich our feelings or sentim ents are structured  by  na tu re , and  ultim ately, by 

our Creator. As it tu rn s out, this determ inate struc tu re  o r m anner of feeling 

is one of those critically im portan t features of hum an  n a tu re  w hich  m ake us 

social and political an im als fzoon p o litik o n l. M oreover, th is s truc tu ring  of 

sen tim en t is P ro v id en tia l, and  form s the substance  o f the  fo u n d a tio n a l 

p rin c ip le  th a t, w h e n  com bined  w ith  and c o n d itio n ed  b y  v o litio n  and  

rationality, form s th a t  n a tu re  w h ich  is d istinc tly  h u m a n  a n d  there fo re  

political.

That m an  is "so constitu ted  as to be a social be ing", C alhoun  declares

"an  incontestable fact" (5) and  an  "unquestionab le"  p h en o m en o n  of our

nature. (6) O n m an 's  social nature, Calhoun writes:

His inclinations an d  w ants, physical and  m oral, irresistib ly  im pel h im  
to associate w ith  his kind; and  he has, accordingly, never been  found, 
in any age or country, in  any state other th an  the social. In no other, 
indeed, could he  exist; and in  no other — w ere it possible for h im  to 
exist — could he a tta in  to a full developm ent of his m oral and  
intellectual faculties, or raise himself, in the scale of being, m uch  above 
the bru te  creation. (5)

In order to estab lish  w h a t is, as w e shall see, the indispensable presence 

of the  dua l-p rincip le  as a fea tu re  or active p rinc ip le  o f h u m a n  n a tu re , 

C alhoun  p resen ts a n d  explores a series of hypo thetica ls in  w h ich  h u m an  

na tu re  is supposed  to  be fundam entally  different from  h o w  w e actually  find 

it.

As w e h av e  sa id , the  social aspect of h u m an  n a tu re  is th a t force 

orig inating  in  m an 's  d istinc tive  n a tu ra l constitu tion  w h ich  im pels h im  "to 

associate w ith  his k in d ."  (6) But, says C alhoun, if m an  w ere  bereft of all
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social or sym pathetic  feeling, yet otherw ise im pelled  by  physical inclinations 

and w ants to associate w ith  his kind -- w ere such a co n d itio n  possible -- one 

m ight expect th a t the logical and  natural consequence of this condition w ould  

be rem ediless and  boundless disorder and confusion, follow ed b y  the dem ise 

of the en tire  species. A nd yet God, instead , has seen  fit to incline m an  

"irresistib ly" to th a t state  in  w hich his physical a n d  m oral inclinations and 

w ants m ay be m ore or less successfully pu rsued . T h is H e d id  by  structuring 

our sentim ents or feelings in  a particular de term inate  way.

In  th a t stric tly  hypo thetica l condition  in  w h ic h  m an  is bereft of all 

social feeling, ye t forced to associate w ith  others of h is  k ind  th rough  physical 

inclinations a n d  w ants; confusion, disorder, and  th e  d estru c tio n  of the race 

w ould  result, because no  sense or estim ate could b e  m ade  of the  benefit or 

in jury  w e do  to o thers th ro u g h  w ord  and  deed , h o w e v e r  m otivated , or, 

th rough  neglect, w hether from  indifference or hostility . Thus there w ould be 

no guide by  w h ich  to reform  or am end our w ords a n d  actions so as to achieve 

the desired  effect, w hatever it m ay be in  a g iven in stance. In  th is way, social 

or sym pathetic  feelings are a vital source of in fo rm a tio n  an d  understanding , 

and w e register certain feelings of others, m ore or less effectively, through our 

capacity for sym pathetic  feeling. In sum , then, "... m a n  is so constituted as to 

m ake the social state necessary to his existence and  th e  full developm ent of 

his faculties ... ." (5-6)

W hile the  social aspect of hum an  n a tu re  is g iv e n  on ly  a "m atter of 

fact", cursory  trea tm en t in  the  in troduction  to the  D isq u is itio n , it comes up  

for special em phasis half-w ay through the w ork. T he  general context for this 

em phasis is C alhoun 's  correction of certain  in flu en tia l po litical errors of his
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tim e, inc lud ing  th a t  "g re a t and  d an g ero u s"  n o tio n  th a t "a ll people  are  

equally  en titled  to lib e rty " , and  an o th e r error, o n e  " n o t less g rea t an d  

dangerous"  an d  "u su a lly  assoc ia ted ' w ith  the fo rm er, th a t " liberty  an d  

equality are so in tim ately  un ited , that liberty cannot be  perfect w ithou t perfect 

equality I0." (42-43)

H av in g  sh o w n  h o w  these  tw o o p in io n s  a re  e rro n e o u s , C a lhoun  

p roceeds by  ex am in in g  a th ird  op in ion  in  w h ich  th ese  tw o  "g rea t and  

dangerous errors h av e  the ir origin" — nam ely, tha t "all m en  are b o m  free and  

equal." (44) A nd  specifically, it is h is critical d iscu ss io n  o f th is  th ird  and  

o rig ina tive  o p in io n  w h ic h  form s th e  im m e d ia te  d isc u rs iv e  contex t of 

C alhoun 's m ost ex tensive  theoretical trea tm en t in  th e  D isqu isition  of the 

social na ture  of m an. H ere, w e find a crucially im p o rtan t e laboration  of his 

bare  specu la tive  p ro n o u n cem en ts  ab o u t the  so c ia lity  of m an  w hich  are 

presen ted  near the  beg inn ing  of the D isqu isition . (5-9) A nd  so C alhoun 's 

criticism s of such  "p rev a len t"  opin ions, w h ich  are  fo u n d , incidentally , no t 

only in the m idd le  section  of the D isqu isition  (42-44) b u t also in  a t least one 

of his political speeches u, m u st be sifted w ith  a v iew  to find ing  the m aterials 

w ith  w h ich  to p iece  to g e th e r  C a lh o u n 's  o v e ra ll c o n ce p tio n  of h u m an  

sociality.

As one w o u ld  expect to find even in the m ost theore tical w ritings of a 

p h ilo so p h er w ho  w as a lso  a s ta te sm an , the  rh e to r ic a l em p h ases th a t 

punc tua te  h is tim eless theoretical account of the  h u m a n  good  have been

10 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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determ ined, to som e perceptib le degree, by  the overshadow ing political issues 

and  problem s of his time. Indeed , anxious to lay to rest false opinions w hich  

he b e liev ed  w ere ex erc is in g  a n e g a tiv e  influence o v er b o th  p o litic a l 

theorizing  and practice a t the  tim e, C alhoun  found it app ropria te  to include 

analyses of these o p in ions n o t on ly  in  h is political speeches b u t in  h is  

tim eless treatise on governm ent as well.

A ll to ld , C a lhoun  sing les o u t for explicit critical analysis in  th e  

D isquisition  four "p revalen t"  and  false opin ions of his tim e, including  those 

three already m entioned, w hich  declare: (1) "all people are equally  entitled  to  

liberty" (42); (2) "liberty  an d  equality  are so intim ately rela ted , th a t liberty  

cannot be perfect w ithou t perfect equality" (43); (3) "all m en  are b o m  free and  

equal" (44); and (4) "all m en  are equal in  a state of nature" (44).

As w e shall see p resen tly  in  the case of the latter tw o opinions and  in  

C hapter V m  regarding the first tw o, C alhoun 's criticisms possess n o t only the  

historical and  contigent aspect to be expected from  practical polem ics, b u t a 

u n iv ersa l or tim eless a sp ec t as w ell. For it w as ap p a ren tly  C a lh o u n 's  

percep tion  of the sheer m ag n itu d e  of the obfuscatory and destructive po w er 

of su ch  false op in ions, a lo n g  w ith  a sense  th a t the p reva lence  of su ch  

opin ions in  his ow n day  u ndersco red  a un iversal hum an  tendency  to such  

e rro r and  destruction, w hich  p ro m p ted  h im  to include critical analyses of 

these opinions as parts of his tim eless political philosophic speech in  the  first 

p lace. Once sum m oned  in to  action , C a lh o u n 's  pow er of "m etaphysica l 

reasoning" proceeds in  a seem ingly  exorable fashion to lay  bare  som e of the  

m ore  rem ote and  recond ite  causes an d  practical consequences of th ese  

opinions.
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P roceeding  to h is critic ism  of the last tw o  o p in io n s lis ted  above, 

C alhoun begins by declaring  flatly that "no th ing  can  be m ore un founded  and  

false" than  the view  th a t "all m en are b o m  free an d  equal." (44) Accordingly, 

th is "p reva len t o p in io n "  rests "up o n  the a ssu m p tio n  of a fact, w hich  is 

contrary to universal observation , in w hatever ligh t it m ay  be regarded ."  (44) 

A nd w hat needs explain ing  next, of course, is h o w  an  op in ion  "so destitu te  of 

all reason, ever could have been  so extensively en terta ined ."  (44)

In one of his m ost pow erfu l addresses before  the Senate, the  "Speech 

on the O regon Bill" (June 27, 1848), C alhoun  p red ic ted  th a t if the A m erican 

federal un ion  sh o u ld  p e rish , an  h isto rian  in  som e fu tu re  day  w ou ld  find  

am ong the  u ltim ate , rem o te , an d  recond ite  causes of its d isso lu tio n  the 

w idespread  belief of the tim e in  the m erely hypo thetica l tru ism  th a t "all m en 

are bom  free and  equal." By the 1840's, this n o tion  h ad  becom e an  axiom "in  

the m inds of a vast m ajo rity  on  bo th  sides of th e  A tlan tic", an d  w as being  

"repeated daily from  tongue to tongue, as an  estab lished  an d  incontrovertible 

tru th ." (565)

A typical C alhoun  oration , the O regon speech  spoke on  m any  levels of 

abstraction and to an audience extending far beyond  those th en  occupying the 

Senate cham ber, m ak in g  connections and  rev ea lin g  tru th s  th e re to  h id d en  

from  listeners m ore m odestly  endow ed w ith  energy, character, an d  intellect. 

The speech w as, a t a m ore concrete level, a "po in t-by -po in t refu ta tion  of the 

argum ents defending  the  exclusion of slavery from  the territories on the basis 

of the U. S. C onstitu tion , th e  O rdinance of 1787, the  M issouri C om prom ise, 

and  the in tentions and  th o u g h ts  of Thom as Jefferson  12." A t a m ore  abstract 

level, it underscored  the  rea l source of sectional conflict b e tw een  the  N orth

,2See editor Ross Lence's introduction to the speech in Union and Liberty. 539.
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and  the S ou th  — d ifferences in  their fu n d am e n ta l beliefs ab o u t h u m an  

nature. C alhoun  an d  the South  con tem ptuously  rejected  as e rroneous and 

im pious the F rench  E n ligh tenm en t notions of n a tu ra l liberty  a n d  equality , 

hum an  perfectib ility , and  the cu lt of the ind iv idua l, w h ich  w ere, d u rin g  this 

period, being cham pioned  by  m ore and m ore N o rth e rn e rs .13 O n this occasion, 

C alhoun gave special critical a tten tion  to the n o tio n  th a t "a ll m en  are  born

13 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 Thomwell, 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 modem rationalism should select as its concrete object of attack our form of 
society and our rights." Following Calhoun and Thomwell, 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 modem power state . . . .  In the North was a 
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", m eticu lously  dissecting w ha t he  h ad  identified as "the m ost

false and dangerous of all political errors" (565):

Taking the p roposition  literally (it is in  th a t sense it is understood), 
there is no t a w o rd  of tru th  in it. It begins w ith  "all m en are bom ," 
w hich is u tte rly  un true . M en are no t bom . Infants are bom . They 
grow  to be m en. A nd  concludes w ith  asserting  tha t they are bo m  
"free and  equal,"  w hich  is not less false. T hey are no t b o m  free. W hile 
infants they  are incapable of freedom , being  destitu te  alike of the 
capacity of th ink ing  and  acting, w ithou t w h ich  there can be no 
freedom . Besides, they  are necessarily b o rn  subject to their parents, and  
rem ain so am ong  all people, savage and  civilized, un til the 
developm ent of the ir intellect and  physical capacity  enables them  to 
take care of them selves. They grow  to all the  freedom  of w hich  the 
condition in  w hich  they  w ere b o m  perm its, by  grow ing to be men. N or 
is it less false th a t they  are b om  "equal." They are no t so in  any  sense 
in  w hich  it can b e  regarded; and thus, as I have asserted, there is not a 
w ord of tru th  in  the  w hole proposition, as expressed and  generally 
understood. (565-566)

If one  w ere  to  h e a r  su ch  o b serva tions a n d  a rg u m en ts  p resen ted  

w ith o u t k n ow ing  th e ir  h isto rical context, th ere  m igh t be an  inclination  to 

chide C alhoun  for banality , an d  even, to d ism iss the passage as a whole as 

facile, po in ting  o u t th a t such  obvious tru ths cou ld  n o t escape the notice even 

of the m ost hum ble intellect. But this, of course, w ou ld  be to underestim ate 

m a n 's  capacity  for fo lly  in  general and  for conceit an d  se lf-delusion  in  

particular. As w ill be m ade  clearer in  C hapter VUI, "liberty  is the  noble and  

h ighest rew ard  bestow ed  on  m ental and  m oral developm ent, com bined w ith  

favorable circum stances." (569) W riting in  1848, in  the w ake of the A m erican 

conquest of M exico a n d  d u rin g  the rev o lu tio n a ry  tu m u lt th a t h a d  seized 

m uch  of E urope, C alhoun  attacked in  head-on  fashion, tim e and  again, w ha t 

w ere  th en  an d  still a re  in  o u r d a y  th e  m o s t p o p u la r  a n d  in flu en tia l 

m isconceptions abou t liberty  and  equality:

Instead . . .  of liberty  and  equality being b o m  w ith  m an; instead of all
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m en and  a ll classes and descriptions being equally  entitled to them , 
they are h ig h  prizes to be w on, and  are in  their m ost perfect state, not 
only the h ighest rew ard  that can be bestow ed on  our race, bu t the m ost 
difficult to be w on — and w hen  w on, the m ost difficult to be preserved. 
[Indeed, liberty  and  equality] have been  m ade vastly  m ore so by  the 
dangerous erro r I have attem pt to expose, th a t all m en are bom  free 
and  equal, as if those high qualities belonged to m an w ithout effort to 
acquire them , and  to all equally alike, regardless of their intellectual 
and  m oral condition. The a ttem p t to  carry in to  practice th is, the  m o st 
d angerous o f all political errors, and  to bestow  o n  all, w ith o u t regard to 
th e ir  f itness e ith e r  to acquire o r m a in ta in  liberty, th a t unb o u n d ed  an d  
in d iv id u a l liberty supposed to belong to  m a n  in  the  hypothetical an d  
m isn a m e d  state o f na tu re , has done  m o re  to  re ta rd  th e  cause of liberty 
and  c iv iliz a tio n , and  is doing m o re  a t p resen t, th a n  all o ther causes 
com bined . W hile it is pow erful to pu ll d o w n  governm ents, it is still 
m ore pow erfu l to prevent their construction on  p roper principles. It is 
the lead ing  cause am ong those w hich have p laced  Europe in its p resen t 
anarchical condition, and w hich m ainly  stands in  the w ay of 
reconstructing  good governm ents in  the place of those w hich have 
been overth row n, threatening thereby the q uarte r of the globe m ost 
advanced in  progress and civilization w ith  hopeless anarchy, to be 
follow ed b y  m ilitary  despotism . N o r  are  w e exem pt from  its 
d iso rgan iz ing  effects. (569, em phasis added)

This p assage  cam e as a th u n d erin g  rem onstrance  and  w arning  w hen  

first delivered in  1848, as sheer prophecy in the  1860's, and  has since lingered, 

occasionally rin g in g  forth  both as a stinging  rem inder and  as a fresh rebuke 

for p resen t po litica l sins and for o lder ones y e t unabso lved . Also, such  

passages by C alhoun, persisting into posterity, m ay  supp ly  historians in  m ore 

distant, fu tu re  ages w ith  the form ula for the political ep itaph  of our pridefu l 

and self-deluded a g e .14

As it tu rn s  out, the great popu larity  of the  false opinion that all m en 

are b o m  free an d  equal is due, in  large part, to its being "confounded w ith

14 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] w hich  has som e sem blance  of tru th  -- b u t w hich , 

w hen properly  u n d ers to o d , is not less false an d  dan g ero u s."  (44) This o ther 

opinion is the v iew  th a t "all m en are equal in  th e  sta te  o f na tu re", an  idea 

w hich, in  m o d em  tim es, has been given im pu lse , currency, and  in tellectual 

sanction by  po litical th inkers such as H obbes, Locke, and  Rousseau. As it  

tu rn s out, C a lh o u n 's  critic ism  of the idea  o f a s ta te  of n a tu re  form s an  

im p o rtan t p a r t  o f the  negative  or critica l a sp e c t o f h is  efforts, in  th e  

n ineteen th  century , to lay a solid foundation for political science. Like H um e 

in the e igh teen th  cen tury , C alhoun  u n d e rs to o d  h o w  the idea of a sta te  o f 

na ture , once freed from  the confines of a closet philosophy , m ight serve as a 

v ita l w eapon  w ith in  the  in tellectual a rsen a l of th e  m o d ern  ideologically- 

m otivated  soph ist an d  ty ran t. Also like H u m e, C a lh o u n  saw  tha t m uch  of 

m odem  political theo riz ing , a la  Hobbes, Locke, an d  R ousseau, w as u n so u n d  

because of its adherence  to certain  false su p p o sitio n s  abou t hum an  n a tu re . 

Political theorizing  h a d  been derailed in  m o d ern ity  b y  the acceptance of such  

fau lty  and  m is lead in g  no tions as the sta te  o f n a tu re  an d  abstract n a tu ra l 

rights. A nd  C alhoun 's  a im  w as to expose these e rro rs , to re-assert the o lder 

an d  sounder tra d itio n  of C lassical R epub lican ism , an d  to advance in  the  

discovery of political tru th  th rough  the fram ew ork  p ro v id ed  by  that trad ition .

C alhoun  com m ences h is criticism  of th is  cen tra l e lem ent of m uch  of 

m odem  political th o u g h t by  justly  characteriz ing  the  sta te  of na tu re  as "a 

state  of ind iv iduality , supposed  to have existed p rio r  to  the social and  political 

state; and  in  w h ich  m en  lived  apart an d  in d e p e n d e n t o f each other." (44) 

A lthough u ltim ate ly  critical of the view  tha t "a ll m en  are equal in  a sta te  of 

na tu re" , C alhoun  free ly  acknow ledges the logic o f certa in  conclusions th a t
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have been d raw n  once the suppositions of the general hypo thesis have been 

g ranted . For "If such a state  ever d id  exist, all m en w o u ld  have been, indeed, 

free and  equal in it; th a t is, free to do as they  p lease, an d  exem pt from  the 

a u th o rity  or con tro l of o thers — as, by  su p p o sitio n , it existed  an te rio r to 

society and governm ent."  (44) C alhoun 's u ltim ate  critic ism  of the  "sta te  of 

n a tu re "  thesis, a criticism  app licab le  to the thesis in  all its various form s — 

w hether H obbesian, Lockean, R ousseauian, or R aw lsian 15 — is th a t there  are, 

after all, no g ro u n d s for g ran tin g  any  such suppositions. For the  "sta te  of 

n a tu re"  is, after all, "pu rely  hypothetical."  (44) Being p u re ly  hypothetical, the 

sta te  o f n a tu re  "n ev er d id , n o r can  exist; as it is in co n s is ten t w ith  the 

preservation  and  perpe tua tion  of the race." (44)

Preferring a m ore litera l and  accurate use of language, C alhoun  chides 

those w ho have persisten tly  refe rred  to "the state  of n a tu re ."  (44) G iven its 

pu re ly  hypothetical, and  therefore  unhistorical an d  im possib le  character, it is 

"a  g rea t m isnom er to call" th a t "s ta te  of in d iv id u a lity "  con jectu red  and 

popu larized  by  m ainstream  m o d ern  political theoriz ing  "the  state of nature." 

(44) "Instead of being  the n a tu ra l state  of m an, it is, o f all conceivable states, 

the m ost opposed to his n a tu re  — m ost repugnan t to h is feelings, and  m ost 

incom patible w ith  his w an ts ."  (44) C alhoun 's rejection of all so-called "state 

of na tu re"  theory as an  a ttem p t to  explain  certain  fundam en ta l features of the 

h u m an  m oral and  political co n d itio n  stem m ed from  h is  recogn ition  of the 

orig inal sociality of h um an  n a tu re . But while affirm ing the  orig inal sociality

15 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 m an, C alhoun  w as also careful to reject the  v iew  th a t m an is social by

n a tu re  w ith o u t b e in g  p o litica l,16 "for society  can  no m ore exist w ith o u t

governm ent, in  one form  or another, than  m an  w ith o u t society." (567) A nd

so, as he w rites in h is O regon speech:

. . .  that canno t justly  be called a state of na tu re  w hich is so opposed  to 
the constitu tion  of m an  as to be inconsistent w ith  the existence of his 
race and  the developm en t of the h igh  faculties, m ental and m oral, 
w ith  w hich he is endow ed  by his Creator.

N or is the  social state of itself his n a tu ra l state; for society can no 
m ore exist w ith o u t governm ent, in one fo rm  or another, than  m an  
w ithou t society. It is the political, then, w h ich  includes the social, th a t 
is his na tu ra l state . It is the one for w hich  h is C reator form ed him , 
into w hich he is im pelled  irresistibly, and  in  w hich  only his race can 
exist and  all its faculties be fully developed. (567-568)

In o p position , then , to the m ainstream  m o d e rn  political th eo riz in g  

w hich  em braced  th e  concep t of the sta te  of n a tu re , C alhoun  affirm ed the 

o ld er tra d itio n  of C lassica l R epublican ism , w h ic h  h e ld  as one o f its 

fundam ental axiom s an d  presuppositions tha t " th e  n a tu ra l state" for m an  is 

"the social and  po litical — the one for w hich his C reato r m ade him , an d  the 

only one in  w hich  h e  can  preserve and perfect his race." (44) Thus, it is no t 

the case tha t " in stead  of being  social in his n a tu re" , m an  w as created w ith o u t 

sym pathy  for his o w n  k ind , and in d ep en d en t o f o thers for his safety  an d  

existence." (7)

As, then, there  n ever w as nor could  be su ch  a sta te  as the, so called, 

state of na ture , "it follow s, th a t men, instead of be ing  b o m  in  it, are b o m  in  

the social and  po litica l state; and  of course, in stead  of be ing  b o m  free and  

equal, are b o m  subject, n o t only to paren ta l au thority , b u t to the law s an d  

institu tions of the  c o u n try  w here born, an d  u n d e r  w hose  p ro tection  they

16 This point may be viewed as part of Calhoun's more or less direct rebuttal to 
communitarian anarchists, whether individualist or collectivist.
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draw  their first b reath ." (44) M an's original sociality, then , gives rise naturally 

to the relations of a u th o rity  an d  subord ination , and  th ese  rela tions are -- 

despite  w hatever abuses m ay, at times, be found to a tte n d  them  -- necessary 

and  co n stitu tiv e  of the  h u m an  good. Freedom  and  equality , to the extent 

tha t these constitu te  h u m an  goods, are no t the n a tu ra lly  and  inexorably 

w ro u g h t features of an  u n ac tu a lized  h u m an  c o n d itio n , b u t are instead 

achievem ents, o r p ro d u c ts  of m oral actualization  a n d  o f the  skillful self- 

assertion of individuals and  groups.

The second aspect of C alhoun 's dual-principle is w h a t I have called the 

"prim acy" relation, a n d  it is this aspect, in com bination  w ith  m an 's  social 

nature , that form s b o th  the  underly ing  cause and  u l t im a  ratio  n o t only of 

society, but of governm ent and  political constitu tion as w ell, as w e shall see 

in  Chapter IV.

The prim acy rela tion  underscores a prim al fact o r  aspec t of the hum an 

condition, one "no t less incontestable" than tha t m an  is social by  nature: for 

"w hile m an is created for the social state, and  is accord ing ly  so form ed as to 

feel w hat affects others, as w ell as w hat affects him self, he  is a t the sam e time, 

so constituted as to feel m ore intensely w hat affects h im  directly , th an  w hat 

affects him  indirectly  th ro u g h  others; . . .  ." (6) A no ther w ay  of describing 

this fundam ental feature of the hum an  condition is to say  th a t " . . .  [man] is 

so constituted, th a t h is d irec t or ind iv idual affections a re  stronger than  his
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sym pathetic  o r social fee lings I7." (6) C alhoun  in te n tio n a lly  av o id s the 

expression "selfish" feelings, as applicable to the in d iv id u a l feelings, because 

it implies "an  u nusua l excess o f the indiv idual over the  social feelings, in the 

p e rson  to w hom  it is ap p lied ; and , consequently, so m e th in g  d ep rav ed  and 

vicious." (6) His express a im  is to "exclude such inference, an d  to restrict the 

in q u iry  ex c lu siv e ly  to  fac ts  in  th e ir  b earin g s o n  th e  su b je c t u n d e r 

consideration , v iew ed  as m ere  p h enom ena  a p p e rta in in g  to o u r  n a tu re  — 

constitu ted as it is; and  w h ich  are as unquestionable as is th a t of gravitation, 

and  any other p h en om enon  of the m aterial w orld ." (6)

In asse rting  the p r im a c y  of the  ind iv idua l o v e r the  social feelings, 

C alhoun  does n o t overlook  o r d isreg ard  those instances in  w h ich  the social 

feelings ten d  to o v e rp o w e r  th e  in d iv id u a l fee lings. Such feelings are 

som etim es found , for exam ple , (a) in  the relation of m o th e r an d  infant, and 

(b) w hen they  resu lt from  "the  force of education  a n d  h ab it over peculiar 

[individual] co n stitu tio n s ."  (6) But these instances in  w h ich  the  social or

17 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 neat 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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sym pathetic  feelings are fe lt m ore in tensely  than  the in d iv id u a l feelings are, 

co m p ara tiv e ly  sp e a k in g , "few , a n d  a lw ay s r e g a rd e d  as so m e th in g  

extraordinary. The deep im pression  they  m ake, w h en ev er they  occur, is the 

strongest proof tha t they a re  reg ard ed  as exceptions to som e general and well 

u n d ers to o d  law  of o u r n a tu re ; ju s t as som e of the  m in o r pow ers of the 

m ateria l w orld  are  a p p a re n tly  to g rav ita tion ."  (6-7) In  th is m anner, w ha t 

seem  so lid  c o u n te r-ex a m p le s  a n d  th e re fo re  g ro u n d s  fo r ob jection  to 

C alhoun 's prim acy thesis are  neatly  revealed  as m erely  exceptions which, far 

from  upsetting  the  rule o f in d iv id u a l feeling, u n d ersco re  it. A nd  so, w hile 

adm itted ly  "[m an's] social feelings m ay  . . .  in a state of safety  and  abundance, 

com bined w ith  h ig h  in te llec tual and  m oral cu lture, acqu ire  g rea t expansion 

and  force; . . .", th is force is n o t ". . . so g rea t as to  overpow er this all- 

p e rv ad in g  and essen tia l law  of an im ated  existence." (7) As a rule, then, a 

m an feels m ore in tensely  those  th ings w hich affect h im  d irec tly  than  those 

w hich  affect h im  ind irectly  th ro u g h  others; and  the  occasional sym pathetic 

feeling  w hich  con stitu tes  a  d e p a r tu re  from  th is ru le  is th u s  regarded  as 

rem arkab le  and  e x tra o rd in a ry ; an d  th is  reg ard  is itse lf  ev idence of the 

exceptionality of those tim es, in  the course  of h u m an  affairs, w hen  the social 

feelings predom inate.

H aving announced  a n d  a rg u ed  for the p rim acy  o f ind iv idua l feeling, 

C alhoun goes further and  asserts this prim acy to be:

. . .  a phenom enon, n o t  of ou r n a tu re  only, b u t of all anim ated  
existence, th ro u g h o u t its entire range, so far as o u r  know ledge extends. 
It w ould, indeed, seem  to be essentially connected w ith  the great law  of 
self-preservation w h ich  p ervades all that feels, from  m an  dow n  to the 
low est and  m ost insignificant rep tile  or insect. In  none  is it stronger 
than  in m an. (7)
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C alhoun  thus observes how  the prim acy relation operates th roughou t 

all of an im ated  na tu re , "so far as o u r know ledge ex tends", an d  links this 

in sigh t ab o u t the s tru c tu re  of sen tience , o r the n a tu ra l o rien ta tio n  and  

directionality  of feeling, w ith  the goal of self-preservation. The solicitude of 

"all that feels" for self-preservation, m anifested  am ong hum ans as frequently  

and  as forcefully as am ongst the m em bers of other species, is on ly  the m ost 

strik ing and  direct evidence of the p rim acy  relation. This basic o rien tation  or 

structure  of feeling constitu tive of ind iv idua l, anim ate beings determ ines, in 

large part, the success or failure of each being 's project of self-preservation. 

W ere w e -- a long w ith  the re s t of an im ate  creation — n o t d isp o sed  th rough  

th is in te rna l constitu tional s tru c tu r in g  of o u r feeling to favo r self over 

o thers , th e re  w ou ld  be no p ro sp e c t for the  su rv iva l of th is c rea tio n  -- 

assum ing, of course, th a t the  species w hich  together constitu te  th is  creation 

could once come into existence w ith o u t such structuring.

T hat hum ans share the  p rim acy  rela tion  w ith  the  res t o f an im ated  

n a tu re , and  the social aspect w ith  m any  species of h ig h er m am m als, are 

c ircum stances w hich, taken  to g e th er, su g g est tha t w h ile  ra tio n a lity  and  

volition are rightly considered those features w hich are d istinc tive ly  hum an, 

the dual-princip le  is the  m ore fu n d am en ta l and  influential force of h um an  

nature. For, as we shall see th rough  illustrations presented in  P a rt II, it is the 

d u a l-p rinc ip le  of ou r n a tu re , w ith  its de te rm ina te  s tru c tu rin g  o f h u m an  

feelings, w h ich  estab lishes, in  e v e ry  in stance, the con tex t w ith in  w hich  

hum an  rationality  and  volition m u st operate, and  not, for instance, the other 

w ay  around . This context in  w h ich  ra tionality  and vo lition  a re  b o u n d , in  

every  instance, to opera te , is a n e tw o rk  of general o p e ra tio n a l tendencies

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

110

form ed th rough  the causal interaction of the dual-princip le , on  the one hand ,

and  the ex te rna l in s titu tio n a l and  n a tu ra l cond itions in  w h ich  m an finds

himself, on the o ther h an d . 18

In o rd er to illu s tra te  and  to undersco re  the  g rea t im portance and

fu n d am en ta lity  of the  p rim acy  rela tion  as a fea tu re  of h u m a n  n a tu re ,

C alhoun p resen ts a series of hypothetical scenarios in  w h ich  the ind iv idual

and  social feelings are experienced  differently. T he u ltim a te  aim  of th is

presentation of hypo thetica ls is to exhibit the actual causal role of the prim acy

relation as a n ecessa ry  cond ition  of h u m an  su rv iva l a n d  flourishing. Two

p u re ly  h y p o th e tica l a lte rn a tiv e s  to the p rim acy  o f in d iv id u a l feeling are

considered. O ne, in  w h ich  the social feelings are, as a ru le, felt m ore intensely

than  the in d iv id u a l feelings; an d  another, in  w hich  the  social feelings and

indiv idual feelings are fe lt w ith  equal intensity. (8) A ccording  to Calhoun, a

"necessary resu lt"  o f b o th  of these conditions, w ere it possib le  for m en to be so

constitu ted , "w o u ld  seem  to be, that all in d iv id u a lity  w o u ld  be lost; an d

boundless and rem ediless d iso rder and confusion w ou ld  ensue" (8):

For each, a t the sam e m om ent, intensely partic ipa ting  in  all the 
conflicting em otions of those around him , w ou ld , of course, forget 
him self an d  all th a t  concerned him- im m ediately, in  his officious 
in te rm edd ling  w ith  the affairs of all others; w hich , from  his lim ited 
reason an d  faculties, he could neither p roperly  u n d e rs tan d  nor 
m anage. Such a s ta te  of things w ould, as far as w e  can see, lead to 
endless d iso rder a n d  confusion, no t less destructive  to ou r race than  a 
state of anarchy. (8)

H ence co n fu sio n , d iso rd e r, and, finally, the d e s tru c tio n  of the race,

,B Incidentally, one task o f 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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w ould  ensue, w ere it possible for m en to be once so constitu ted  that either the

prim acy of social feelings h e ld , o r that a cond ition  of p a rity  betw een  the

ind iv idual an d  social feelings existed. The existence of e ith e r condition, w ere

this possible, w ou ld  p rec lude  the  existence of governm ent as w e know  it, that

is, as a convention w hose  object is to discourage selfishness an d  to encourage

benevolence. (8) B ut if governm en t "could by  possibility  exist" under either

hypothetical condition, "its object w ould be reversed" (8):

Selfishness w o u ld  have  to be encouraged, and  benevolence 
discouraged. Ind iv idua ls w ould  have to be encouraged , by  rew ards, to 
becom e m ore selfish, and  deterred, by  pun ishm ents, from  being  too 
benevolent; a n d  this, too, by  a governm ent, adm in istered  by  those 
who, on  the supposition , w ou ld  have the greatest aversion  for 
selfishness a n d  the h ighest adm iration for benevolence. (8-9)

A nd so the  p a rtic u la r  m an n er in w hich  ou r se n tim en ts  have been

stru c tu red  im plies a n d  necessita tes a de te rm ina te  ro le  fo r governm en t --

nam ely, encourag ing  benevolence and  deterring  selfishness. Also, neglect of

self com bined w ith  "officious in term edd ling" in  the affa irs of o thers, along

w ith  the confusion  a n d  d iso rd e r these m u st b ring , m a rk  the  hypothetical

schem es p resen ted  above as thorough ly  unw orkable an d  destructive . Hence,

b o th  the prim acy  of social feelings and  the princip le  of eq u a l intensity, as it

w ere, betw een the in d iv id u a l an d  social feelings -- if realizable -- w ould  bring

abou t the destruction  of the en tire  race. That such  has n o t b een  the fate of our

species is due  to the in ten tions and  w orkings of a D ivine Providence:

To the Infinite Being, the  C reator of all, belongs exclusively  the care 
and  superin tendence  of the whole. He, in  his infin ite  w isdom  and 
goodness, has a llo tted  to every class of anim ated  beings its condition 
and app rop ria te  functions; and  has endow ed each  w ith  feelings, 
instincts, capacities, and  faculties, best adap ted  to its a llo tted  condition. 
To m an, he h as assigned the social and political sta te , as best adapted  to 
develop the g rea t capacities and  faculties, in te llectual an d  m oral, w ith
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w hich he  has endow ed him ; and  has, accordingly, constituted him  so as 
no t only  to im pel him  into the social state, b u t to m ake governm ent 
necessary for his preservation an d  well-being. (9)

C alhoun  then  recognized th a t so u n d  political theory and  practice come 

in large p a r t  from  an  accurate  a n d  ex tensive  u n d e rs tan d in g  of h u m an  

nature. In p ious deference to the D ivine creation, he w rote th a t in  politics ". . 

. w e m ust take m en  as they are, and  do the best w e can w ith them , constitu ted 

as they  a re 19." C a lhoun  w ou ld  reject, fo r exam ple, as w ild ly  unrealistic , 

ir re sp o n s ib le , a n d  d a n g e ro u s  th e  a b s tra c tio n ism  of w rite rs  like  th e  

E ng lishm an  W illiam  G odw in (1756-1836), w ho , in  his Enquiry C oncern ing  

Political Tustice (1793), ultim ately rejected governm ent as corrupting, asserted  

the perfec tib ility  of m an, and  p red ic ted  tha t, in  tim e, ra tional consensus 

w ou ld  rep lace a u th o rity  and  obedience in  h u m an  a ffa irs .20 For G odw in, 

governm ent w as an  unnecessary evil to be d iscarded  w hen m en have reached 

a level of u n d e rs tan d in g  its evils so th a t society m ay right itself. W hen this 

po in t is reached , reason  will becom e the sole de term inan t of h u m an  actions. 

In  con trast, C a lh o u n  ro u n d ly  rejected  all form s of po litical fan tasy  and  

un rea lism , in c lu d in g  the G o d w in ian  doc trines of anarch ism  an d  h u m an  

perfectibility. C a lhoun  m ain tained  th a t "W e m ust take hum an  na tu re  as it

19Calhoun, Correspondence (Washington. 1900), 693.
20See Political Tustice. Bk. I, Bk. IT, and Bk. V respectively:

Man is n o t . . .  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 w ill 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  accom odate our m easures to it, instead of m aking the v a in  a ttem pt to 

bend  it to our m easures 2I."

According to C alhoun, m an  is im pelled into the social s ta te  by a Divine 

s tru c tu rin g  of bo th  his in te rna l n a tu re  or constitution, and  o f h is external 

env ironm ent, w hich  includes his p roxim ity  and in tercourse w ith  o thers of 

his k ind. P rom inent am ong those features of his internal n a tu re  th a t impel 

h im  into the social state  is his capacity for social or sym pathetic  feeling. This 

com bination of the in ternal an d  external ordering of m an 's w o rld  establishes 

the  distinctive ou tline  a n d  character of the hum an condition . The internal 

c o n s titu tio n  of m an , fe a tu r in g  th e  d u a l-p rin c ip le  as a d is tin c tiv e  

com bination  of sociality  w ith  the  p rim acy  of ind iv idua l fee ling , operates 

w ith in  an  external env ironm en t in  w hich  scarcity of m aterial resources is the 

ru le  ra ther than  the exception. R em arking on these in te rn a l and  external 

circum stances a century  earlier, D avid Hum e, in his Enquiry  C o n cern in g  the 

P rincip les of M orals (1751), referred to m an 's earthly condition as one m arked 

by  "scarcity of resources" and  "lim ited benevolence."

A lthough  m an  is b lessed  w ith  an  in ternal constitu tion  and  external 

env ironm ent th a t have p ro v ed  thusfar essentially conducive to  his survival 

an d  flourishing, the h u m an  condition  is, of course, far from  unproblem atic, 

an d  the survival of the race, as a consequence, far from  secured. The peculiar 

D ivine structuring  of his p o w er of feeling or of sentim ent has th u sfa r assisted 

m an  in avoiding final destruction , w hereas we m ight, accord ing  to Calhoun, 

reasonably  expect tha t h is fate w o u ld  have proved quite  d iffe ren t h ad  this 

struc tu ring  resem bled either of the o ther two scenarios considered  above. But

21 Calhoun, The Works of Tohn C. Calhoun ed. Richard Cralle, 6 vols (Columbia, S.C., New  
York, 1851-1855), E, 648 (1937).

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

114

desp ite  the  overall fitness of m an for h is env ironm en t, w hat rem ains to be  

c o n s id e re d  a re  the  p rob lem s n a tu ra lly  a tte n d in g  m a n 's  n a tu re  as th ese  

p rob lem s rela te  to social and political o rgan ization . For as it tu rn s out, b o th  

society a n d  governm ent are h ighly prob lem atic  o rganizational form s, in  large 

p a rt because they  have their origin in the  dual-princip le  of our nature.

A ccord ing  to C alhoun, the h u m an  condition, as it actually is, n a tu ra lly  

p resen ts certain  fundam enta l problem s th a t m an  h im self m ust s trugg le  w ith  

and  a tte m p t to solve. Specifically, m an  is left to perfect certain p a rts  of th e  

D ivine c rea tion , in  so far as c ircum stances, w h ich  include his capacities, 

allow. Yet the m ost fundam ental political p rob lem  p resen ted  by this h u m an  

cond ition  is one occasioned by the opera tion  of the dual-principle itself, as w e  

shall see in  P a rt II, chapters IV, V, a n d  VI. For " th a t constitu tion  of o u r  

na tu re  w h ich  m akes us feel m ore in tensely  w h a t affects u s  directly than  w h a t 

affects u s  ind irec tly  th ro u g h  o thers, n ecessa rily  leads to conflict b e tw een  

in d iv id u a ls ."  (7) A nd this is so because each person , in  consequence of the  

o p e ra tio n  of th e  d u a l-p rin c ip le , a n d  p e rh a p s , of th e  p rim acy  re la tio n  

especially, "has a g reater regard for his o w n  safety or happiness, th an  for the  

safety o r happ iness of others; and, w here  these come in  opposition, is ready  to 

sacrifice th e  interests of others to his ow n ."  (7)

T he n a tu ra l re su lt of the o p e ra tio n  of the  dua l-p rincip le , then , is a 

" tendency  to a un iversal state of conflict, be tw een  ind iv idua l and  ind iv idua l; 

accom pan ied  b y  the  connected passions of susp ic ion , jealousy, an g er a n d  

revenge — follow ed by  insolence, fraud  and  cruelty  -- and , if not p reven ted  b y  

som e con tro lling  pow er, ending in  a sta te  of un iversal discord and  confusion, 

destru c tiv e  of the  social state and the ends for w hich  it w as o rd a in ed ."  (7)
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The controlling pow er here referred  to is none other than  that one "w herever 

vested , or by  w hom soever exercised" th a t is "GOVERNMENT." (7) A nd yet 

governm ent, as the con tro lling  p o w e r w hose  purpose  is to co u n te rac t the 

tendency  to a un iv ersa l sta te  o f conflict by  p reserv ing  society, is itse lf  

problem atic. This p rob lem  of g o v ern m en t, like the p rob lem  th a t  d irec tly  

th rea tens society, has its source in  the  dual-princip le. W hereas th e  d u a l­

princip le , in  its n a tu ra l opera tions, ten d s to create a condition  o f u n iv ersa l 

conflict w hich necessitates the con tro lling  pow er that is governm ent, it is the 

dual-p rincip le  also w hich  is the p rin c ip a l cause of oppressive a n d  abusive 

governm ent. This is so, C alhoun  tells u s, because "the pow ers w h ich  it is 

necessary  for g o v e rn m en t to p o ssess , in  o rder to rep ress v io lence  and  

p reserve  order, cannot execute them selves. They m ust be ad m in is te red  by 

m en  in  w hom , like o thers , the  in d iv id u a l are stronger th a n  the  social 

feelings." (9) A nd so, "pow ers v ested  in  [governm ental leaders] to p rev en t 

injustice and  oppression  on the  p a r t  of o thers, will, if left u n g u a rd e d , be by  

them  converted into in strum en ts to  oppress the rest of the com m unity ."  (9) 

The only effective m eans by w h ich  injustice and oppression a t th e  h an d s of 

go v ern m en ta l leaders can  be p re v e n te d , is political CO N STITU TIO N , a 

h u m an  artifice w hich, like GOVERNM ENT, springs from  the dua l-p rincip le , 

as w ill also be explained in  Part EL

H aving explicated the "tw o-fo ld  constitution" of m an 's n a tu re , or w h a t 

I have  called C alhoun 's dual-p rincip le , I shall proceed now  to conjecture on 

the  in te llectual-h isto rical p rocess b y  w h ich  he came to a p p re h en d  a n d  to 

form ulate this principle. This conjecture w ill constitute the rem ain d e r of this 

chapter and w ill also appear a t certain  appropria te  places w ithin  C hap ter HI.
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In  C alhoun 's w ritte n  w orks, includ ing  his po litica l speeches an d  

theoretical treatises, direct references to other thinkers are  rare  in d e e d .22 A n d  

yet, it Is possible to spy  o u t various influences. One m ay  ask, for exam ple: 

W hat in sp ired  C alhoun to w rite  theoretical w orks on  politics?; H ow  d id  he 

come to conceive the project of laying a foundation for political science?; and  

W hat w as the intellectual rou te  by  w hich he was able, u ltim ately , to provide a  

so lid  fo u n d a tio n  for p o litica l science th ro u g h  the  d iscovery  of its first 

p rincip le?

Passages from  his D isqu isition  and from  his "Speech on  the R evenue 

C ollection  [Force] Bill" (Feb .15-16, 1833), a lread y  c ite d 23, a re  su ffic ien t 

dem onstra tion  of the in sp ira tio n  C alhoun  derived  from  p ioneers of science 

like the  m athem atician  La Place (1749-1827), and  fro m  the foundational 

d iscoveries of those n a tu ra l ph ilosophers of earliers tim es, including  Bacon 

(1561-1626), Galileo (1564-1642), an d  N ew ton  (1642-1726). These passages

22 For a general account of the intellectual influences on Calhoun see August O. Spain, The 
Political Theory of TohnC. Calhoun fNew York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1968), 33-37. Also, see 
the introduction to Clyde N. Wilson ed., The Essential Calhoun: Selections from Writings. 
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 
approaching the subject. Calhoun was an original thinker: th a t i s . h e made use of h is 
intellectual heritage in h is  own way, for h is 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 w e can know about 
influences. We do know that he was well educated in the classics and modem 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)

23 Chapter I.
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could be supp lem en ted  by  o thers24, of a sim ilar character, uncovered  on a 

general rev iew  of the  v a st C alhoun corpus of letters, speeches, and  high 

theoretical tracts, soon  to be com prehended , b y  his ed ito rs, in  tw enty-five 

w eighty volum es. Still, it is no t know n that C alhoun  actually read  the works 

of these intellectual p io n e e rs .25 More likely, C alhoun  w as fam iliar w ith  their 

discoveries th rough  w o rd  o f m outh  and p o p u la r secondary w ork . A nd so, it 

seem s likely  th a t C a lh o u n  d rew  his in sp ira tio n  to sc ience  som ew hat 

indirectly from  th inkers like N ew ton, La Place, and  others. For indeed, from 

the seventeenth  cen tu ry  on , it w as com m on to talk  of fo u n d in g  a science of 

this or that. C onsequently , an  idiom  of speech  and th o u g h t ex isted  by 

C alhoun's tim e w hich  suggested  the course th a t m ight be tak en  by  one w ith 

both  an intense in terest in politics and a m etaphysical tu rn  o f m ind. Inspired 

by  the  rem arkab le  d iscoveries of m o d ern  n a tu ra l p h ilo so p h y , C alhoun  

resolved to get us b ey o n d  m ere political sta r-gazing , as it w ere , an d  to 

transform  politics in to  a noble science w hich "disp lays to o u r adm iration  the 

system . . ." of the political universe. (434)

To better u n d ers tan d  C alhoun's project of laying a so lid  foundation  for 

political science, it is he lp fu l to view  th a t p a rticu la r theo re tica l en terprise  

w ithin  the b roader context o f w hat is involved in  giving a so lid  foundation  to 

all the various sciences, as this w as p resen ted  by  the Scottish  ph ilosopher 

David H um e (1711-1776) in  the in troduction  to  A  Treatise o f H u m a n  N atu re  

(1739). H um e, like C a lhoun  a century later, h a d  been in sp ired  by  the recent

24 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."

25 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 n a tu ra l ph ilo sophers. By 1730, and  ab o u t the  tim e tha t 

H u m e  began  to p h ilo so p h ize , N ew ton , Locke an d  Bacon to w ered  over 

E uropean  culture and the arts as the g iant grey  in tellectual em inences w hich 

w o u ld  inspire and , in  m any  w ays, determ ine the agenda an d  d irection  of the 

E uropean  E nligh tenm ent of the  e igh teen th  cen tury , of w h ich  H um e w as to 

becom e a central f ig u re .26 In  particular, the influence o f N ew to n  o n  the 

E nlightenm ent and  on  H u m e w as fundam ental. N ew ton  h a d  d iscovered  the 

fundam enta l law s th ro u g h  w hich  one m ight explain  the physical properties 

a n d  m ovem ents of every  m ateria l particle in the un iverse . N o t on ly  did 

N ew to n  in s tru c t m ank ind  in  physics, b u t he also se t an  exam ple  w hich  

s tu d en ts  of the  sciences ap p erta in in g  to h u m an  n a tu re  an d  conduct w ould  

follow . W hile still in  his teens, H um e w ould  conceive his N ew ton ian  project 

o f a  science of h u m an  n a tu re  u p o n  w hich all o th er sc iences w o u ld  be 

u ltim ately  dependen t for the ir foundation.

In his Treatise. H u m e argues th a t all o f the  v a rio u s sciences are in 

som e m easure d ep en d en t u p o n  a science of m an , observ ing  th a t "... all the 

sciences have a relation, g rea te r or less, to h u m an  nature; a n d  tha t how ever 

w ide  any of them  seem to ru n  from  it, they still re tu rn  back b y  one passage or 

another 27." This is true, says H um e, no t only of sciences such  as logic, m orals, 

criticism , and  politics, "w hose  connexion w ith  h u m an  n a tu re  is m ore close 

an d  in tim ate", b u t even  o f "M athem atics, N a tu ra l Ph ilosophy , and  N atu ra l 

Religion, . . . since they lie u n d e r  the cognizance of m en, and  are  judged  of by 

their pow ers and  faculties 2S." H um e '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.

27 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1990), xv.

28 Ibid, xv.
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u n d e rsco red  the cen tra lity  a n d  fu n d a m e n ta l ly  of the  science of h u m an  

na tu re . S tirred by the recen t advances of the n a tu ra l p h ilo sophers , H um e 

optim istically  held  o u t the p ro sp ec t th a t "changes and  im provem ents" in  the 

o ther sciences m ight be m ade a fte r w e are thorough ly  acqua in ted  w ith  "the 

ex ten t an d  force of h u m an  u n d e rs ta n d in g " , " the  n a tu re  of the  ideas w e 

em ploy", and  "the operations w e perfo rm  in ou r rea so n in g s"29, innovations 

w h ich  H um e h im self w o u ld  b r in g  off in  his T reatise, an d  in  the  E nquiry  

C oncern ing  H u m a n  U n d e rs tan d in g  (1748) that w ould  follow . A ccording  to 

H um e, "the  science of m an  is the  on ly  foundation  for the  o ther sciences, so 

the  on ly  solid foundation  w e can  give to this science itself m u st be laid  on 

experience and ob serv a tio n 3 0 W hat H um e proposed  w as "a com pleat system  

of the sciences, bu ilt on  a fo u n d a tio n  alm ost en tirely  new , and  the on ly  one 

u p o n  w hich  they  can  stand  w ith  any  security  31." This system  w o u ld  be 

founded  on an  exp lanation  of the  p rincip les of h u m an  n a tu re  th a t H um e 

him self w ould  provide.

To achieve th is com plete system  of the sciences, H um e called for the 

a b an d o n m en t of th a t " ted io u s  lin g rin g  m ethod , w h ich  w e  [ph ilo soph ic  

researchers] have h ithe rto  fo llow ed", an d  its rep lacem en t w ith  a bo ld  new  

strategem :

. . . instead of taking now  an d  th en  a castle or village on  the frontier,
[we should] m arch  up  to the  capital or center of these sciences, to 
hum an  na tu re  itself; w h ich  being  once m asters of, w e m ay  every 
w here else hope for an  easy  victory. From this sta tion  w e m ay ex tend  
o u r conquests over all those  sciences, w hich m ore in tim ately  concern 
hum an  life, an d  m ay afte rw ards proceed a t leisure to discover m ore 
fully  those, w hich  are the  objects of pu re  curiosity. [For] there is no 
question  of im portance, w hose  decision is n o t com prized  in  the science

29 Ibid, xv.
30 Ibid, xvi.
31 Ibid, xvi.
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of m an; and there is none, w hich  can be decided w ith  any certainty, 
before we become acquainted w ith  that science.32

H um e called this new  m ethod  of inqu iry  "experim ental ph ilo so p h y "33, 

and  explained  that it operates by  u n d e rtak in g  to establish princip les on the 

au th o rity  of experience only, a n d  b y  exc lud ing , as p re su m p tu o u s  an d  

chim erical, any hypothesis that sough t g round ing  in anything else.

W hether by suggestion from  read ing  H um e or by  coincidence, C alhoun  

a d o p te d  th e  d irec t m e th o d  of " ex p e rim e n ta l reason ing"  w h ich  H u m e 

advocates, and  undertook  to app ly  it d irectly  to the phenom ena of politics. 

W hereas H um e, in  his experim en ta l ph ilosoph iz ing , and  after h av in g  set 

fo rth  the  fu n d am en ta l e lem ents of the  fo u n d a tio n a l science of h u m a n  

n a tu re , h ad  focussed m ore s tric tly  o n  u n d e rs tan d in g  m oral p henom ena; 

C alhoun  w ou ld  focus on  those fu n d am e n ta l features of h u m an  n a tu re  in  

term s of w hich  the phenom ena of politics m ay  be explained. Indeed , it  is 

possible tha t Calhoun w as inspired by  H u m e 's  success, w ith  the com pletion of 

his E nquiry  C oncern ing  the  P rincip les of M orals (1751), in  lay ing  a n ew  

foundation  for m oral science. For H um e h ad  proclaim ed his am bition  to 

p ro v id e  a system atic  p h ilo so p h ica l acco u n t of m oral phenom ena . But, 

w hether insp ired  by  H um e's exam ple o r no t, C alhoun w as clearly d riv en  by 

an asp iration  sim ilar to H um e's, w ith  h is aim  of giving a solid foundation  to 

political science. Indeed , the p ro jects of H um e in m orals and  C a lhoun  in 

politics are n o t m erely sim ilar as regard s their scope and  u ltim ate aim s, b u t 

are  re la te d  and o v e rla p p in g  d u e  to the  close re la tion  of the sub jects 

them selves.

32 Ibid, xvi.
33 Ibid, xvi.
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Leaving beh ind  " th e  ted ious lingring  m ethod" of p rev ious political 

investigations, and  m arch in g  up  "d irec tly  to the  cap ita l or cen ter" of th e  

sciences, "to h u m an  n a tu re  itself"; C alhoun  w as able to iden tify  th o se  

principles of the m ore genera l science of hum an  n a tu re  d irectly  relevan t to 

po litics, w here  po litics  is u n d e rs to o d  as th a t p a rtic u la r  science w h ic h  

considers "m en as u n ite d  in  so c ie ty 34." The crow ning resu lt of apply ing  th is 

direct m ethod of observation  and  reasoning to the phenom ena of politics w as 

the  discovery b y  C a lh o u n  of the dua l-p rincip le , o r the  first p rinc ip le  of 

p o litica l science. W h ile  H u m e , w ith  the c o m p le tio n  of the  E nqu iry  

C oncerning  th e  P rincip les of M orals (1751), w ou ld  d isp lay  his asp iration  to  

becom e the N ew ton  of m oral science; C alhoun , w ith  th e  w ritin g  of h is  

D isquisition o n  G o v e rn m e n t (1851), w ould  evince a sim ila r am bition  to 

become the N ew ton of political science.

A m ore easily  d em o n stra ted  influence on  C alhoun 's  th o u g h t w as h is  

study  of political econom y. As an  A m erican sta tesm an  of the period  from  

1811 un til 1850, C a lh o u n 's  p r in c ip a l concern  w as the  m ain ten an ce  o f 

p rosperity  and h a rm o n y  as the  U nion  underw en t vast territo ria l expansion  

and  econom ic developm en t. This circum stance, com bined w ith  C a lh o u n 's  

personal determ ination  to discharge successfully his sta tesm anly  duties, w as 

sufficient to m ake h im  a carefu l an d  tho rough  s tu d e n t o f the  theory  a n d  

application of the princip les of political economy. As h isto rian  and  C alhoun  

scholar Clyde N. W ilson po in ts out, for exam ple,

Between the reso lu tion  of the nullification conflict (1833) and  the
W ilm ot Proviso (1846) — fully a th ird  of his career — the greater p a rt of
[Calhoun's] public  life w as directed tow ards m atters of economics. H e

34 Ibid, xv.
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paid  som e a tten tion  in this period to foreign affairs and  to threshold 
defenses aga in st the as-yet-w eak threat of abolition ism , b u t Calhoun 
devoted m ore s tu d y  and  m ore m ajor speeches to  econom ic questions 
than  all o th e r subjects p u t  together.

In so do ing  he  developed com prehensive p rog ram s, distinct 
from those of b o th  the W higs and the D em ocrats, in  regard  to the tariff, 
governm ent finance, the public lands, in te rnal im provem ents, and  
especially currency  and  banking — all the vexed issues of the 
"Jacksonian" e ra .35

In a speech  of 1842, C alhoun  sum m arized  h is  p o sitio n  on econom ic 

m atters: "Free T rade: Low  D uties: No D ebt: S e p a ra tio n  from  Banks:

Economy: R etrenchm ent: and  Strict A dherence to th e  C onstitu tion ." This

sum m ation  w o u ld  even tua lly  be used  by  his su p p o rte rs  as a slogan in  his 

cam paign for the  1844 D em ocratic presidential nom ination .

C alhoun 's  econom ic policies and  platform , w ere  considered  by  m any, 

am ong the m ore reflective portion  of Am ericans, as p a rta k in g  m ore of reason  

an d  p rin c ip le  th a n  the  o ften  soph istica l, o p p o r tu n is tic , an d  n a rro w ly  

expedient positions of the tw o m ajor parties. As P rofessor W ilson points out, 

"[Calhoun's] p ro g ram  w on  adherents and  adm irers from  b o th  parties and  w as 

regarded by m any  though tfu l A m ericans, as m uch  or m ore  in  the N orth  as in 

the South, as exem p lary  of true  republican s ta te sm an sh ip 36." These opin ions 

of his contem poraries w ou ld  be corroborated in  the  1950's by  Bray H am m ond, 

w ho is generally  considered  th e  finest h isto rian  of b a n k in g  of the period . 

R em arking on  C a lh o u n 's  m astery  of com plex cu rren cy  an d  banking  issues, 

H am m ond p ra ised  the  C aro lin ian 's u nders tand ing  o f econom ics as superio r

35 Clyde N. Wilson, "'Free Trade: No Debt: Separation From Banks:' The Economic 
Platform of John C. Calhoun" (unpublished), 1.

36 Ibid, 1.
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to those of other statesm en and  politicians of the tim e .37

O ne m ay conjecture tha t it w as th rough  his s tu d y  of the p rincip les of 

political economy, p ro m p ted  by the solicitous concerns of h igh  statesm anship , 

tha t C alhoun  w as in tro d u ced  to w h a t the great A ustrian  econom ist L udw ig 

von  M ises (1881-1973), in  his m onum en ta l H u m a n  A ction: A  Treatise o n  

Econom ics (1949), called the "m ethods of reasoning" peculiar to the  so-called 

"C lassical" econom ists.38 Early on  in his national political career, C alhoun  

w orked from  previous econom ic theorizing and experience to shape  his ow n 

system  of political econom y. It seem s probable, then, tha t from  his s tu d y  of 

the doc trines of econom ists inc lu d in g  A dam  Sm ith  (1723-1790), D avid  

Ricardo (1772-1823), Jean-Baptiste Say (1767-1832), and  Thom as C ooper (1759- 

1839), C alhoun — as ph ilosopher — took up  the political econom ist's concern 

for d iscovering  w h a t m ay  be term ed  "the laws of h u m an  action  and  social 

cooperation"39, law s or p rin c ip le s  b y  m eans of w hich  the econom ists had  

so u g h t to exp la in  the p h en o m en a  of m an 's  behav io r in  a m o re  or less 

reg u la ted  m arket. But C a lh o u n 's  concern  w as n o t m erely  w ith  law s or 

p rin c ip le s  g o v e rn in g  m a n 's  b eh av io r as an  econom ic  a g en t, w h e th e r 

consum er or producer. Instead , as a political philosopher, and  as a statesm an, 

C alhoun  w as concerned  w ith  how  ind iv iduals and  g roups u n d e rs ta n d  and  

p u rsu e  th e ir h u m a n  g o o d , as th is  is conceived  in  the  b ro a d e s t  sense. 

A lthough  a political econom ist h im self, he u n d ers to o d  tha t po litics -- the 

science of h u m an  su rv iv a l an d  h u m an  flourish ing  — is the  ru lin g  science, 

and  th a t econom ics, a long  w ith  the o ther sciences, is subo rd ina te  to it. For

37 See Bray Hammond, Banks and Politics in America: From the Revolution to the Civil  
War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), 37, 111, 234-237, 367-368,427-429, 609.

38 See Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (Chicago: Contemporary 
Books, Inc., 1966), 2.

39 Ibid, 2.
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this view  of th e  re la tion  o f econom ics to politics, C a lh o u n  found  am ple

confirm ation in  A risto tle, and  in the founder of m odern  econom ics himself,

the Scottish ph ilo sopher A dam  Smith. As Sm ith writes:

Political econom y, considered as a branch of the science of a statesm an 
or legislator, proposes two distinct objects: first, to p rov ide  a plentiful 
revenue o r subsistence for the people, or m ore p ro p erly  to enable them  
to p rov ide  such  a revenue or subsistence for them selves; and  secondly, 
to supp ly  the state  o r com m onw ealth w ith  a revenue sufficient for the 
public services. It proposes to enrich bo th  the people an d  the 
sovereign .40

But w hile  it  w as C alhoun 's concern w ith  every  aspec t of the hum an 

good, and no t m erely  w ith  m an 's m aterial w ell-being, th a t gu ided  his efforts 

in laying a new  an d  solid  foundation for political science, it w as perhaps his 

acquaintance w ith  the  pecu lia r "m ethods of reason ing" of the econom ists 

which determ ined , to som e very considerable degree, the  m ethod  w hich he 

w ould em ploy  in  o rd e r to accom plish this task. For once w e consider in 

re tro spect the  n a tu re  an d  role of the d u a l-p rin c ip le , fo r exam ple, as 

characterized in  the D isquisition , it appears tha t C a lh o u n  -- em ulating  the 

economists — se t o u t to discover those fundam enta l p rincip les a t the base of 

the science of g o v ern m en t w hich are b o th  analogous to  an d  inextricably 

connected  w ith  th e  e co n o m is ts ' " law s of h u m a n  a c tio n  an d  social 

cooperation."

In fact, it is ev iden tly  the case — as w ill becom e clearer over the course 

of this essay  — th a t  th ro u g h  his novel a p p lica tio n  o f th e  "econom ic 

reasoning" m ethod  of the  Classical School, C alhoun  revo lu tion ized  political 

theorizing. For it w as u ltim ately  this m ethod of approach  th rough  economics 

w hich m ade possib le  the D isquisition, w ith  its o rdering  a n d  explanation of

40 See Aristotle, NIcomachean Ethics. Bk. I, and Adam Smith, An Inquiry Into The NTahirp 
and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1981), Vol. 1 ,138.
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the phenom ena of politics w ith  an unpreceden ted  an d  u n p a ra lle led  clarity, 

precision, and  th o ro u g h n ess . But, to u n d ers tan d  the  sign ificance  of this 

novel application, a rev iew  is in  o rd er of certain  fu n d am e n ta l fea tu res of 

m uch  of political u n d e rs tan d in g  and practice p rio r to C a lh o u n  as w ell as of 

those "m ethods of reason ing" of the econom ist w hich, w e have  conjectured, 

C alhoun seems to have em p loyed  in  his political ph ilosoph iz ing .

A n ancient and  p e rs is tin g  e rro r in  political th in k in g  an d  practice  has 

been  the opin ion  th a t th e re  are  no law s either of social co o p era tio n  or of 

po litica l o rgan iza tion  w h ic h  leg isla to rs  are b o u n d  to  co n su lt. C losely  

associated w ith this op in ion  has been  the belief tha t m en  can organize society 

and  its political a rran g em en ts  any  w ay  they p lease, a v iew  th a t has been 

w idely  entertained am ong  the vu lgar in  every age and  w h ich  has likew ise, in 

every  age, been m ore or less in fluen tia l in shap ing  governm en ta l policy  and 

general culture. A nd  yet, no  o ther single opinion, belief, o r  su pposition  has 

done  m ore to h in d e r a n d  to fo resta ll even in q u iry  in to  th e  fu n d am en ta l 

princip les of society and  governm en t. M oreover, th is e rro n eo u s op in ion  — 

th a t m en can organize  society  an d  its political a rran g em en ts  any  w ay  they  

please, and w ithou t any  o f th e  constrain ts tha t science m ig h t im pose -- has 

been  closely allied w ith  a n o th e r  op in ion , one n o t less e rro n eo u s, a n d  one 

scarcely less destructive in  its influence: this la tter o p in ion  is th a t all social 

and  political problem s m ay  be reduced  ultim ately to m oral p roblem s.

For centuries the  o p in io n  has been he ld , in  som e one respectab le  

q u a rte r or other, th a t w h a t is n eed ed  to construct the  id ea l society is good 

princes and v irtuous c itizens, because, it was believed , w ith  righ teous m en, 

any  u topia  m igh t be  rea lized . This false opin ion  touches o n  a question  of
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such g rea t im p o rt th a t the value of a successful address to it can h a rd ly  be

exaggerated. The question  is: Are good rulers and  v irtuous citizens m ore the

effects o r the causes of good society and  governm ent, or are they, in  eq u a l

proportion , their causes and  effects? The question  reaches to the very core of

the subject m atter of politics, and, cast in  ano ther form , m ay be put this w ay:

Is politics, as a p ractical art, concerned at its m ost fundam enta l level, m ore

w ith  the p rob lem s of coo rd ina ting  the  d isp a ra te  w ills of ind iv iduals in  a

com m unity , o r w ith  the problem s of im prov ing  their morals? A successful

and  p e rm an en t reso lu tio n  of this question  is indispensib le  n o t only to the

advance of political science, b u t to any  substan tia l and  enduring  advance of

the h u m an  race. For the  m ost in flu en tia l po litica l theoriz ing  p r io r  to

C alhoun, includ ing  the system s of Plato, A risto tle, Locke, and  Rousseau, has

left this vital issue unreso lved .

In  the  in tro d u c tio n  to H u m a n  A ction , v o n  M ises describes the

hopelessly  s im p lis tic  v iew  of society an d  po litics w hich h ad  for so m an y

centuries exerted  a p o w erfu l influence on  the  pub lic  affairs of m en, an d

w hich h ad , th ro u g h  the intellectual m isd irection  it fostered, long fo resta lled

theoretical advances. P rio r to the in n o v atio n s of the C lassical School of

economics, says v o n  M ises,

. . .  all w ere fully  convinced tha t there w as in  the  course of social 
events no . . . regu larity  and invariance of phenom ena as had a lready  
been  found  in  the operation  of h u m an  reasoning  and in  the  sequence 
of na tu ra l phenom ena. They d id  no t search  for the law  of social 
cooperation  because they  thought that m an  could  organize society as he 
pleased. If social conditions d id  no t fulfill the wishes of the reform ers, 
if their u top ias p roved  unrealizable, th e  fault w as seen in  the m oral 
failure of m an. Social problem s w ere considered  ethical problem s.
W hat w e needed  in  o rder to construct the  ideal society, they  thought, 
w ere good princes and  v irtuous citizens. W ith righteous m en any
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utopia m ight be rea lized .41

But this v iew  w o u ld  be overtu rned , a t long  last, in  the e igh teen th  

century, by  the d iscoveries of the political econom ists. A ccord ing  to von 

Mises:

. . . economics opened  to hum an  science a dom ain  prev iously  
inaccessible and never though t of. The discovery of a regularity  in the 
sequence and  in terdependence of m arket phenom ena w en t beyond the 
limits of the trad itional system  of learning. It conveyed knowledge 
w hich could be regarded  neither as logic, m athem atics, psychology, 
physics, nor biology.42

The Classical School v iew ed hum an  society in  a n ew  way, and  this w ay

revealed  th a t econom ics an d  po litics are sciences co n ce rn ed  first and

forem ost, no t w ith  m orals, b u t w ith  complex coord ination  problem s and the

solution of these problem s th rough  science itself. As von  M ises observes:

[People] learned w ith  stupefaction that there is ano ther aspect from 
which hum an  action m ight be viewed than  th a t of good and  bad, of fair 
and unfair, of just and  unjust. In the course of social events there 
prevails a regu larity  of phenom ena to w hich m an  m u st ad just his 
actions if he w ishes to succeed. It is futile to app roach  social facts w ith 
the attitude of a censor w ho approves or d isapproves from  the point of 
view of quite arb itrary  standards and subjective judgm en ts of value.
One m ust study  the law s of hum an action and social cooperation as the 
physicist studies the  law s of nature. H um an action and  social 
cooperation seen as the  object of a science of g iven  relations, no longer 
as a norm ative discipline of things that ough t to be — this w as a 
revolution of trem endous consequences for know ledge and  
philosophy as well as for social action .43

The C lassica l Schoo l, th en , ta u g h t th a t w h e n  econom ies and  

governm ents fail, they  ten d  to do so no t because of the  m oral failings of

41 Ludwig von Mises, Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (Chicago: Contemporary 
Books, Inc., 1966), 2.

42 Ibid, 1.
43 Ibid, 2.
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indiv iduals, b u t because of problem s in their s truc tu res , and  specifically, in 

their failure to coordinate successfully the actions and  interests o f individuals 

and  groups. Thus p o v e rty  an d  d istem pered  g o v e rn m en t are the  resu lts 

prim arily  of coordination  p rob lem s, and no t of m oral failings by  indiv iduals 

or groups. Conversely, econom ic systems are successful w hen  they  produce 

m ate ria l p ro sp e rity  fo r th e ir  m em bers; a n d  g o v e rn m e n ta l sy s tem s are 

successful w hen  the in d iv id u a l in terests an d  sou ls of the com m un ity  are 

o rdered  in a sa lu ta ry  an d  beneficen t m anner, in  o rder, for exam ple, tha t the 

com m unity  m ay be u n if ie d  an d  v irtue  rea lized  in  in d iv id u a ls , as w ill be 

dem onstrated in C hapter VII. A nd these successes, bo th  in econom ics and  in 

politics, are due to the on-go ing  solution of com plex coord ination  problem s. 

A nd so, the m aterial an d  sp iritu a l prosperity  enjoyed by  a com m unity  are 

the results p rim arily  of th e  so lu tion  of com plex coord ina tion  problem s — 

econom ic and po litical p rob lem s respectively -- an d  are n o t p rim arily  the 

consequences of the  m o ra l exam ple and  e d u ca tiv e  e ffo rts o f v irtu o u s  

ind iv idua ls .

Free of the false and  confining suppositions of the o lder v iew  of society 

and  politics w hich h ad  b een  cleared away by  the  labor of tw o generations of 

political econom ists, C alhoun , in  the 1830's and  1840's, w as able to proceed 

w ith  his search for the  fu n d am en ta l laws of politics. But C alhoun 's apparen t 

innovation in app ly ing  analog ically  the econom ists ' "m ethods of reasoning" 

to the phenom ena of po litics has gone essentially unno ticed  by  la ter political 

theorists, and indeed, w as overlooked  even by  v o n  M ises. T hus w rites von 

Mises:

For m ore than  a h u n d re d  y e a r s , . . . the effects of this radical change in 
the m ethods of reason ing  w ere greatly restric ted  because people 
believed 'that they  referred  only to a narrow  segm ent of the to ta l field
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of h u m a n  action, namely, to m arket phenom ena. The classical 
econom ists m et in the pu rsu it of their investigations an  obstacle w h ich  
they  failed to rem ove, the apparen t an tinom y of value. Their theory  o f 
value w as defective, and  forced them  to restric t the scope of their 
science. U ntil the late n ineteenth  cen tu ry  political econom y rem ained  
a science of the "econom ic" aspects of h u m an  action, a theory of w ealth  
and  selfishness. It dealt w ith  h u m an  action only  to the extent th a t it is 
actuated  by  w hat w as — very unsatisfactorily  — described as the profit 
m otive, and  it asserted  that there  is in ad d itio n  o ther hum an  action 
w hose trea tm en t is the task of o ther d isciplines. The transform ation  o f 
th o u g h t w hich  the classical econom ists h a d  in itia ted  w as b rough t to its 
consum m ation  only  by  m odem  subjectiv ist econom ics, w hich 
converted  the theory of m arket prices into a general theory of h u m an  
choice.

. . . The m o d em  theory of value w idens the scientific horizon  
and  enlarges the field of econom ic studies. O u t of the political 
econom y of the classical school em erges the  general theory of h u m an  
action, praxeologv. The econom ic or catallactic problem s are em b ed d ed  
in  a m ore general science, and  can  no longer be severed from this 
connection. No treatm ent of econom ic problem s p ro p er can avoid  
s ta rtin g  from  acts of choice; econom ics becom es a part, although the 
h itherto  best elaborated part, of a m ore un iversal science, praxeology.44

It w as a p recursor of von M ises, and  the "fa ther"  of the neo-classical o r 

"A ustrian  School" of econom ics, C arl M enger, p ro fessor of political econom y 

a t the U n iv ers ity  of Vienna from  1873 to 1903, w ho  m ade the d iscovery  in  

value theo ry  in  the latter half of the n ineteen th  cen tu ry  w hich  in tu rn  m ade  

possible th is expansion  of the scientific scope of econom ics. In 1871, in  h is 

P rincip les o f E conom ics (G rundsatze der V olksw irtschaftslehrel . M enger 

expounded  a theo ry  of value that w as to resolve the question  that h ad  so long  

perp lexed  the  g rea t classical econom ists.45 A s one h is to rian  of econom ic 

though t describes it:

[M enger's  theory] w as the subjective th eo ry  of value based on the
44 Ibid, 2-3.
45 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 m arg inal utility. It d ispelled  the  classical notion  that the 
value of a th ing  is an  objective m easure  in trinsic  in  the good itself. 
Economic goods w ere now  seen to be v a lu ed  subjectively in  term s of 
the satisfaction th a t the user expects to derive  from  their increm ental 
use. . . . the subjective theory of value . . . w as to becom e the 
foundation  of the  w hole A ustrian  system  . . . .  It rem ained  for 
M en g er 's  tw o g reat disciples, Friedrich  v o n  W ieser and  Eugen von 
Bohm -Bawerk, to refine the subjective theo ry  . . . . 46

A nd  so p r io r  to  th e  sub jective  th e o ry  o f C arl M enger and  the  

consequent expansion  of econom ic science in to  a general theo ry  of h um an  

action, C alhoun, in  the  1840's, w as app ly ing  the m ethods of reasoning of the 

econom ists' analogically  to the problem s and  issues of political science.

Hence: T hat m an , actuated  by the  dual-p rincip le  of his nature, is social, 

and  yet ten d s to sacrifice the  in terests of o th ers  to h im self, is a decisive 

consideration  for C alhoun . A lso, C a lh o u n  u n d e rs to o d  that, as von  M ises 

points out, it is qu ite  futile to approach  such  social facts w ith  the attitude of a 

censor. A ny praise  or blam e tha t m ay be a ttached  to such  behavior is, strictly 

speaking, beside  the  po in t. C onsequently , as one w rite r  has po in ted  ou t, 

C alhoun believed  th a t the sta tesm an  is concerned  to legislate, "not for m en 

in  the abstract or for m en  in  general, b u t  for a p a rticu la r p o rtio n 47." A nd in  

considering  how  m en  m ig h t be b ro u g h t m ore in to  line — or kep t in  line — 

w ith  w h a t they  o u g h t to do , the leg islator, C a lh o u n  m ain ta in ed , m u st be 

gu ided  by  his sh rew d  percep tion  of w h a t ac tually  m oves these m en. Thus: 

"W e m ust take h u m a n  n a tu re  as it is, an d  accom odate  o u r m easures to it, 

instead of m ak ing  the  va in  a ttem pt to b en d  it to o u r m easures 4S." In saying

48 See Thomas C. Taylor, The Fundamental of Austrian Economics f England: The Adam 
Smith Institute, 1980), 1.

47 See Ralph Lemer, "Calhoun's N ew  Science of Politics" in Tohn C. Calhoun: A Profile, ed. 
John L. Thomas (New York: Hill and Wang, 1968), 194.

48 See The Works of Tohn C. Calhoun, edited by Richard K. Cralle, 6 vols., Vol. I, 648.
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this, C alhoun  in te n d ed  th a t h u m an  na tu re  is a lw ays to be found  in som e 

fixed condition  of realization betw een the extrem es of p u re  potency and pu re  

act. T herefore, h is to ry  itself consists of the ongoing  in terac tion  of the two 

principles, po tency  and  act, as w e noted in C hapter I. M oreover, not only are 

m en alw ays to be found  in som e definite and  fixed condition  of realization, 

bu t they are, likew ise, alw ays found  to behave in m ore or less strict accord 

w ith certain  un transcendab le  features of their n a tu re , variously  conditioned. 

Evidently, th e  m ost p ro m in en t and  influen tia l of these  fea tu res are those 

underscored by  C alhoun 's dual-principle — nam ely, sociality and the prim acy 

of ind iv idual feeling. A  fixed and  untranscendable aspect of hum an  natu re , 

susceptible of on ly  lim ited  conditioning  or m odification , the dual-princip le 

stands as an  im m ovable cornerstone w ith in  the h u m a n  constitu tion, a force 

tha t gives substance  and  shape  to all h u m an  being  an d  becom ing, as w ill 

become clearer in  P art II.

A nd  so, C alhoun 's  political theorizing m ay w ell have been  inspired, at 

least in part, by  the  classical econom ists' concern w ith  discovering "the laws 

of hum an  acton and  social cooperation."

In  econom ics, the  o ld e r  v iew  of society , p re se n te d  above, w as 

overthrow n b y  A dam  Sm ith and  others because it h a d  n o t answ ered " . . .  the 

question reg a rd in g  w h a t factors com pelled the  various acting indiv iduals to 

behave in  su ch  a w ay  th a t the  goal a im ed  a t b y  the  w ho le 's  inexorable 

evolu tion  w as a tta in ed ...49." D istracted and  m isled b y  this o lder view, m en 

had  failed to perceive th a t the m arket is a spon taneously  o rdered  convention 

form ed by  h u m an s acting  on  their ind iv idual or subjective value  judgm ents 

about their m ateria l well-being. But indeed, it w as classical political econom y

49 Ludwig von Mises. Human Action: A Treatise m  Economics . 1.
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w hich  underscored  the im p o rtan t princip le  of spontaneous cooperation , and  

this p rincip le  w as the g rea t social scien tific  d iscovery  o f the  e igh teen th  

century. C alhoun follow ed u p  this v icto ry  o f the econom ists o v er the old 

v iew  of society w ith  a com plete  an d  p e rh ap s  incontrovertib le  ro u t  of tha t 

view  from  the standpo in t of political science.

In politics, the older v iew  of society could not m easure  up , because, as 

w e m ay read ily  and  easily in fe r from  C alhoun 's  specu lative  speech  on the 

causes of public and  private  m o ra ls50, w hich  is exam ined in  C h ap te r VII, it 

could  no t account for w hy  v ir tu o u s  m en  are  either c o rru p ted  o r  excluded 

from  pow er under som e governm en ta l arrangem ents, w hile v icious m en are 

e ither im proved or excluded from  pow er u n d e r others. As w e shall see in 

C hapter VH, C alhoun argues th a t good  princes and  v irtuous citizens are more 

the effects than  the causes of good  society and  governm ent. A nd  so, as w e 

shall also see, v irtue , bo th  m o ra l an d  in tellectual, is m ore a n  effect than  a 

cause  of so u n d  g o v e rn m e n t g en era lly , a n d  of po litica l c o n s titu tio n  in  

particular.

Political theorizing p rio r to the discoveries of the C lassical School had  

failed to give a definitive accoun t of the process by w hich  th e  v irtues or the 

vices are e levated  and  d iffu se d  th ro u g h o u t a com m unity .51 In  P lato 's 

Republic, for exam ple, the au th o r, th ro u g h  the  m edium  of h is  in terlocutors, 

underscores the fu n d am en ta l tru th  th a t the  achievem ent o f  the  good  life 

depends largely up o n  a p ro p e r  o rgan iza tion  of governm ent. A n d  in  m ore 

specific term s, w e are in form ed b y  A risto tle  in  the N icom achean  E thics th a t 

the legislator m akes the c itizen  good  th ro u g h  habituation , a n d  th a t "[right]

50 See the Disquisition. 38-40.
51 See Chapter VII.
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habituation  is w h a t m akes the difference betw een  a good  political system  and  

a bad  one." 52 A n d  yet, w hile  the  P latonic an d  A ris to te lian  accounts are 

sound  as far as they  go; they  do not, for exam ple, describe, in  specific term s, 

the process by  w h ich  the  m oral v irtues or vices a re  e levated  an d  diffused 

th ro u g h o u t a com m unity . M oreover, these accoun ts do  n o t specify  th a t 

p a rticu la r p rin c ip le  of o u r  n a tu re  in term s of w h ic h  w e m ay  be righ tly  

hab ituated  — the dual-p rincip le . These and  o ther ph ilo soph ical accounts of 

politics p rio r to C a lh o u n , a lth o u g h  often b rillian t an d  h igh ly  suggestive, 

w ere  no t sufficien tly  de ta iled , forceful, and  u n am b ig u o u s on  th is po in t to 

disabuse m en  of the  v iew  th a t the m anner in  w h ich  society is organized  is a 

m atter of indifference once the dictates of em pow ered  fancy are carried o u t .53

Closely associated  w ith  th is older and  vu lgar u n d e rs tan d in g  of society 

and  politics — w ith  its over-sim plistic and superficial account of causes — w as 

the view  — at least equally  ancient and  influential — th a t v irtuous leaders and 

citizenry are to be  p ro d u ced  by  the m ore d irec t p aed eu tic  an d  exhorta tory  

m easures characteristic  of civic education  and  relig ious instruction. Indeed, 

u n til the e ig h teen th  century , m en  had a tta ined , a t best, only a p a rtia l and  

rud im en ta ry  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of the influence of those  tendencies w hich  are 

na tu ra lly  and  inexorab ly  associated  w ith  the  s tru c tu re  of governm en t itself. 

A gain, as w e shall see m ore clearly  in C hap te r VII, th is  o lder "paedeu tic" 

v iew  of soul-crafting m u st be v iew ed as a naive and  ru d im en ta ry  conception 

unequal to the task  of exp lain ing  sufficiently the ad v en t, in  a g iven  instance, 

of v irtu e  or of vice in  an  ac tua l com m unity. A n d  it  w as th is theoretical

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

53 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.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

134

failu re , c o u p le d  w ith  the d isa p p o in tm e n t a n d  d is illu s io n m en t w h ich  

naturally  a tten d ed  every effort to realize a v irtu o u s citizenry and ru ling  class 

th rough  the  app lica tion  of its principles, w hich  contribu ted  to the overth row  

of the o lder v iew  of society a lready m en tioned . A nd  so the o lder v iew  of 

society, together w ith  w ha t I have called the"paedeu tic"  view of soul-crafting, 

a lth o u g h  d isp ro v e d  in  practice countless tim es over the cen tu ries, long  

persisted  by  m ere defau lt both as theoretical m odels and  as guides to action. 

It w as only  w ith  th e  articulation of w h a t m ay  be called the "struc tu ra l"  or 

" in stitu tiona l"  v iew s of C alhoun and  the  classical political econom ists th a t 

these o lder v iew s on  society and  m orals w o u ld  be obliged to stand  ag a in st 

rival explanations w hich  they could no t hope  to m atch  or overcome.

In th is contex t, it  is appropria te  to no te  th a t bo th  C alhoun  a n d  the  

classical political econom ists are precursors of a school of political-econom ic 

though t th a t em erged  in  the 1970's and  w h ich  is now  exerting considerable 

influence in  bo th  academ ic and governm ental circles. I refer to the School of 

Public Choice econom ics, as it is com m only called — a school tha t involves a 

specific se t of research  projects called "C onstitu tional Economics." A ccording 

to one of its fo u n d ers  and p rincipal m em bers, N obel L aureate  Jam es M. 

B uchanan, of th e  C enter for the S tudy  of P ub lic  Choice at G eorge M ason  

U niversity “ t

'C onstitu tiona l econom ics' (constitu tional political economy) w as 
in troduced  as a term  to define and  to classify a distinct strand  of 
research inqu iry  and related policy discourse in  the 1970's and  beyond. 
The subject m atter is not new  or novel, an d  it m ay be argued that 
'constitu tional econom ics' is m ore closely re la ted  to the w ork  of A dam  
Sm ith an d  the  classical econom ists th an  its m o d em  'nonconstitu tional 
econom ics' counterpart. Both areas of in q u iry  involve positive 
analysis th a t is ultim ately aim ed a t con tribu ting  to the discussion of

“ Fairfax, Virginia.
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policy questions. The difference lies in the level of or the setting  for 
analysis, w hich in  tu rn  im plies com m unication w ith  d ifferent 
audiences.

O rthodox econom ic analysis . . . a ttem pts to explain  the choices 
of econom ic agents, their interactions one w ith  another, and  the results 
of these in teractions, w ith in  the existing legal-institu tional- 
constitutional s truc tu re  of the polity. . . .  By bo th  contrast and  
com parison, constitu tional economic analysis a ttem pts to explain the 
w orking p roperties of alternative sets of legal-institu tional- 
constitutional ru les tha t constrain the choices and  activities of 
economic and  political agents, the rules that define the fram ew ork 
w ithin w hich the ord inary  choices of economic and  political agents are 
m ade. In this sense, constitutional economics involves a 'h ig h e r ' level 
of inquiry  than  orthodox economics; it m ust incorporate  the results of 
the latter along w ith  m any less-sophisticated sub -d isc ip lines.55

A nd so m o d ern  constitu tiona l econom ics, like C a lh o u n 's  po litical

theorizing, involves a continuation  of and  logical ex trapo la tion  from  central

fea tu res  of the  resea rch  th a t charac terized  classical p o litica l econom y.

A ccording to Buchanan:

. . . constitu tional economics is related to classical political econom y 
and it m ay be considered to be an im portant com ponent of a m ore 
general revival of the  classical em phasis, and  particu larly  as 
represented in the  w orks of A dam  Smith. . . . O ne obvious aim  of the 
political econom ists w as to offer an explanation and  an  understand ing  
of how m arkets operate  w ithou t detailed political direction. In this 
respect, orthodox neoclassical economics follows d irectly  in  the classical 
tradition. But the basic classical analysis of the w ork ing  of m arkets was 
only a necessary step tow ard the m ore com prehensive pu rpose  of the 
whole exercise, w h ich  was that of dem onstrating that, precisely 
because m arkets function w ith  tolerable efficiency independen tly  of 
political direction, a pow erfu l n o rm a tiv e  a rg u m e n t for co n stitu tio n a l 
struc tu re  exists. T hat is to say, A dam  Smith w as engaged  directly  in 
com paring alternative institu tional structures, a lternative  sets of 
constraints w ith in  w hich econom ic agents m ake choices, (em phasis 
added)56

55 See James M. Buchanan, Explorations into Constitutional Economics (College Station: 
Texas A& M Press, 1989), 57.

55 Ibid, 58-59.
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For v a rio u s  reasons, as econom ics d ev e lo p ed  as a so c ia l science 

th ro u g h o u t th e  n in e teen th  and  into the  tw en tie th  cen tu ry , a tten tio n  w as 

d iverted  from  the research projects com prehended  by  m o d em  constitu tional 

econom ics. In  the 1970's how ever, these projects re-em erged as p a rt  o f a m ore 

general c ritica l reac tio n  against the  th eo ry  of w elfare  econom ics, w hose  

principal a im  w as to describe and  analyze the alleged failures of th e  m arket, 

and  to su g g e s t h o w  governm ent in terven tion  into the m arket m ig h t benefit 

general society. Inverting  this research  p a rad ig m  of the w elfare econom ists, 

c o n s titu tio n a l  e co n o m is ts , lik e  th e ir  p re c u rso r  A d am  S m ith  in  h is 

in te lle c tu a l b a tt le  w ith  the  th e n -d o m in a n t d o c trin e  of m erc a n tilism , 

recognize a n d  u n d e rsco re  to d ay  the  essen tia l v iab ility  o f sp o n ta n eo u s ly  

functioning m arke ts , and  aim  to describe an d  to analyze n o t m ark e t failure, 

b u t legal, in stitu tiona l, and  governm ental failure.

C a lh o u n 's  p o litic a l th eo riz in g , like  c lassical p o litica l econom y , 

em erged  fro m  the  m oral ph ilo sophy  o f the  Scottish E n ligh tenm en t, as w e 

shall see in  C h a p te r  III. S ign ifican tly , tw o p rin c ip a l fig u res  of th is 

in te llectual m o v em en t, D avid H um e a n d  A dam  Sm ith, w ere  b o th  m oral 

ph ilosophers an d  political econom ists. As a m odem  em bodim ent o f classical 

political econom y, constitu tional econom ics is "sim ilarly  located" in  rela tion  

to  m o ra l p h i lo s o p h y , " re g a rd le s s  o f [co n te m p o ra ry ]  d is c ip l in a ry  

frag m en ta tio n 57

B ut d u r in g  th a t  period  in  w h ich  a tten tion  w as be in g  d iv e r te d  in  

econom ic research  from  the earlier legal-institu tional-constitu tional concerns 

w hich  h a d  c h arac te rized  Sm ith ian  po litica l econom y, C alhoun , d u r in g  the 

period  from  th e  publication  of the  South  C arolina E xposition (1828) u n til his

57 Ibid, 59-60.
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death  in  1850, w as occup ied  w ith ju st such  concerns. The D isquisition, for 

exam ple, m ay be v iew ed  as a com parative institu tional s tu d y  of absolute and  

constitu tional form s of governm ent, as w ill becom e clearer in the last th ree  

chapters of this w ork . Also, a principal feature  of C alhoun 's theorizing is his 

constitu tional ideal in w h ich  the system  of the  concu rren t m ajority p lays a 

central role. In ex p o u n d in g  this constitu tional ideal, C alhoun  echoes A dam  

Sm ith and  an tic ipates the  constitu tional econom ists w ith  his p reoccupation  

w ith  the  question : H ow  can persons live  to g e th er in  liberty, peace, and

prosperity? 58 A nd  so , for the aforem entioned reasons, it is quite reasonable 

that C alhoun  is v iew ed  by  Public Choice theorists to d ay  as a p recursor of 

constitu tional eco n o m ics.59

To conclude th is chapter: By focussing  on  h o w  governm ent has its 

origin in  h u m an  n a tu re , and  on how  h u m an  actions are, in turn, influenced 

by these  g o v e rn m e n ta l a rrangem en ts , C a lh o u n  so u g h t to exp la in  the  

phenom ena of politics in  term s of som e first p rincip le . To do this, he took 

the political econom ist's  concern w ith  d iscovering  the law s of hum an action 

and social cooperation  as these relate to m ark e t phenom ena  in particular and  

app lied  it to the  p h en o m en a  of po litics generally . This rev o lu tio n a ry  

achievem ent of C a lhoun  rem ains as a p e rm an en t legacy for m an desp ite  the 

fact that it has thusfa r gone unnoticed by  m ainstream  political theorists.

Finally, in  th is  chapter, you have been  in tro d u c ed  to w hat C alhoun  

calls the  "tw o-fo ld  constitu tion  of [m an 's] n a tu re " , a principle w hose  full

58 Ibid, 60.
59 Another precursor, as Buchanan points out, is Knut Wicksell (1851-1926), a Swede who 

was by many accounts a brilliant political reformer and economic theorist. At work around the 
turn of the century, WickselTs most important work in economic theory include Value. Capital 
and Rent (1893), Interest and Prices (1898). and Lectures on Political Economy 11901-4).
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significance for the scientific ex p lan a tio n  of politics w ill be u n d ersco red  

th roughou t the rem ainder of this w ork . G oing beyond m ere explication, I 

have conjectured on how  C alhoun  derived  this fundam en ta l principle: by

no ting  the inspiration to science he received from  the discoveries of n a tu ra l 

philosophers such as N ew ton  and  Galileo; by rem arking on  the sim ilarity  of 

his project of giving a solid  foundation  to political science to H um e's projects 

a cen tu ry  earlier, w h ich  in c lu d ed  b o th  fo und ing  m o ra l science a n d  in  

show ing  th a t all the  p a rticu la r sciences are logically  ro o ted  in  a m ore 

fu n d am e n ta l science of h u m a n  n a tu re ; an d  finally , b y  suggesting  how  

C alhoun, th rough  the insigh t and  in sp ira tion  he received from  the C lassical 

School of econom ics, revolu tionized  political theorizing an d  set the w hole of 

political science on a new  and firm footing.

As w e have seen , C a lh o u n 's  app lica tion  of m etap h y sica l -- an d  

specifically, of "econom ic" -- reaso n in g  to political p h enom ena  cam e to 

fru ition  in  the discovery of a d istinctly  political law  of h u m an  feeling, action 

and  association — or w hat I have called the "dual-principle" of our nature . In  

the next chapter, I shall review  the precise nature  of the role of this principle, 

as C alhoun conceived, w ith in  the science of politics. C hap ter EH w ill assess 

the dual-principle in the light of its posited  status as first principle. In m aking  

th is assessm ent, w e shall fu rth er exp lo re  those in te llec tual influences on  

C alhoun  w hich p rom p ted  h im  bo th  to conceive of the project of p ro v id in g  a 

solid foundation for political science and  to develop the dual-princip le  as the 

first principle of that science.
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H a v in g  p re s e n te d  C a lh o u n 's  d u a l-p r in c ip le , h is  c o n ce p tio n  of 

m etaphysical reason ing , and  w h a t is involved in the fo u n d a tio n  of a science, 

w e are p repared  to consider the dual-principle as the first p rincip le  of political 

science. This considera tion , the subject of the p resen t chap ter, w ill, in  turn , 

se t the stage fo r a d em o n stra tio n  of the ex p lan a to ry  p o w e r of the dual­

principle in P a rt II. P rio r to such  dem onstration, how ever, it is essential to 

form  a clear and  accurate idea of w hat a scientific first p rincip le  is and  w hat it 

should do, so th a t w e w ill know  one w hen w e see it, a n d  thereby  appreciate 

its peculiar and  v ita lly  im p o rtan t contribution to scientific explanation.

A science (sciential is an  organized  bo d y  of know ledge . The first 

p rincip le  of a science is the  key to the answ er of th o se  q uestions w hich 

together form  the h ea rt of tha t science. As w e po in ted  o u t in  C hapter I, it is 

these questions w hich , as the defining features of a science, delineate  a field of 

inqu iry  by  estab lish in g  an d  m ain tain ing  its b o rd ers , a n d  se t it a p a rt as a 

separate and  d istinguishab le  enterprise. A science is fo u n d ed  and  re-founded 

over time as these questions and  their answ ers are successively  criticized and 

refined against the s tan d ard  of thorough and  accurate exp lanation , a standard  

w hich m ust itself u n dergo  evolu tion  and developm ent. T hese questions and 

answ ers are cap tu red  an d  synopsized in the fo rm ula tion  of a first principle. 

For science aim s, above all, a t a com prehensive v iew  of its subject m atter; that 

is, science aim s a t the  a tta inm en t of an intellectual v an tag e  p o in t th a t m akes 

the  whole of its subject visible and  understandable, an d  th is van tage  po in t is 

achieved th ro u g h t the  successful form ulation,of a first p rincip le .

The k ind  of com prehensive view that a scientific firs t p rincip le  affords 

m ay  be ju stly  described  as synoptic; and such  a v iew  can  be  cap tu red  only
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th rough  the lens, as it w ere, of a single principle. For a synoptic v ision  is one 

in w hich th ings are  “seen together", an d  n o t apart. In this sense, then , m an 

stands betw een  G od and  the low er anim als; because the D ivinity is pan-optic  

or “all-seeing", an d  the low er anim als are  constrained  by  their m ore lim ited  

natu res to v iew  th ings in  isolation one from  another. But, a lthough  m an  is 

incapable o f th e  panop tics of D ivinity , o r of seeing  every th ing  in  its fu llest 

detail all a t once, he  m ay  attain  a far m ore  lim ited  yet still exalted  v ision  of 

phenom ena. So the  sciences, after all, are, or a t least aspire to be, so m any 

synoptic  v is io n s fo r m an. A nd  specifically , political science asp ires  to a 

synoptic v ision — of m an, and  for m an.

But w ith o u t the  transform ing  an d  revelatory  lenses afforded b y  so u n d  

general p rin c ip le s , p h enom ena  w o u ld  su b sis t, as they  do  for th e  low er 

an im als, m ere ly  as a jum ble o f experiences an d  conditions w ith o u t any  

understandab le  re la tion  one to another. H ence the m eaning and  significance 

of personal, physical, and  historical even ts, in  so far as these fall w ith in  the 

province of the  science in  question , s im p ly  could  no t be u n d ers to o d . The 

c ro w n in g  n o e tic  a ch iev em en t of sc ien tific  inquiry , in  w h a te v e r  fie ld  

considered , com es th ro u g h  the successfu l fo rm ulation  of a first p rin c ip le  in  

term s of w h ich  all other, su b sid ia ry  p rinc ip les :and  the  p h enom ena  of the 

science generally, m ay  be explained. Like those general p rincip les th a t w ere 

form ed before it, a first principle is a m eans of optical assistance, an  a id  to the 

m ind 's  eye, as i t  w ere. A nd  as so m any  aids to vision, it m ay be said  o f first 

p rinciples -- as w ell as of their co -tem poraneous subsid iary  p rincip les and  

historically an teced en t principles -- th a t th ey  possess speculative pow er. For 

the term  “sp ecu la tio n "  derives from  th e  Latin  verb speculare. m ean ing , to

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

142

"spy  ou t."  A nd in th is  sense, the ph ilo sopher, as the discoverer of first 

princip les, is th a t g rin d e r of the  lens th ro u g h  w h ich  the subject m ay  be 

view ed w ith  clarity a n d  understanding , in  all of its m anifold complexity.

But the lens fash ioned  by  the theoretical scien tist o r the ph ilosopher 

no t only m agnifies the  object, b u t transform s it from  a vast and  bew ildering 

array of insulated facts and  opinions into an orderly  whole. In this way, a first 

principle transfo rm s p h en o m en a  and reveals underly ing  essence(s). For as 

A ristotle notes in  the  M etaphysics. " . . .  the  th ings best to know  are first 

principles and  causes. For th rough  them  and  from  them  all o ther things m ay 

be know n b u t not they  th rough  the things covered by  them  l."

Science, then, is n o t m erely  about looking a t the  w orld  in a different 

way, b u t about seeing it, by  looking at it in  the righ t way. Like the G olden 

M ean of A risto telian  m oral philosophy, w here  there  are m any  w ays to miss 

the m ark, b u t only one w ay  to h it the bu ll's  eye th rough  the perform ance of a 

v irtu o u s  action; th e  m a tte r  of ev ery  science is su scep tib le  of m any  

in terpretations, b u t of on ly  one true account. T hat there are m any w ays of 

looking at the political w orld  is too obvious to require  argum ent. But tha t 

there is only one w ay  of seeing it -- a w ay  th a t has undergone im provem ent 

and  refinem ent over the  ages -- is a po in t w hich  few, especially in our tim e, 

have understood , and  w h ich  even few er w ill adm it. This is so because, in 

w hatever age considered , opinions abound and insigh t is rare. So seeing the 

political w orld , and  n o t m erely  looking at it, is, of course, the m ain concern of 

the political scientist. A nd , so far as political science is concerned, w h a t is

1 Aristotle, Metaphysics, tr. Tohn Henry MacMahon in On Man in the Universe, ed. Louise 
Ropes Loomis (Roslyn, New York: Walter J. Black, 1943), 9.
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needed  is a panoram ic view  of hum an political p ra c tic e .1

As I said earlier, C alhoun 's avow ed aim  of laying "a solid foundation  of 

p o litica l Science", as w ell as his c la im , w ith  the  com pletion  of th e  

D isquisition, to have covered  "nearly  th ro u g h o u t new  territory", involves an  

im plicit criticism of p rev ious political theorizing. But precisely because of the  

im plicit character of th is criticism , we are left to conjecture on the range and  

substance of this criticism . P roceeding thus, it  is pe rhaps the case th a t the  

con ten t and  teno r o f C a lh o u n 's  criticism  of p rev io u s  political theo riz ing , 

w ere these m ade express, w ou ld  have been sim ilar to th a t critical appreciation  

b esto w ed  by  D av id  H u m e  o n  the a cco m p lish m en ts  of som e an c ien t 

philosophers in their speculations on m orals.3 In  the abstract for his Treatise. 

H um e wrote:

M ost of the ph ilosophers of antiquity, w ho  trea ted  of hum an nature , 
have shew n m ore  of a delicacy of sen tim ent, a ju st sense of m orals, or 
a greatness of soul, than  a dep th  of reasoning  and  reflection. They 
content them selves w ith  represen ting  the  com m on sense of m ank ind  
in the strongest lights, an d  w ith  the best tu rn  of thought and  
expression, w ith o u t follow ing out stead ily  a  chain  of propositions, or 
form ing the several tru th s  into a regu lar sc ience .4

H um e unders tood  th a t the  various sciences, includ ing  physical science, 

m orals, and politics, h av e  their origin in  antiquity . But he  saw, em erging  in  

his ow n day, the fru its of "a  new  kind of p h ilo sophy ."  These fru its, H um e 

w ro te  in the 1730's, w ere  p ro d u cts  of a "ph ilosoph ical spirit, w hich  has been  

m u ch  im proved  all o ver E urope w ith in  these la s t fourscore years 5." This

2 A  panorama differs from a Divine panoptical vision, since seeing in every direction is not 
the same as seeing everything that is, has been, and will be, all at once.

31 base this conjecture , in part, on Calhoun's admiration of the political writings of both 
Plato and Aristotle, as documented in Chapter I.

4 See David Hume, A Treatise of Human N a tu r e .  645.
5 That is, since the 1650's. Ibid, 645.
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sp ir it  h a d  been "ca rried  to as great a len g th  [in Britain] as in any  o ther

[k ingdom ]" , and  w as charac terized  b y  the  "a p p lic a tio n  of experim en ta l

ph ilo sophy" to w ha tever subject was u n d e r considera tion , w hether it be the

physical w orld, h u m an  reason, m orals, criticism , or politics. The m ethod of

"ex p e rim en ta l p h ilo so p h y " , as w e sa w  in C h a p te r  II, is to reject any

conclusion  not au tho rized  by  experience, and  to p u sh  on  to the discovery of

genera l princip les, a n d  connections be tw een  these  p rincip les, so far as ou r

faculties w ill allow.6

Reflecting on  advances in the s tu d y  of the physical w orld  as com pared

to those in  the s tu d y  o f the m oral w orld , bo th  in  an tiqu ity  and  in m odernity ,

H u m e  rem arked:

Tis no aston ish ing  reflection to consider, th a t the application of 
experim ental ph ilo sophy  to m oral subjects sh o u ld  com e after that to 
na tu ra l at the d istance of above a  w hole century; since w e find in fact, 
th a t there w as ab o u t the  same in terval betw ix t the origins of these 
sciences; and  th a t reckoning from  THALES to SOCRATES, the space of 
tim e is nearly  equal to tha t betw ixt m y  Lord Bacon and  some late 
philosophers in  E ngland 1, who have begun  to p u t  the science of m an 
on  a new  footing, and  have engaged the atten tion , and  excited the 
curiosity of the public. So true it is, th a t how ever o ther nations m ay 
rival us in  poetry, and  excel us in  som e o ther agreeable arts, the 
im provem ents in  reason  and ph ilosophy  can on ly  be ow ing to a land 
of toleration and  of liberty.8

V iew ing this in te llectual progress in  m o d ern ity  from  the vantage po in t 

o f the  late  tw en tie th  century , w e can  see -- w ith  g rea te r d istinctness and  

c la rity  p e rh ap s th an  w as possib le  in  H u m e 's  d a y  -- h o w  the sp read  of 

to leration , liberty, and  the  m ethod  of experim ental ph ilo sophy  in Europe, and

6 Ibid, 646.
7 See David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, where on page xvii he lists in a footnote: 

Locke(1632-1704), Shaftesbury (1671-1713), Mandeville (cl670-1733), Hutchinson (Hutcheson) 
(1694-1746), Butler (1692-1752). Hume also suggests that this list is incomplete.

8 Ibid, xvi-xvii.
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especially  in  G reat B ritain  and  A m erica, from  the seven teen th  un til the 

m iddle of the  n ineteen th  century, m ade possib le  the advancem ent and  firmer 

estab lishm ent of the  physical, m oral, and  po litica l sciences th a t have their 

origins in antiquity . H aving their noble and insp iring  beginnings in  Thales, 

Socrates, and  Plato respectively, these sciences w ou ld  be p rov ided  m ore solid 

foundations, as w ell as g rea te r refinem en t in  genera l, in  th e  hands of 

N ew ton, H um e, an d  C alhoun. The m o d em  p ioneers of science, em ploying 

the m ethod  of ex p erim en ta l ph ilosophy , w o u ld  p u sh  b ey o n d  p rev ious 

insights tow ard  the discovery and articulation of scientific first principles.

It is correct to say  tha t C alhoun strove "to  em ulate his avow ed models: 

N ew ton, Laplace, G alileo, and  Bacon9." But m ore specifically, he sough t to 

m ake of politics -- to use H um e 's  expression  -- a " reg u la r science." To 

accom plish this, C alhoun  h a d  to discover th a t general principle in term s of 

w hich the num erous and  often d isparate  topics p roperly  subsum ed  w ithin  

the science could be bo th  unified and  explained 10 — tha t is, the first principle 

of the science of politics. But, one m ay ask:. H ow  m ay w e know  a first 

principle w hen  w e see one? And: how  can w e  know  tha t the dual-principle 

of C alhoun is, in  fact, the first principle of politics, ra ther than , for exam ple, 

either a subsid iary  principle, or m erely a false conception that, by  virtue of its 

com bination of falsity and  plausibility, is capable of m isleading?

As the transform ing  and  revelatory lens of a science, and  as the key to 

the answ er of all of its defining questions, a first principle, w hen  it is present

9 See Ralph Lemer, "Calhoun's New Science of Politics" in Tohn C. Calhoun: A Profile, ed. 
John L. Thomas (New York: Hill and Wang, 1968,194-195.

10 These topics include, for example, the origin and nature of justice, of society, of 
government, of constitution, of the vices and virtues, of knowledge, of power, of war and of 
peace, and of happiness. In short, they include all of the issues comprehended under the topic 
"human good."
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in an exp lanato ry  account, is d istinguishable in  a num ber of ways. As an 

elem ent am ongst o ther elem ents w ith in  the account, it has the character of 

being recu rren t, all-subsum ing, inescapable, fundam ental, and  om ni-present, 

or m anifested  in  som e form or other. M oreover, a first principle p roperly  

form s the g rea t un ify ing  thread w hich b inds together the entire account of 

phenom ena of w hich  a given science consists. Thus the great unifying thread  

runn ing  th ro u g h o u t C alhoun 's D isquisition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t is the "tw o-fold 

constitu tion of [m an's] nature", or the dual-principle.

The dual-princip le, recall, is the notion  (1) th a t m an is social by nature, 

and  (2) that, as a ru le, each m an feels m ore intensely those things w hich affect 

him  directly  th an  those things w hich affect h im  indirectly  through others. As 

the first p rin c ip le  of political science, the dua l-p rincip le  surfaces a t every  

critical junctu re  w ith in  the D isquisition . For exam ple, it is the source: (1) of

the tendency  of society, considered in iso la tion  from  governm ent, to be 

unstable; (2) of ty ranny , or of the tendency  of governm ent, considered  in 

isolation from  political constitution, to d iso rder and  to abuse of its pow ers; 

(3) of w arfare , w hether civil or betw een polities; (4) of political constitu tion 

(w hich is peaceful, effective, and system atic resistance to tyranny); (5) of the 

self-protective behavior of taxpayers, and  of the  self-aggrandizing behavior of 

tax -co n su m ers; (6) of bo th  libera l an d  s tr ic t constructions of w ritte n  

constitutions; and  of more.

Several, b u t n o t all, of these "surfacings" or m anifestations of the dual­

princip le  w ill be  exam ined at leng th  in P a rt II. The p resen t concern is to 

indicate how  the dual-principle, as a prim al force of hum an  nature, m ay give 

rise to a w id e  varie ty  of actualized political conditions; conditions, even, tha t
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are opposites. Thus the  force of the  dual-princip le  as active m ay result, in  a

given  instance, in the oppression  a n d  abuse of governm en ta l pow er th a t is

tyranny, on  the one h a n d , o r it m ay , th ro u g h  p ro p e r  channeling  a n d

cond ition ing , take the  form  of sk illfu l resistance to ty ranny . Sim ilarly, the

force of the dual-principle may, in conjunction  w ith  o ther forces, give rise to

either w ar o r peace, justice or injustice, d iv ision  or un ity , vice or v irtue, and

finally, th ro u g h  all of the p reced ing , to e ither m isery  or happiness. In  la ter

chap ters, w e w ill d iscuss the various factors, in c lu d in g  religion, educa tion ,

and  the struc tu re  of governm ent, w h ich  determ ine  how, in  a given instance,

the dual-princip le  w ill m anifest itself. These chap ters w ill m ake clear tha t the

dual-princip le  as active is th e  p re-em inen t, inescapable, an d  un transcendable

political force, and therefore the n a tu ra l and  p ro p e r locus of all sta tesm anly

and  political philosophic concern. The fate of ind iv idua ls , social classes, and

en tire  com m un ities tu rn s  u p o n  th e  fate  of th e  d u a l-p rin c ip le  as an

uncond itioned  active p rincip le  of h u m a n  na tu re . In  sho rt, the p rincip le  of

hum an  sociality and the  princip le  o f the  p rim acy of o u r ind iv idual feelings

are suscep tib le  to a w id e  varie ty  o f b o th  near-D iv ine  an d  near-dem onic

d evelopm en ts . As if p o rte n d in g  the  fo rm u la tio n  of the  d u a l-p rin c ip le ,

A ristotle, in Book I of the Politics, expressed  his concern over the fate of those

forces w hich  w ould eventually  be iso lated  and  described by  th a t principle:

A social instinct is im plan ted  in  all m en by  na tu re , an d  yet he w ho first 
founded  the state w as the g rea test of benefactors. For m an, w hen 
perfected, is the best of anim als, b u t, w hen  separa ted  from  law and  
justice, he is the w orst of all; since arm ed injustice is the more 
dangerous, and he is equ ipped  a t b irth  w ith  arm s, m ean t to be used  by  
intelligence and v irtue , w hich he  m ay  use for the w o rs t ends. 
W herefore, if he have no t v irtu e , he  is the  m ost unho ly  and the m ost 
savage of anim als, and  the m o st full of lu st a n d  gluttony. But justice is 
the  bond  of m en  in  states, for th e  adm in istra tion  of justice, w hich is
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the dete rm ina tion  of w h a t is just, is the p rincip le  of o rd er in political 
society.11

P ursu ing  th is concern  w ith  the developm en tal fate o f m en  in society 

and  u n der governm en t, C alhoun  arrived  a t the dua l-p rincip le , or the first 

principle of politics, th ro u g h  d irect observation , an d  th ro u g h  reflection on  

universal experience. The tw o com ponents of th is p rincip le , h u m an  sociality 

and the prim acy  rela tion , are, let us recall, "incontestab le  facts." (5-6) But, 

w ith  C alhoun  h a v in g  fo rm u la ted  this first p rin c ip le , one  m ay  ask, does 

scientific s tan d ard  a n d  scrup le  dem and tha t w e p roceed  to dem and  a further 

principle, one in  back  of the dual-principle, as it w ere? This question  must be 

answ ered in  term s of w h a t it is for a principle to be  a first princip le , and w ith  

regard  to the n a tu re  of th e  particu lar subject in  question . A lso, tow ards 

answ ering this question , let us recall tha t a p rinc ip le , to be a first principle, 

m ust, th ro u g h  an  u n fo ld in g  of its m anifo ld  s tru c tu re , p ro v id e  definitive 

answ ers to all of those questions w hich define a subject and  set its limits. A ny 

other principle, m ore  or less general in character, o r constitu ted  by  different 

elem ents o r re la tions, m u st fail in this pa rticu lar. To de te rm ine  w hether a 

given principle is a first p rincip le , then, w e m u st first beho ld  an  exhibition of 

its explanatory  pow er. C a lh o u n 's  D isquisition  is one su c h  exhibition; an  

exhibition a p a rt of w h ich  is re-enacted in  the  analysis th a t constitutes Part II 

of the p resen t w ork.

U n d erstan d in g  th a t a scientific p rincip le is b u t  an  account of this o r 

that realm  of causation , an d  w isely rejecting the n o tio n  of an  infinite series of

11 Aristotle, Politics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York: 
Random House, 1941), 1130, 1253a 29-39.
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causes a, A ristotle advised  th a t once one is in possession of a f irs t principle,

one should no t "dem and  a fu rther principle beyond it." In the N ico m ach ean

Ethics, we are to ld  th a t p rincip les are often to be trea ted  d ifferen tly , and

therefore in accordance w ith  the ir place w ith in  a science, th e ir exp lanatory

pow er, and the natu re  of the phenom ena to be explained. Hence:

[as scientific enquirers we] should  [not] make the sam e d em and  for an 
explanation in  all cases. Rather, in som e cases it is enough  to prove 
that som ething is true w ithou t explaining w hy it is true. This is so, e. g. 
w ith origins, w here the fact that som ething is true is the first principle, 
i. e. the origin. Some origins are stud ied  by m eans of induction , som e 
by m eans of perception, som e by  m eans of som e so rt of hab ituation , 
and others by  o ther m eans. In each case we should  try  to find  them  out 
by m eans su ited  to their nature , and  w ork  hard  to define th em  w e ll .13

As it tu rns out, the orig in  of politics, expressed in  the fo rm  of its first 

principle, m ay be s tu d ied  th ro u g h  d irect observation, inc lud ing  percep tion  

and  apperception . A nd it is enough  to prove, th ro u g h  the u se  of d irect 

observation, th a t hum ans are social by  na tu re  and th a t the p rim acy  rela tion  

holds as a ru le, ra ther than  exp lain ing  in  addition  w hy  these th ings are so. 

The articulation of these tw o p rim al facts, in the form  of the  dual-p rincip le , 

cap tu red  the essence of this orig in . But while the  existence of the two 

elem ental com ponents of the dual-p rincip le , sociality and  prim acy , m ay be 

established by  a com bination  of percep tion  and appercep tion , the  question  

m ay be p u t as to the m anner in  w hich the principle — considered as a com plex

12 Aristotle, Metaphysics in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon. See Bk. II, 
Ch. 2:

But evidently there is a first principle, and the causes of things are neither an 
infinite series nor infinitely various in kind. . . .  the final causes cannot go on ad 
infinitum — walking being the cause of health, this for the sake of happiness, 
happiness for the sake of somethings else, and so one thing always for the sake of 
another.

13 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, tr. Terence Irwin (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 
1985), 18 1098b 1-7.
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w hole -- generates the po litica l actuality  or phenom ena  th a t w e experience 

directly, including, as w e sh a ll see in  Part II, historical governm ents and  our 

ow n actualized intelligences a n d  m oral characters. A nd this question  leads us 

to consider a m atter of th e  g rea test im portance -- nam ely , th a t C alhoun  

conceived the first-principle o f  political science as a dua l-p rincip le  ra th e r than 

as a simpler, un itary  principle.

For a principle, as w as  suggested  earlier, is an  accoun t or a k ind  of 

speech about causal forces a n d  relations, a speech that affords a synoptic  view 

of things. Because it is a causa l account, the m anner in  w h ich  a p rincip le  is 

form ulated can never be a m a tte r  of indifference, since a theoretical account 

m ust m irror tha t of w hich  it  is an  account. In  this way, noetic  struc tu re , or 

the structure of those p rincip les w hich  taken together express ou r know ledge 

and  understand ing  of th in g s , m ust m irror or reflect, so far as possib le, the 

struc tu re  of be ing  itself. T he  s tru c tu re  of C alhoun 's  f irs t p rinc ip le , then, 

should  m irror or reflect th o se  elem ental forces and  rela tions of forces w hich 

constitu te  the o rig in  of po litics . A nd  indeed , it w as w ith  an  eye to the 

necessity  of a noetic m a p p in g , as it w ere, of po litical life, th a t C alhoun  

form ulated the first principle o f  politics as a dual-principle.

It is perhaps only th ro u g h  an  explicit understand ing  of w h a t a scientific 

p rin c ip le  is and  sh o u ld  d o , ju s t  rev iew ed , th a t w e  can  g a in  a tru e  

un d ers tan d in g  of the sign ificance  of C alhoun 's fo rm u la tio n  of the  d u a l­

principle. For o therw ise, th e  sub tlety  and unexplicit n a tu re  of C alhoun 's 

ow n account on  this score w o u ld  cause us to overlook a n d  therefo re  fail to 

grasp  the full significance a n d  im port of C alhoun 's co n trib u tio n  to  political 

science; nam ely, the d iscovery  of its first principle. For, taken  as d istinct and
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separa te  elem ents, h u m a n  sociality, on  the one h a n d , a n d  the  prim acy  of 

ind iv idua l feeling, o n  the o ther h and , w ere facts n o ted  an d  rem arked  upon, 

presum ably, since th e  b e g in n in g  o f h u m an  h is to ry . C a lh o u n 's  signal 

con tribu tion  w as to jo in  these  tw o read ily  observab le  a n d  "incontestab le  

fac ts ."  A nd it is p re c ise ly  th is  u n io n  th a t m a d e  p o ss ib le  a tru ly  

com prehensive exp lanation  of the  d isparate  phenom ena  of politics.

So a brief rev iew  of political life is sufficient to dem onstra te  how  either 

o f these  facts w ith o u t the  o th e r can  do no  m o re  th a n  g ive  a p a rtia l 

ex p lan a tio n  of the h u m a n  po litica l condition . A n d , w h e n  p ressed  in to  

serv ice  to p ro v id e  a com prehensive  account of th e  v a rio u s  and  d iverse 

p hen o m en a  of po litics , these  p a rtia l exp lanations co u ld  n o t b u t  d is to rt 

perspective, and  thereby  m islead. So any  account th a t does n o t acknow ledge 

b o th  facts — sociality an d  the p rim acy  of ind iv idua l feeling  -- and  conceive 

th em  in  p ro p e r re la tio n  one to ano ther, is b o u n d  u ltim a te ly  to p rove  

unsatisfactory  as an  account p u rp o rtin g  to explain  the  w hole. For exam ple, 

m en  are social by  n a tu re , b u t sociality, of itself, does n o t exp lain  the necessity 

a n d  unavoidab ility  of governm en t, no r the tendency  o f governm en t itself to 

d iso rder and ty ranny . O n  the  o ther hand , m en, as a  ru le , are  governed  by 

th e ir  ind iv idua l fee lings, b u t  th is  fact, of itself, c an n o t exp la in  e ither the 

p leasure  we take in society, or the benevolence of w hich  our na tu re  is capable.

But, to the casual and  superfic ial observer, C a lh o u n 's  account of the 

first principle of politics m ay seem  hackneyed and  unorig inal. For as a m atter 

o f course, "m an  is social by  n a tu re"  an d  " tends n a tu ra lly  to favor h im self 

o ver o thers" -- com m onplaces reg is te red  bo th  by  p h ilo so p h ers  and  by  the 

v u lg ar from tim e im m em orial. B ut th is casual observation  fails to note the
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fu n d am en ta l causal re la tio n  b e tw ee n  these tw o e lem en ts  as im p lied  by- 

C alhoun  th roughou t the D isq u is itio n . For it is no t sociality  in  isolation from  

the prim acy of ind iv idual feeling, o r vice versa, b u t the  com bination  of the 

tw o, w hich gives rise to all political actuality. This circum stance, in  w hich  the 

first principle of a science is n o t a descrip tion  of a single and  univocal force, 

b u t of a com bination of d ifferent an d  som etim es conflicting forces g iv ing  rise 

th ro u g h  com plex in teractions to a v as t varie ty  of ac tua lized  cond itions, is 

p robably  the reason w hy  the dual-princip le  w as no t fo rm ula ted  sooner.

The d u a l-p rin c ip le  co n ta in s  o p p o sites  -- th e  in d iv id u a l  (selfish) 

feelings and the social (sym pathetic) feelings respectively  — an d  is therefore 

dialectical in  its operations. This circum stance gives po litical phenom ena  a 

k in d  of com plex an d  dynam ic  charac te r th a t they  w o u ld  n o t h av e  if its 

fo u n d atio n a l p rincip le  w ere  u n ita ry  and  univocal. In  o th e r w o rd s , this 

com plexity  and dynam ism  of po litica l phenom ena is the  d irec t and  ongoing 

resu lt of the dialectical opposition  betw een  the tw o essentia l elem ents of the 

dual-principle, and  is n a tu ra lly  m irro red  and  explained b y  the s truc tu re  and 

substance  of genuine political science. A nd so political phen o m en a  requ ire  

for the ir explanation a fu n d am en ta l princip le  w hose e lem en ts — the causal 

interactions of w hich — can explain  and  account for those phenom ena.

In  order to form ulate  an  exp lanato ry  account of po litica l phenom ena 

w h ich  possesses th a t com plex ity  w h ich  characterizes th e  d u a l-p rinc ip le  as 

active, C alhoun h ad  to resist w h a t H um e — echoing ano ther p h ilo so p h er14 — 

w ou ld  describe as tha t "love of sim plic ity , w hich has been  the  source of m uch

14 Shaftesbury, 3rd Earl of (Anthony Ashley Cooperl. Sensus Communis: An Essay cn the 
Freedom of Wi tand Humour in Characteristic's of Men. Manners. Opinions. Times fTnndon: 
1732), 116.
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false reasoning in ph ilo sophy  w." Indeed, this love of sim plicity m ay help  to

explain  w hy advances in  m oral and political science a t every level, an d  not

m erely as concerns the discovery and articulation of a first principle, have no t

been  m ore readily forthcom ing.

According to H um e, tw o of the m ost in fluen tia l ph ilosophers o f the

m o d ern  period , T hom as H obbes and  John Locke, fell p rey  to this love of

sim plicity in their sp ecu la tio n s .16 Specifically, these th inkers m aintained  w hat

H u m e  called the se lfish  system  of m orals, o r  the  doctrine  of u n iv e rsa l

selfishness. In  A n  E nqu iry  C oncern ing  th e  P rincip les of M orals, in  an

appendix  titled "O f Self-love", H um e describes bo th  the doctrine of un iversal

selfishness and the m ethod  b y  w hich th a t doctrine is derived.

. . .  a H obbist read ily  allows, that there is such  a th ing  as friendship in 
the w orld, w ith o u t hypocrisy or disguise; though  he m ay attem pt, b y  a 
philosophical chym istry, to resolve the elem ents of this passion, if I 
m ay so speak, in to  those of another, and  explain  every affection to be 
self-love, tw isted  and  m oulded, by  a particu lar tu rn  of im agination.
But as the sam e tu rn  of im agination prevails no t in  every m an, n o r 
gives the sam e d irection  to the original passion; this is sufficient, even 
according to the selfish system, to m ake th e : w idest difference in  
hum an characters, and  denom inate one m an  v irtuous and hum ane , 
another vicious an d  m eanly in te res te d .17

,5David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals, ed. J.B. Schneewind 
(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1988), 90.

15 Anticipating Hume, Shaftesbury had given short shrift to such simplifiers, writing: 
Modem projectors . .  . wou'd new-frame the human Heart; and have a mighty fancy to 
reduce all its Motions, Balances and Weights, to that one Principle and Foundation of a 
cool and deliberate Self ishness .  Men, it seems, are unwilling to think they can be so 
outwitted, and impos'd on by Nature, as to be made to serve her Purposes, rather than 
their own. They are asham'd to be drawn thus out of t he m se lve s ,  and forc'd from what 
they esteem their true Interest.

Shaftesbury, 3rd Earl of (Anthony Ashley Cooper), Sens us Communis: An Essay cn the  
Freedom of Wi t and Humour in Characteristicks of Men. Manners. Opinions. Times (London: 
1732), 116-117.

And so, interestingly enough, the tutor of young Shaftesbury was none other than one of the 
most famous of the "modem projectors" (Shaftesbury) and lovers of simplicity (Hume): John 
Locke.
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A nd so som e th in k e rs  have u n d e rta k e n  in  th e ir  specu la tions to

d isso lve all actions a n d  sen tim ents w hich  a p p e a r  to have  their o rig in  in

sym pathe tic  feeling  a n d  benevolence into an  o r ig in a l a n d  u n m itig a ted

principle of selfishness, and  to explain all actions a n d  sentim ents as so m any

m odifications of the un ivoca l and  selfish orig inal p rincip le . But, according

to H um e, it is in experience tha t one finds the m ateria ls necessary bo th  for a

re fu ta tio n  of the  se lfish  system  of m orals a n d  for an  an tid o te  to the

delusional effects of "philosophical chym istry." T hus w rites Hum e:

I esteem the m an, w hose self-love, by  w ha tever m eans, is so directed as 
to give h im  a concern  for others, and  ren d er h im  serviceable to society: 
As I hate or desp ise  h im , who has no regard  to any  th ing  beyond his 
own gratifications and  enjoym ents. In vain  w o u ld  you  suggest, th a t 
these characters, th o u g h  seem ingly opposite, are, a t bottom , the sam e, 
and that a very  inconsiderable tu rn  of th o u g h t form s the whole 
difference betw een  them . Each character, n o tw ith s tan d in g  these 
inconsiderable differences, appears to m e, in  practice, p retty  durab le  
and un transm utab le . A nd  I find no t in this m ore  th an  in  other 
subjects, tha t the  n a tu ra l sentim ents, arising  from  the  general 
appearances of th ings, are easily destroyed by  subtile  reflections 
concerning the m inu te  origin of these a p p e a ra n c e s .18

For example:

Does no t the lively, chearful colour of a countenance inspire m e w ith  
complacency an d  p leasure; even though  I  lea rn  from  philosophy, tha t 
all difference of com plexion arises from  the m o st m inu te  differences of 
thickness, in  the m ost m inute parts of the skin , by  m eans of w hich  a 
superficies is qualified  to reflect one of the o rig inal colours of light, and  
absorb the others? 19

B uttressing  th is  tren c h an t and  so m e w h a t iro n ica l d e m o n s tra tio n  

ag a in st both  the selfish  system  and  "ph ilosoph ical chym istry"  w ith  a m ore 

general argum ent, H u m e w rites:

To the m ost careless observer, there appear to be  such  dispositions as
18 Ibid, 89-90.
19 Ibid, 90.
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benevolence and  generosity; such  affections as love, friendship, 
com passion, g ratitude. These sentim ents have their causes, effects, 
objects, and  operations, m arked  by  com m on-language and observation, 
and  p la in ly  distinguished  from  those of the  selfish passions. A nd as 
this is the obvious appearance of things, it m u st be adm itted; till som e 
hypothesis be discovered, w hich, by penetra ting  deeper into hum an  
na tu re , m ay prove the form er affection to  be no th ing  bu t 
m odifications of the latter. A ll a ttem pts of th is k ind  have h itherto  
p ro v ed  fruitless, and  seem  to have p roceeded  entirely, from  th a t love 
of sim plic ity , w hich  has been the source of m uch  false reasoning in  
philosophy 20

T rying  to accoun t for how  H obbes a n d  Locke cam e to espouse  the  

se lfish  sy s tem , H u m e  n o ted  th a t th ese  tw o  th in k e rs , in  fact, " liv ed  

irrep ro ach ab le  lives" , an d  therefo re , since th ey  each  possessed  "s tro n g  

res tra in t in their ow n  disposition", the cause of the ir allegiance to the selfish  

hypo thesis  m u st lie in  their h av ing  succum bed  to the love of sim plicity , a  

love w hose  effects w o u ld  be co m p o u n d ed  b y  "a  careless an d  p rec ip ita te  

exam ination" of h u m an  n a tu re .21

In  con trast to the  d istorting oversim plifications of the selfish system  of 

H obbes and  Locke, C alhoun, w ith  his dual-princip le , seem s to have p reserved

20 Ibid, 90.
21 Hume, however, recognized that not every individual inclined to accept the selfish 

hypothesis was impelled by such innocent motives. Thus he writes:
There is a principle, supposed to prevail among many, which is utterly incompatible 
with all virtue or moral sentiment; and as it can proceed from nothing but the most 
depraved disposition, so in its turn it tends still further to encourage that depravity. 
This principle is, that all benevolence is mere hypocrisy, friendship a cheat, public 
spirit a farce, fidelity a snare to procure trust and confidence; and that, while all of us, 
at bottom, pursue only our private interest, we wear these fair disguises, in order to put 
others off their guard and expose them the more to our wiles and machinations. What 
heart one must be possessed of who professes such principles, and who feels no internal 
sentiment that belies so pernicious a theory, it is easy to imagine: And also, what 
degree of affection and benevolence he can bear to a species, whom he represents under 
such odious colours, and supposes so little susceptible of gratitude or any return of 
affection.

See D avid  H um e, An Enquiry Cnncpming th e  P rincip les'of M orals. 88.
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and carefully conveyed the com plexity of those forces from  w hich all political 

life originates, and  w ith  w hich it m u st necessarily exist. G iving w e ig h t to 

both self-love and  benevolence, the dual-principle  appears to express, a t least 

in genera l term s, th e  fu n d am en ta l, u n d e rly in g  s tru c tu re  of the  h u m a n  

po litica l cond ition . T his s tru c tu re  consists of the  fu n d am e n ta l cau sa l 

relations betw een sociality  and  the prim acy of indiv idual feeling, relations, as 

it turns out, w hich C alhoun  underscores n o t only w ith  his form ulation  of a 

dual-principle, b u t also w ith  a progressive unfold ing  of tha t principle w hich  

constitu tes the substance, o rgan ization , an d  dram a of the  D isqu isition  o n  

G o v e rn m e n t. A n d  so th e  u n d e r ly in g  p h ilo so p h ic a l them e o f  th e  

D isquisition, a them e inaccessible to the casual reader, is th a t it is the active 

principles of sociality  and  the prim acy of ind iv idual feeling, and the causal 

interactions betw een  these tw o principles, w hich  fo rm  h u m a n  com m un ities , 

and m ain tain  them , once form ed.

But, paradoxically, in  add ition  to serv ing  as the p rim al anthropological 

source ou t of w hich all h u m an  social and  political o rgan ization  develop , the 

dual-princip le  is also the  source of the  g rea t problem s or liabilities w h ich  

naturally  a ttend  such  organizations, as it is an  aim of P a rt II to dem onstra te . 

A nd so, from  m an 's n a tu re  arise all of the substance and  difficulties o f those 

social and  governm enta l form s w hose u ltim ate  pu rpose  is the p e rp e tu a tio n  

and perfection  of th e  species. M ore specifically, C a lh o u n 's  account o f the  

specific m anner in  w h ich  the  dual-princip le  gives rise to  governm ent — the 

g uard ian  of civil society  -- and  to political constitu tion  — the g u a rd ian  an d  

perfector of governm ent — along w ith  the problem s and  difficulties associated  

w ith  their form ation  an d  m aintenance, w ill be explored in  C hapter IV. For
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now , how ever, som e m ore detailed account should  be given of the h istorical 

developm ent by w hich the dual-principle cam e to be fo rm ulated  by C alhoun  

in order that the general significance of the principle as the first princip le  of 

political science m ay be underscored. Tow ard this end, w e m ay  proceed  by 

recognizing that to a casual observer, the tw o elem ents w h ich  m ake u p  the 

d u a l-p rin c ip le  m ay ap p ear as u ltim a te ly  co n trad ic to ry  su b -p rin c ip les , 

rep resen ting  forces w hich  are no t m erely  susceptib le to m u tu a l opposition  

an d  antagonism , b u t w hich prec lude  even social and  political o rgan ization  

because they are u ltim ately  irreconcilable. A nd so, to th is  observer, the  

principle of sociality seems flatly and  irreconcilably opposed to w hat w e m ay 

call the  "prim acy principle." Indeed, it is only a m ore susta ined  inquiry  into 

the n a tu re  of the ind iv idual and  social feelings and  of th e ir relations one 

w ith  ano ther w hich  dissolves the irreconcilab ility  endem ic  to this m ore  

superficial perspective. And so, forces w hich appear the m ost opposed an d  

contradictory  from the standpoint of a superficial theoretical perspective m ay  

tu rn  ou t to be reconcilable in practice. O n this view, then, w e m ight conceive 

of C a lhoun 's  D isquisition as a theo ry  of po litica l life w hose  aim  is to 

underscore this reconcilability of ostensibly opposing  forces o r principles, an d  

to prov ide an account of the various concrete forms w hich th is reconciliation 

takes in particular instances.

A nd so, one m ay conjecture that, in  addition  to the influence of love of 

sim plicity  on som e political th inkers p rio r to C alhoun, it  w as an a p p a re n t 

irreconcilability betw een  the tw o constitu tive elem ents of the  dual-princip le  

w h ich  prevented  the form ulation of th a t p rincip le by  earlier theorists. The 

n e ed  for such  conjecture  is in  fact su g g ested  by  a c e rta in  ch a in  of
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developm ents in  the h isto ry  of m oral ph ilo sophy  w hich  led  u p  to C alhoun 's

D uring  the m o d e m  p erio d  — the b eg in n in g  of w hich  coincided w ith  

the political w ritings of M achiavelli (d.1527) an d  the  m etaphysics of Descartes 

(d. 1650) — the ap p aren t u ltim ate contrariety  and  irreconcilability betw een our 

social feelings and  in d iv id u a l feelings p rev en ted  for generations a m ore or 

less explicitly articu la ted  theoretical rap p ro ch em en t, as it w ere, betw een these 

tw o principles w ith in  the realm s of m oral and  political science. D uring  this 

pe riod , bo th  the in d iv id u a l feelings and  the  social feelings w ou ld  have their 

respective advocates and  spokesm en. A ph ilosoph ical debate ensued  w hich 

constitu tes one of the  m ost significant chap ters in  the  in te llectual h isto ry  of 

th e  West. This debate  w ou ld  culm inate in  im p o rtan t advances in  bo th  m oral 

and  political science, as w ill be indicated below.

Thomas H obbes (1651) and  Bernard M andeville  (1729), each in  his ow n 

way, have a rgued  v igorously  in  behalf of the v iew  th a t in  h u m an  affairs, it is 

self-love and  n o t th e  love of o thers w h ich  is p re d o m in a n t .22 But, as w as 

suggested  earlier, th ere  has been  a tendency  o n  the  p a rt  of those th inkers 

anxious to illustra te  w h a t they  conceive as the  causal p reponderance  of self- 

love and ind iv idual feeling to go too far in  the ir em phases of tha t principle,

22 See Leviathan and The Fable of the Bees. And see also,--Spinoza (1632-1677), who, like 
Hobbes and Mandeville, places great emphasis on self-love — even to the point of valorizing it 
as very few have. In particular, there is his conception of the self-preserving "conatus", or 
endeavor, in Bk. IV of his "Euclidean" treatise on metaphysics and morals, titled The Ethics 
(1677):

Proposition 20: The more every man endeavors and is able to seek his own advantage, 
that is, to preserve his own being, the more he is endowed with virtue. On the other 
hand, in so far as he neglects to preserve what is to his advantage, that is, his own 
being, to that extent he is weak.
Proposition 22: N o virtue can be conceived as prior to this one, namely, the conatus to 
preserve itself.
Proposition 25: Nobody endeavors to preserve his being for the sake of some other 
being.
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an d  to conclude th a t all those feelings and  actions w hich ap p aren tly  originate 

in  a n a tu ra l se n tim e n t of benevo lence  a n d  sy m p a th y  a re  in  fact on ly  

m odifications of an  orig inal principle of self-love.

In a scandalous dialogue titled  Fable of th e  Bees, M andev ille  h a d  had  

the bad  taste and tem erity, as some saw  it, to argue  that the public  good m ight 

in  som e instances be best served by an  essentially  un im peded  exercise of self­

in te restedness w h ich  he ironically  labelled  "p riv a te  v ice ."  For exam ple, 

M andeville suggested  th a t self-interest and  ind iv idual feeling  is the  p rincipal 

force w hich generates and propels those m arke t econom ies w h ich  continue to 

b esto w  in such  over-flow ing  abu n d an ce  the  m ateria l a n d  techno log ical 

w herew ithal of m o d ern  civilization. By so arguing , M andev ille  an tic ipated  

H u m e 's  paradoxical and  som ew hat troub ling  d ictum  th a t "avarice"  is "the  

sp u r  of in d u stry  3." But in  spite of all o f its  n o to rie ty  a n d  in fluence  24, 

M andeville 's d isqu isition  on  the v irtue  of selfishness has been  overshadow ed  

by  the  political d isqu isitions of ano ther and  earlier spokesm an  for the  selfish 

hypothesis, Thom as H obbes.

In H obbes' L ev ia th a n  we find w h a t is pe rhaps the  m ost forceful and  

in fluen tia l s ta te m e n t of the selfish thesis ev er w ritten . In  a m em orab le  

passage, Hobbes describes w hat he conceives to be a universal tendency  on  the

23See David Hume, "Of Civil Liberty" in Essays: Moral. Political, and Literary 
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1987), 93. But also see Hume's forceful rebuttal to Mandeville's 
defense of vice in "Of Refinement in the Arts" in the same work, 280:

. . .  let us never pronounce vice in itself advantageous. Is it not very inconsistent for an 
author to assert in one page, that moral distinctions are inventions of politicians for 
public interest; and in the next page maintain, that vice is advantageous to the public? 
And indeed it seems upon any system of morality, little less than a contradiction in 
terms, to talk of a vice, which is in general'beneficial to society.

24 Mandeville's influence has extended, for example, at least as far as the classical 
political economists, and through them, to modem non-Marxist economic theorists, as well as to 
the metaphysical and historical speculations of the Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico 
(1668-1744), in this N ew  Science.
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part of m en  to m u tu a l suspicion, dissociation, a n d  m u tu a l destruction -- a 

tendency resu lting  from  their essentially  self-loving  constitutions. H obbes 

writes:

It m ay seem  strange to some m an, that has n o t w ell w eighed these 
things, th a t N a tu re  should  thus dissociate, and  render m en ap t to 
invade an d  destroy  one another; and  he m ay  therefore, not trusting  to 
this inference, m ade from  the passions, desire  perhaps to have the 
sam e confirm ed by  experience. Let him  therefore  consider w ith 
him self, w h e n  tak ing  a journey, he arm s him self, and  seeks to go well 
accom panied; w hen  going to sleep, he locks his doors; w hen even in 
his house, he  locks his chests; and  this w h en  he know s there be laws, 
and  public  officers, arm ed, to revenge all injuries shall be done him; 
w hat op in ion  he has of his fellow-subjects, w hen  he rides arm ed; of his 
fellow -citizens, w hen  he locks his doors; a n d  of his children and 
servants, w h e n  he locks his chests. Does he no t there as m uch accuse 
m ankind b y  his actions as I do by m y w ords? 25

A nd it is the  answ er w hich  H obbes g iv es to th is question  w hich

provides som e o f the  assum ptions and  p a rt of the  theoretical foundation  for

his fam ous d e riva tion  of governm ent an d  civil society from  a state of nature .

This answ er is that:

. . . ne ither of us accuse m an's nature  in  it. The desires and other 
passions o f m an  are in them selves no sin. [And] no m ore are the 
actions th a t proceed from those passions, till they  know  a law that 
forbids them ; w hich till laws be m ade they  cannot know  nor can any 
law  be m ade till they have agreed upon  the  person  that shall m ake i t . 26

A nd so the  passion  w hich im pels m en  in to  civil society, according to 

H obbes, is n o t benevo lence, b u t is in stead  se lf-love  -- or precisely  th a t 

principle w hich  m akes the  state of na tu re  th a t sta te  of w ar "of every m an, 

against every  m an ."  A nd self-love renders the s ta te  of na tu re  hellish, thereby 

propelling  m en, th ro u g h  aversion, into civil society, and  then, paradoxically

25 See Thomas Hobbes. Leviathan in British Moralists, ed. L.A. Selby-Bigge, 2 vols. 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1897), Vol. II, 292.

28 Ibid, 292.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

161

enough , su p p lies  th e  cohesive  e lem ents w h ich  a lo n e  ten d  to p reserve

governm ent an d  society. P u t another way: i t  is self-love, and  self-love,

alm ost exclusively , w h ich  h o ld s m en su sp e n d e d  in  civ il society  by  a

com bination of positive  and  negative inducem ents. A s H obbes writes:

The passions th a t incline m en to peace, are fear o f death : desire  of such 
things as are necessary  to com m odious liv in g : an d  a hope by  their 
industry  to ob tain  them . A nd reason suggeste th  convenient articles 
of peace, u p o n  w hich m en  m ay be d raw n  to a g re em e n t.27

A nd so self-love, m an ifesting  itself n ega tive ly  as fear of death , an d  

positively as a desire  for com m odious living, form s the  cem ent th a t holds all 

political com m unities together.

C onsequently , accord ing  to Hobbes, m en  are so far im pelled  by their 

ind iv idual feelings, self-love, or by  their "cup iscib le" p a rt, th a t in  o rder to 

establish and m ain ta in  civil society, there m u st arise  som e "visible Pow er to 

keep them  in aw e, an d  tye th em  by feare of p u n ish m en t to the perform ance 

of their Covenants, an d  [to] the  observation of . . . Law es of N ature  . .  . 2S." That 

"visible Pow er", of course, is governm ent or "C om m onw ealth ."

But w hile th is  aw e-in sp iring  earth ly  "P ow er" forcibly m oderates the 

natural and  po ten tially  v io len t passions of self-in terested  m en by  instilling in  

them  a fear of p u n is h m e n t  un to  d e a th  — e v e r- te n d in g  to  p re v e n t a 

devolution of political com m unity  back into the  sta te  of na tu re  — m en retain 

their essentially selfish  n a tu re s  -- now  m u ted  — in to  civil society. A nd so, 

w hile the fear of p u n ish m en t and  death  in sp ired  b y  the  aw esom e pow er of 

Leviathan saves m en  from  anarchy  and  civilizes h im , "A ll society . . .  is 

either for gain or for glory: th a t is, not so m uch for love of ou r fellows as for

27 Ibid, 293. ^
20 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. C.B. MacPherson (London: Penguin Books, 1985), 223.
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love of ourselves."

Reacting to H obbes' pow erfu l rhe to rica l and  substantive em phases on

ind iv idua l feeling and  self-love, (A nthony  A shley  Cooper) the th ird  Earl of

Shaftesbury (1671-1713), a pup il of Locke, w o u ld  argue for an  o rig ina l and

independen tly  opera ting  instinct of benevo lence, an  instinct th ro u g h  w hich

our apparen tly  social feelings m ay be exp la ined  as actual or genu ine . In an

essay  titled  Sensus C o m m u n is : A n d  Essay o n  th e  F reedom  o f W it and

H u m o u r  (1709), la te r c o m p re h e n d e d  in  a th ree  v o lu m e  w o rk  titled

C haracteristics of M en, M anners , O p in io n s . T im es (1711), Shaftesbury attacked

w h a t he believed to be H obbes' thesis o f u n iv ersa l selfishness, acco rd ing  to

w hich  the ind iv idua l feelings are u n re liev e d  by  any  sym pathe tic  o r social

feeling. Shaftesbury m ain tained  th a t an y  au th o r w ho know s h im self cannot

w ith o u t self-contradiction and  se lf-de lusion  believe th a t all h u m a n  actions

stem  from  selfish m otives. H e writes:

You have heard  it (m y Friend!) as a  com m on Saying, th a t Interest 
governs the World. But, I believe, w hoever looks narrow ly  in to  the 
Affairs of it, w ill find, that Passion-, Humour, Caprice, Zeal, Faction,  
and  a thousand  o ther Springs, w h ich  are  counter to Self-Interest, have 
as considerable a p a rt in the M ovem ents of this M achine. T here are 
m ore W heels and  Counter-Poises  in  this Engine than  are easily  
im agined. "Iis of too com plex a k in d , to fall under one sim ple View, or 
be explain 'd  thus briefly in  a w ord  o r tw o. The Studiers of this 
M e c h a n is m  m ust have a very  p a rtia l Eye, to overlook all o ther 
Motions besides those of the low ests and  narrow est com pass. 'Tis hard , 
tha t in the P lan or D escription of th is  C lock-w ork, no W heel o r Balance 
shou 'd  be a llow 'd  on  the side of the  be tter and  m ore en la rg 'd  
Affections; that noth ing  sh o u 'd  be u n d e rs to o d  to be done in  K in d n e ss ,  
or Generosity ,  no th ing  in  pu re  G o o d - N a tu r e  or Friendship,  o r th ro ' 
any  social or natural Affections of any  kind: w hen, perhaps, the  m ain  
Springs of this M achine w ill be fo u n d  to be either these very  n a tu ra l 
Affections them selves, or a com p o u n d  k ind  deriv 'd  from  them , and
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retain ing m ore th a n  one half of their N a tu re .29

In h is In q u iry  C oncern ing  V irtue  o r M erit (1699), Shaftesbury h a d

d raw n  up "a form al S c h e m e  of the Passions",  w h ich  p u rp o rted  to show  "their

G enea logy  and  R e la t io n ; how  they are  in te rw o v e n  w ith  one ano ther, o r

in terfere w ith  ou r H a p p in e s s  and  Interest."20

A nother E ng lishm an  anxious to rebu t the selfish hypothesis of H obbes

w as Joseph  Butler (1692-1752), a theologian. A .m ongst B utler's im m ed ia te

concerns w as to c o u n te rac t that augm en ta tion  o f p o p u la rity  and  currency

g iven  the selfish h y p o th esis  by the pub lication  o f M andeville 's Fable of th e

Bees (1725). V iewing th e  w ork  of Shaftesbury, o n  the one hand, and  H obbes

and  M andeville, on  the  o th er hand, as partia l a n d  im com plete, Butler, in his

T h ree  S erm ons U p o n  H u m a n  N a tu re  (1726) p resen ted  w h a t he believed w as

a m ore balanced and  accurate  account of h u m an  n a tu re  and  m otivation.

A im ing to d esc rib e  the  generality  of m an k in d , an d  not exceptions;

B utler observed  th a t m en  are ne ither excep tiona lly  se lf-regard ing  to the

exclusion of benevo lence  no r exceptionally b en ev o len t to the exclusion of

self-interest. Indeed , h e  saw  that the affections o f self-love and benevolence

are  by  no m eans n ecessa rily  incom patible. A n d  above all, his aim  w as to

describe how  the o p p o site  principles of self-love an d  benevolence coincide,

a n d  act in  con junc tion  w ith  one another. In  h is  se rm o n  "U pon H u m a n

N atu re"  (1726), Butler w rites:

There is a n a tu ra l principle of benevo lence  in  m an; w hich is in  som e 
degree to society, w h a t self-love is to the in d iv id u a l . A nd if there be in

29 See Shaftesbury, 3rd Earl of (Anthony Ashley Cooper), Sensus Communis: An Essay an the  
Freedom of Wi t and Humour in Characteristicks of Men. Manners. Opinions. Times fLondon: 
1732), 115-116. Incidentally, Shaftesbury retired to Naples in 1711 due to bad health, and there 
perhaps he met and influenced Giambattista Vico. In his N ew  Science 11725. 1730,1744), Vico 
would make much of the Shaftesbury an concept of sensus communis.

30 Ibid, 115-116.
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m ankind any  d isposition  to friendship; if there be  any such thing as 
com passion, for com passion is m om entary love; if there be any such 
things as the  pa te rnal or filial affections; if there be any affection in 
hum an  n a tu re , the object and end of w hich is the  good of another; this 
is itself benevolence, or the love of another. Be it ever so short, be it in 
ever so low  a degree, or ever so unhappily  confined; it proves the 
assertion, and  poin ts ou t w hat we w ere designed for, as really as though 
it w ere in  a h igher degree and m ore extensive. I m ust however 
rem ind  you  th a t though  benevolence and  self-love are different; 
though  the  form er tends m ore directly to public good, and  the latter to 
private: ye t they  are so perfectly coincident, th a t the greatest 
satisfactions to  ourselves depend upon  ou r hav ing  benevolence in  a 
due degree; an d  th a t self-love is one chief security  of our right 
behav iour to w ard s society. It m ay be added , th a t their m utual 
coinciding, so th a t w e can scarce prom ote one w ith o u t the other, is 
equally a p ro o f that w e w ere m ade for b o th .31

Butler goes o n  to argue that, as principles w ith in  the hum an  soul, self- 

love and  benevo lence  m ay  be d istinguished  from  " severa l [other] passions 

and affections" w hich , like them selves, "do  in general contribute and lead us 

to public good as really  as to p riv a te32." Also w ith in  the  soul, reigning over all 

the various affections an d  passions, includ ing  self-love and  benevolence, 

"There is a p rincip le  of reflection in  m en, by  w hich th ey  distinguish  betw een, 

approve and  d isapp rove  their ow n actions “ Z' O f this ru ling  principle, Butler 

writes:

W e are p la in ly  constitu ted  such sort of creatures as to reflect upon our 
ow n nature . T he m ind  can take a view  of w h a t passes w ithin  itself, its 
p ropensions, aversions, passions, affections, as respecting  such objects, 
and  in  such  degrees; and  of the several actions consequent thereupon.
In this su rvey  it approves of one, d isapproves o f another and  tow ards a 
th ird  is affected in  neither of these w ays, b u t  is qu ite  indifferent. This 
principle in  m an , by  w hich he approves or d isapproves his heart, 
tem per, and  actions, is conscience; for this is the  strict sense of the

31 See Joseph Butler. The Sermons of Toseph Butler in The Works of Toseph Butler 2 vols. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1850), vol. n, 4-6.

32 Ibid, 6-7.
33 Ibid, 9.
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w ord, th o u g h  som etim es it is used so as to take in  more. A nd th a t this 
faculty tends to restra in  m en from d o in g  m ischief to each other, and  
leads them  to do good, is too m anifest to n eed  being insisted u p o n .34

As it tu rn s  o u t, then , B utler's m oral p sycho logy  and  p h ilo so p h y  is 

indeed  "a sy n thesis , w ith  corrections, of th e  doctrines of h is im m ed ia te  

predecessors in  the analysis of hum an nature  35

B u tle r 's  syn thesis w ou ld  be bo th  co rro b o ra ted  and developed  in  the  

w ritings of the Scottish  m oralists of the e ig h teen th  century, includ ing  those 

of Francis H u tcheson  (1694-1746), D avid H u m e , and  A dam  S m ith .36 In his 

Inquiry  C oncern ing  M ora l G ood and Evil (1725), H utcheson  w ou ld  advance  

so far as to p rov ide  us w ith  a formula w ith  w h ich  w e m ight actually com pute  

the benevolence of o u r actions, or of the d eg ree  of o u r love for o thers. H e 

writes:

. . . That as all M en have Self-Love, as w e ll as Benevolence, these tw o 
Principles m ay  jo in tly  excite a M an to the  sam e Action; and  they  are to 
be co n sid er'd  as tw o Forces im pelling the  sam e Body to M otion; 
som etim es they  conspire, sometimes are  ind ifferen t to each other; an d  
som etim es are  in  som e degree opposite. T hus, if a M an have such  
strong Benevolence, as w ould have p ro d u c 'd  an  Action w ithou t any  
Views of Self-Interest; th a t such a M an has also in  View private  
A dvantage, a long  w ith  publick [sic] G ood, as the Effect of his Action, 
does no w ay  d im in ish  the Benevolence o f the Action. W hen he w o u ld  
no t have p ro d u c 'd  so m uch publick G ood, h a d  it not been for Prospect 
of Self-Interest, th en  the Effect of Self-Love is to be deducted, an d  his 
Benevolence is p ro p o rtio n 'd  to the rem ainder of Good, w hich p u re  
Benevolence w o u ld  have p roduc 'd  [sic]. W hen a M an's Benevolence is

34 Ibid, 9.
35 See "Joseph Bulter" in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Paul Edwards (New York: 

MacMillan Publishing, 1967), 432-434. Significantly perhaps, this synthesis by Butler in moral 
philosophy, involving a theoretical rapprochement between the apparently contrary 
principles of self-love and benevolence, is analogous to the synthesis by Plato in metaphysics 
between the opposing Parmenidean and Heraclitean accounts of persistence and change, a 
synthesis, with corrections, that was achieved by recourse to the notions of potency and act.

36 See, in particular, Hutcheson's Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and 
Virtue (1725). Hume's Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1751). and Smith's The 
Theory of Moral Sentiments 117591.
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h u rtfu l to  him self, th en  Self-Love is opposite  to Benevolence, and the 
Benevolence is p ro p o rtio n 'd  [sic] to the Sum  of the G ood produc'd , 
a d d ed  to the  Resistance of Self-Love su rm o u n ted  b y  it. In m ost Cases it 
is im possible for M en to know  how far the ir Fellow s are influenc'd [sic] 
by  the one or o ther of these P rincip les;. . . 37

But desp ite  the  n a tu ra l obscurity  of the phen o m en a  in  question:

. . . the general Truth is sufficiently certain, T hat th is is the w ay in 
w hich  the  Benevolence of Actions is to be com puted . Since then, no 
Love to ra tional A gents can proceed from  Self-Interest, every Action 
m ust be d isin terested , as far as it flows from  Love to rational A gen ts .38

A s the  e ig h tee n th  c en tu ry  p ro g ressed , su c h  d evelopm en ts  of the 

"com patibilist" v iew  of self-love and  benevolence by  earlier British m oralists 

such as Butler and  H u tcheson  w ould  be refined  an d  system atized by others 

includ ing  D av id  H um e a n d  A dam  Smith. A p p a ren tly  then, it is directly  

from  the w ritings of at least one of the British m oralists, w ho  included Butler, 

H u tcheson , H u m e , an d  S m ith , th a t C alhoun  d re w  in s ig h t and  p e rh ap s 

inspiration  too from  a 'reconciliation ' in theory betw een  the  affections of self- 

love and  benevolence. T h ro u g h  these th in k ers , C a lh o u n  w ould  have been  

exposed to a scientific  ex p lan a tio n  of how  these  a p p aren tly  opposed and 

incongruous forces are reconciled in  practice.

In  the  absence of an y  tho rough  d o cu m en ta ry  accoun t of C alhoun 's 

readings, w e are left to conjecture. A nd this rou te  leads us to the view  that, of 

all the w orks by  the British m oralists who sough t explicidy to forge a dualistic 

e x p lan a tio n  for m o ra l sc ience  w hich  c o m p re h en d e d  b o th  self-love and  

benevolence, those  of H u m e  and  Smith are th e  m ost likely to have found 

their w ay  to the C aro lin ian 's study. This is so because of the great popularity

37 See Francis Hutcheson, An Inquiry Concerning-Moral Good and E vil in British Moralists. 
ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1897),. vol. I, 86-87.

38 See Francis Hutcheson, Concerning Moral Good and Evil in B ritish  Moralists, vol. I, 87.
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of H u m e 's  essays in the  la tte r  ha lf of the e igh teen th  century , and  of the

prestige  of classical political econom y during  and  follow ing the sam e period,

of w hich  Sm ith, after 1776, becam e the best-know n rep resen ta tiv e . But

re g a rd le ss  of the  specific  in te lle c tu a l-h is to ric a l ro u te  b y  w h ic h  the

"reconciliatory", "com patib ilist" , and  dualistic  doctrine  of m oral sen tim ent

e sp o u se d  by  B utler a n d  th e  S co ttish  ph ilo so p h ers  cam e to C a lh o u n 's

a tten tion , it appears th a t th is  advance in m oral science p av ed  the  w ay for

precisely  the so rt of developm en t w hich  Calhoun, in th e  fo llow ing century,

w ou ld  effect in the science of politics.

A  num ber of considerations lead one to conjecture, for exam ple, that

C alhoun  was, in  no sm all degree, indebted to A dam  Sm ith. In  fact, it seem s

likely tha t C alhoun read n o t only Sm ith 's w idely acclaim ed econom ic treatise,

A n  Inquiry  C oncern ing  th e  N a tu re  and  Causes of th e  W ea lth  o f N a tio n s

(1776), b u t his m oral treatise, A T heory  of M oral S e n tim e n ts  (1763), as well.

In  the  latter w ork, it is possib le  to uncover passages w hose  language  and

su b stan ce  bear a c lear a n d  close resem blance to fo rm u la tio n s  in  the

D isquisition . For exam ple, in  form ulating  his dualistic  concep tion  of m oral

sentim ent, Sm ith explains th a t Providence is responsible  for b o th  the  origin

of the  principles of self-love and  benevolence, and  of th e ir respective force

and  peculiar juxtaposition  w ith in  the hum an breast. In  T h e  T heo ry  of M oral

S en tim en t. Sm ith w rites:

Every m an, as the Stoics used  to say, is first and  principally  
recom m ended to his o w n  care, and  every m an  is certainly, in  every 
respect, fitter and  abler to take care of him self than  of any  o ther person. 
Every m a n  feels h is  o w n  p leasures and h is  o w n  p a in s  m o re  sensibly 
th a n  those  o f o th e r peop le . T he  fo rm er are th e  o rig in a l sensa tions — 
th e  latter th e  reflected o r  sym pathetic  im ages of th o se  sensa tions. T he 
fo rm er m ay be said to  be th e  substance — th e  la tte r th e  sh a d o w .
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(emphasis a d d e d )39

S m ith 's  d u a lis t ic ,  m o ra l p h ilo s o p h ic a l c o n c e p tio n  o f se lf ish

"substance" and sym pathe tic  " sh ad o w " find a po litica l philosophical m irro r

an d  analogue in the D isqu isition , w here C alhoun w rites:

. . . governm ent has its orig ins in  this tw ofold  constitu tion  of his 
nature; the sym pathetic  o r social feelings constitu ting  the rem ote — the 
individual or d irect, the proxim ate cause. (7)

Also, in  a d d itio n  to an tic ipa ting  and  p e rh ap s in structing  C alhoun  by

arg u in g  that m en are im pelled  by  b o th  self-love a n d  benevolence; Sm ith, in

m an y  places, p re f ig u re d  C a lh o u n  by  u n d e rsco rin g  the  p rim acy  of the

ind iv idua l feelings. For instance, in a fam ous passage, Sm ith says:

M an has alm ost constant occasion for the help of his bethren, and  it is 
in  vain for h im  to expect it from  their benevolence only. He w ill be 
m ore likely to p rev a il if he  can in terest the ir self-love in  his favour, 
and  show  them  th a t it is for their ow n advan tage  to  do  for h im  w hat 
he requires of them . W hoever offers to ano ther a barga in  of any kind, 
proposes to do this. G ive m e that w hich I w an t, and  you  shall have 
this w hich you  w an t, is the m eaning of every such  offer; and it is in 
this m anner th a t w e obtain  from  one another the  far greater p a rt of 
those good offices w hich w e stand  in need  of. I t  is n o t  from  th e  
benevo lence  o f th e  butcher, th e  brew er, o r  th e  baker th a t we expect o u r  
d inner, b u t f ro m  th e ir  regard to th e ir  o w n  in te res t. W e address 
ourselves, n o t to  their hum an ity  b u t to their self-love, and  never ta lk  
to them  of our o w n  necessities b u t of their advantages, (em phasis

39 See Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1976), 
359, and recall Calhoun, in the Disquisition, p 6: ". . . 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."
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added)40

A nd  from  Sm ith 's analysis, w e m ay infer, for exam ple, that the prim acy

th a t su b s is ts  of the  in d iv id u a l feelings over the  social feelings has an

analogue in  the realm  of social in terac tion  and com m unication. Specifically,

w e m ay  locate this analogue in  the  m anner and  h ab it b y  w hich  w e ten d  to

address the self-interest of o thers, an d  in  tu rn , bo th  expect and  find th a t they

address o u r self-interest as w ell. Indeed, tha t each m an  tends by necessity and

hab it to add ress the self-in terest — an d  no t the benevolence — of o ther m en, is

certa in ly  a cen tra l fac t of h u m a n  existence. F inally , to ro u n d  o u t the

co m p ariso n  b e tw een  S m ith  a n d  C a lhoun , each  p h ilo so p h er v iew ed  self-

in terest bo th  as a P rov iden tia l d ispensa tion  of great practical im portance and

as a phenom enolog ical co rn ersto n e  of the various sciences of society  and

m an. For recall that C alhoun, in  the D isquisition, says:

To the Infinite Being, the  C reator o f all, belongs exclusively the care 
and  superin tendence of the  w hole. He, in his infinite w isdom  and 
goodness, has allo tted  to every  class of anim ated beings its condition 
and  appropria te  functions; and  has endow ed each w ith  feelings, 
instincts, capacities, and  faculties, best adap ted  to its allo tted  condition. 
(9 )

A nd  in  Sm ith, w e find  th e  sam e insigh t and  substance, and  again , a

40 Adam Smith, An Inquiry Into th e Nature and Causes of the W ealth of Nations 
(Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1976), Vol. I, 26-27. And Smith continues:

Nobody but a beggar chuses [sic] to depend chiefly upon the benevolence of his fellow- 
dtizens. Even a beggar does not depend upon it entirely. The charity of well-disposed 
people, indeed, supplies him with the whole fund of his subsistence. But though this 
principle ultimately provides him with all the necessaries of life which he has 
occasion for, it neither does nor can provide him with them as he has occasion for them. 
The greater part of his occasional wants are supplied in the same manner as those of 
other people, by treaty, by barter, and by purchase. With the money which one man 
gives him he purchases food. The old cloaths [sic] which another bestows upon him he 
exchanges for other old cloaths which suit him better, or for lodging, or for food, or 
for money, with which he can buy either food, cloaths, or lodging, as he has occasion.
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m anner of expression  w hich closely resem bles. To wit:

In every p a rt  of the universe w e observe m eans adjusted  w ith the 
nicest artifice to the ends which they are in ten d ed  to produce; and  in 
the m echanism  of a p lan t, or anim al body, adm ire  how  every thing is 
contrived for advancing  the two great pu rposes of nature , the suppo rt 
of the ind iv idual, and  the propagation of the  sp ec ie s .41

So there is a sense in  w hich the dual-princip le  is to be found in Sm ith's 

w ritings, in  so far as benevolence and  self-love b o th  are  acknow ledged as 

im portan t and  un transcendab le  m ainsprings of h u m a n  action .42 M oreover, 

as w e have  seen , Sm ith agrees w ith  C alhoun  in  assign ing  prim acy to the  

ind iv idual feelings over the social feelings, and  in  regard ing  the prim acy  

relation and  the social n a tu re  of m an  as beneficen t bestow als of a D ivine 

Providence. But there  is also a crucially im p o rtan t sense in w hich the d u a l­

princip le  is n o t to  be found  in Sm ith, or in  an y  o ther th inker p rio r to 

Calhoun.

For it w as the  C arolin ian  who first conceived of benevolence and self- 

love as tw in  e lem en ts of a single p rincip le  in  te rm s of w hich  the  g rea t 

questions of po litical science could finally be defin itively  addressed. A nd so 

the Scottish m oralists, despite  their innovations, w o u ld  leave for som e fu ture 

thinker the task  of dem onstra ting  how  the C reator in tends tha t m en achieve

41 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments. 168.
42 The survey of the close similarities between the views of Smith and Calhoun could easily 

be continued. For example, both men would affirm a robust and healthy self-love while 
condemning selfishness where the term implies, as Calhoun wrote, "an unusual excess of the 
individual over the social feelings, in the person to whom it is applied; and, consequently, 
something vicious and depraved." (6) This view is presaged in Smith's invidious comparison 
between the miser and the man of moderation and elevated feeling. To wit, there is a great 
difference "between the character of a miser and that of a person of exact economy and 
assiduity. The one is anxious about small matters for their, own sake; the other attends to them 
only in consequence of the scheme of life which he has laid down to himself." See The Theory 
of Moral Sentiments. 286.
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the sa lu tary  reconcilia tion  of the  princip les o f self-love an d  benevolence 

through the a rt of the statesm an and the science of politics.

Previously in th is chapter, we have just specified , in  a general way, the 

intellectual-historical rou te  by  w hich C alhoun first laid  ho ld  on  that dualistic, 

m oral philosophical p rincip le  w hich w ou ld  p ro v id e  the basic  conceptual 

m aterial from  w hich h e  w ould  fashion a dua l-p rinc ip le  as the first principle 

of political science. N ow , w e are prepared to tu rn  to and  to consider another 

fundam ental and  im p o rtan t issue concerning th a t  p rinc ip le  -- nam ely, the 

natu re  and  ex ten t o f the  causal force of the  d u a l-p rin c ip le  w ith in  h um an  

history.

The precise n a tu re  of C alhoun 's specifically  po litical scientific project 

should becom e clearer still as w e compare it to a d ifferen t b u t related project 

th a t is p u rsu e d  in th e  w ritings of one of his o ld e r  con tem poraries, the  

Germ an philosopher Im m anuel K ant (1724-1804).

A lthough there  is no d irec t and conclusive d ocum en ta ry  evidence to 

the effect, it is possible, as I shall dem onstrate shortly , th a t C alhoun read som e 

of Kant's political w ritings, and  w as m uch in fluenced b y  them . A lthough the 

essay "Perpetual Peace"(1795) has been K ant's m ost w idely  read  political w ork, 

our concern here is w ith  an  earlier and less frequen tly  read  essay, "Idea for a 

Universal H istory  w ith  a C osm opolitan Purpose" (1784).

In the "Idea for a U niversal H istory", K ant a rgues th a t in  order for the 

science of history to gain  a full m astery of its subject m atter, or to achieve the 

aim  of a definitive explanation  of the hum an  past, w h ich  is the  p roper aim  of 

historical science, it m u s t exam ine "the free exercise of the  h u m an  will o n  a
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large scale43." By such  exam ination , it is proposed , h isto ry  as science "w ill be 

ab le  to d iscover a re g u la r  p ro g ress io n  am o n g  free ly  w illed  ac tions44." 

A ccording to K ant, h is to rica l investigation  u n d e rta k e n  from  such  a w ide  

angle gives one hope th a t  "w h a t strikes us in  the actions of indiv iduals as 

confused  and  fo rtu ito u s  m ay  be recognized , in  th e  h is to ry  of the en tire  

species, as a stead ily  a d v an c in g  b u t slow  d ev e lo p m en t of m an 's  o rig inal 

capacities4S."

Kant m a in ta in ed  th a t  all h istory , in c lu d in g  the  h is to ry  of m an , is

law ful and, specifically, teleological — a fact that can be ascertained only w hen

the historian  adop ts a sufficiently  broad  perspective, as ju s t noted . Kant also

be lieved  th a t he  h a d  d e sc rie d  in  h isto ry  a sp o n ta n e o u s , evo lv ing , and

teleological o rdering  p rocess a t work: In fact, h isto ry , p roperly  understood, is

th a t process. K ant w o u ld  underscore , by  exam ple an d  analogy, the law ful

charac ter of h is to ry  a n d  the  n e ed  for a w id e  a n d  d eep  perspec tive  to

apprehend  its law fulness, w riting:

Thus m arriages, b irth s , an d  deaths do no t seem  to be subject to any rule 
by w hich their n u m b ers  could be calculated in  advance, since the free 
hum an will has su ch  a g rea t influence up o n  them ; and  yet the annual 
statistics for them  in  large countries prove th a t they  are ju st as subject 
to constant n a tu ra l law s as are the changes in  th e  w eather, w hich in 
them selves are so inconsisten t that their in d iv id u a l occurrence cannot 
be determ ined  in  advance, b u t w hich nevertheless do  no t fail as a 
whole to susta in  th e  g ro w th  of plants, the flow  of rivers, and  other 
natural functions in  a  un iform  and u n in te rru p te d  c o u rse .46

R ound ing  o u t h is  v ie w  th a t h is to ry  is a law fu l, n a tu ra l p rocess

43 See Immanuel Kant, "Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose" in 
Great Political Thinkers: Plato to th e Present, ed. Willlian Ebenstein and Alan O. Ebenstein , 
fifth edition (Fort Worth: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1991), 533.

44 Ibid, 533.
45 Ibid, 533.
46 Ibid, 533.
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involv ing  a g rad u a l a n d  p rog ressive  d ev e lopm en t o f h u m a n  capacities, 

K ant observes:

Indiv idual m en a n d  even  entire nations little im agine that, w hile they 
are pu rsu ing  their ow n  ends, each in his ow n w ay  and  often in  
opposition to o thers, they  are unw ittingly  gu ided  in  their advance 
along a course in tended  by n a tu re .47 They are unconsciously  p rom oting  
an end  w hich, even  if they  knew  w hat it w as, w ou ld  scarcely arouse 
their in te res t.48

W hile argu ing  th a t h isto ry  is thus law ful, K ant u n d ertak es  to account

for the opposite view. H e does so by conceding th a t it appears th a t no "law-

governed  h isto ry  of m an k in d "  is possible, since m en "n e ith e r p u rsu e  their

aims purely  by instinct, as anim als do, nor act in  accordance w ith  any  integral,

p rea rran g ed  p lan  like ra tio n a l cosm opo litans49." O b se rv in g  th a t  h u m an

histo ry  could no t be law fu l in  e ither of these tw o w ay s, K ant sets o u t to

discover som e other w ay  in  w hich  it could be law ful. Thus:

The only w ay  o u t for the philosopher, since he canno t assum e that 
m ankind  follows any  rational purpose  o f its o w n  in  its collective 
actions, is for h im  to a ttem p t to discover a  p u rp o se  in  n a tu re  beh ind  
[the apparently] senseless course of h u m an  events, an d  decide w hether 
it is after all possible to form ulate in  term s of a defin ite  p lan  of na tu re  a 
history of creatures w ho act w ithout a p lan  of their o w n .50

K ant's am bition  here  is n o t to w rite such  a h isto ry , w h e re in  h um an  

events are g iven the ir defin itive  explanation  in  term s o f a defin ite  p lan  of 

nature. Instead, he hopes to succeed "in finding a g u id in g  princip le  for such  a 

history, and  then  leave it to n a tu re  to produce som eone capable of w riting  it

47 The influence of Scottish thinkers on Kant is especially evident here, with his 
explanation of nature working spontaneously through history being analogous to Adam Smith's 
"invisible hand" explanation of the operations of forces in a market economy.

48See Immanuel Kant, "Idea . . . " in Great Political Thinkers. 533.
49 Ibid, 533.
50 Ibid, 533-534.
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along the lines su g g e s te d "51:

Thus na tu re  p roduced  a Kepler w ho found  an  unexpected m eans of 
reducing the eccentric orbits of the planets to definite laws, and  a 
N ew ton w ho explained  these law s in  term s of a universal n a tu ra l 
cause.52

A nd so, as K ant saw  it, his p ro jec t of exp lain ing  h um an  h is to ry  in

term s of a p lan  of n a tu re  is analogous to th a t of Kepler. A fter find ing  "a

g u id ing  p rin c ip le  for su ch  a h is to ry " , he  w o u ld  leave for a n o th e r  the

N ew tonian  task  of w ritin g  th a t h istory  "a long  the lines suggested" by  the

principle. The principle, as it turns out, is a certain  teleological conception of

hum an  h isto ry , the  substance and  ou tline  of w h ich  Kant reveals in  the  form

of six p ropositions.53

Includ ing  the  b rief e laborations tacked  on  to each p ro p o sitio n , this

section of the w o rk  is on ly  abou t tw o pages long. These p ropositions and

the ir e laborations, incidentally , constitu te  the  balance of the  " Id ea  for a

U niversal H istory" after its in troduction , w ith  the  entire essay ru n n in g  only

three  pages. In  o rd e r to u n d e rs tan d  h o w  K ant m ay have in fluenced  the

political philosophic ideas of C alhoun, let us review  these propositions:

First Proposition: A ll the natural capacities of a creature are destined  
sooner or later to be developed com pletely and in  conform ity 
w ith  their end.

Second Proposition: In  m an (as the  only rational creature on  earth), 
those na tu ra l capacities w hich  are directed tow ards the use of 
his reason are such  that they  could  be fully developed only  in 
the species, b u t n o t in the ind iv idual.

51 Ibid, 534.
52 Ibid, 534.
53 Following Kant, Hegel (1770-1831)is the most distinguished and profound of those who 

would take up this Newtonian aspect of this historical enterprise. See his historical- 
interpretive work titled The Philosophy of History together with his metaphysical- 
historical work, The Phenomenology of Spirit.
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Third P roposition: N atu re  has willed that m an  sh o u ld  p roduce
entirely  by  his ow n initiative everyth ing  w h ich  goes beyond the 
m echanical o rdering  of his anim al existence, an d  th a t he 
shou ld  n o t partake of any other happiness o r perfection  than 
th a t w h ich  he has procured for him self w ith o u t instinct and  by 
his ow n  reason.

Fourth  Proposition: The m eans which natu re  em ploys to b ring  about 
the developm ent of innate capacities is th a t of an tagonism  
w ith in  society, in so far as this antagonism  becom es in  the long 
ru n  the  cause of a law -governed social order.

Fifth Proposition: The greatest problem  for the h u m a n  species, the 
so lu tion  of w hich  natu re  compels h im  to seek, is th a t of 
a tta in ing  a civil society which can adm in ister justice universally.

Sixth Proposition: This problem  is bo th  the m ost d ifficu lt and  the last 
to be solved by  the hum an race.

It shou ld  be no ted  here, a t the ou tse t of the com parison  betw een  the 

ideas of K ant an d  C alhoun , th a t there are som e fundam en ta l an d  rem arkable 

affinities betw een  the  respective political philosophic accounts of the "Idea for 

a U niversal H is to ry "  a n d  of the  D isquisition . But th e  fu ll force of these 

affinities w ill no t be ev id en t to the reader at this po in t in  ou r p resen tation  of 

C alhoun's ideas. W hat m ay  already be evident to the  reader, how ever, is that 

the "Fourth P roposition", w ith  its m ention of "an tagon ism  w ith in  society", is 

com patib le  w ith  a n d , to  som e degree, rem in iscen t o f C a lh o u n 's  d u a l­

principle , as p re sen te d  in  the  p rev ious chapter. To d e m o n s tra te  the full 

extent of this com patibility , let us review  K ant's e labo ra tion  on  the  "Fourth 

Proposition":

By an tagonism  [w ithin  society], I m ean in  this context the  unsoc ia l 
sociability of m en, th a t is, their tendency to come together in  society, 
coupled, how ever, w ith  a continual resistance- w h ich  constantly  
threatens to b reak  this society up. This p ropensity  is obviously  rooted 
in h u m an  n a tu re . M an has an  inclination to l iv e  i n  society, since he 
feels in  this sta te  m ore like a  m an, that is, he  feels able to develop his
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natu ra l capacities. But he also has a great tendency to  liv e  as a n  
in d iv id u a l, to iso late  him self, since he also encounters in  h im self the 
unsocial characteristic  of w an ting  to direct every th ing  in  accordance 
w ith  his ow n ideas. H e therefore expects resistance all a ro u n d , ju st as 
he know s of h im self th a t he is in  tu rn  inclined to offer resistance to 
o thers .54

W ith in  just a g en era tio n  or so after Kant penned  h is essay on  universal

history, th a t p a rad o x ica l re la tio n  of e lem ental forces in te rn a l to  h u m an

natu re  w hich he cap tu res here  in  the expression "unsocial sociability" w ould

be synopsized by  C alhoun  in  the expression "tw orfold constitu tion  of [man's]

nature." (7) For acco rd in g  to C alhoun , m an is im pelled  irresistib ly / b y  his

natu re , into the social sta te  (5-6); ye t tha t nature, too, necessarily  leads him

into conflict w ith  o thers (7), for reasons that w ill becom e clear in  C hap te r IV.

But w hereas, on  a superfic ial v iew  of the subject, it w ould  be expected  th a t the

"an tagonism  in society" w h ich  resu lts from  m an 's  "unsocial sociab ility" or

"tw o-fold constitu tion" w o u ld  lead necessarily to un iversal conflict, m isery,

and , finally, to the  d e s tru c tio n  of the m isfitted  species; in  fact, this

"antagonism  in society" — far from  w eighing dow n as a curse u p o n  hum anity

— is in fact that w hich, accord ing  to Kant, "nature em ploys to b rin g  abou t the

developm ent of innate  capacities", and  w hich bo th  K ant an d  C alhoun  view ed

as a Providential b le s s in g .53 (9) Speaking  of the n a tu ra l d isp o sitio n  of each

m an to resist being d irec ted  by  others, K ant says:

It is this very  resistance w hich  aw akens all m an 's  pow ers an d  induces 
him  to overcom e h is tendency  to laziness. T hrough  the desire  for 
h o n o r, pow er o r property , it drives him  to seek sta tus am ong  his 
fellows, w hom  h e  canno t bear yet canno t bear to  le a v e . T hen the  first 
true steps are tak en  from  barbarism  to culture, w hich  in  fact consists in 
the social w orth iness of m an. All m an 's talents are now  g radua lly  
developed, his taste  cultivated , and  by  a continued process of

5* Ibid, 535.
55 Ibid, 536.
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enlightenm ent, a beg inn ing  is m ade tow ards establishing a w ay  of 
th inking  w hich can w ith  tim e transform  the prim itive  na tu ra l capacity  
for m oral d iscrim ination  into definite practical principles; and  th u s  a 
pathologically enforced social un ion  is transform ed into a m oral 
w ho le .56

In  another passage, K ant is m ore em phatic and, indeed, a lm ost lyrical, 

in  his insistence on the p ro v id en tia l character and  role of m an 's  "unsocial 

sociability":

All the culture and  a rt w hich  adorn  m ankind and  the finest social 
o rder m an creates are fru its of his unsociability. For it is com pelled by 
its ow n nature  to d iscipline itself, and  thus, by enforced art, to develop  
com pletely the germ s w h ich  na tu re  im p lan ted .57

To som e degree an tic ipating  C alhoun bo th  as regards the substance of 

his speech on  the dual-princip le  and  the m anner of its illustration , K ant goes 

on  to undersco re  the  in d isp en sab ility  of this m u tu a l resistance of m an  to 

m an, b o rn  of h is in ternal, p ro v id en tia lly  o rdered  constitu tion , th ro u g h  the 

use  of a hypothetical scenario. For as w e saw  in C hapter II, C alhoun em ploys 

hypothetical a rgum ent to estab lish  the desirability and  superio r u tility  of the 

dual-princip le, vis-a-vis o ther p roportions of ind iv idual to social feeling  58, as 

w ell as to suggest its p rov iden tia l character.59 Like C alhoun w, K ant recognized 

th a t, w h ile  m an 's  social q u a litie s  are  far from  u n p ro b lem atic  — be in g  

susceptib le  even of w icked m is-developm ent -- they a re  both  ind ispensab le

56 Ibid, 535.
57 Ibid, 536.
58 Recall the hypotheticals, where the individual and social feelings are felt (1) with 

equal intensity, and (2) where the social are felt more intensely than the individual.
59 pages 8-9, 44-45.
80 See pages 36-37 of the Disquisition, and Chapter VII of the present work, on Calhoun's 

discussion of how the government of the numerical majority tends to divide a community. Here, 
Calhoun explains how the social or sympathetic feelings may become so mis-developed and 
deformed, for example, that "devotion to party becomes stronger than devotion to country." 
More generally, social feeling , variously developed or misdeveloped, forms an essential part of 
the foundation of every political order — however free or abusive its government may be.
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and susceptible of sa lu tary  conditioning as well:

W ithout [the] social qualities (far from adm irable in themselves) 
w hich cause the resistance inevitably encountered by  each individual 
as he furthers his self-seeking pretensions, m an  w ould  live an 
Arcadian, pastoral existence of perfect concord, self-sufficiency and 
m utual love. B ut all h um an  talents w ould rem ain  h id d en  for ever in 
a dorm ant state, an d  m en, as good-natured as the sheep they tended, 
w ould  scarcely ren d er their existence more valuable than  that of their 
animals. The en d  for w hich  they were created, their rational nature, 
w ould  be an  unfulfilled  void. N ature should thus be thanked for 
fostering social incom patibility, enviously com petitive vanity, and 
insatiable desires for possession or even power. W ithout these desires, 
all m an 's excellent na tu ra l capacities w ould never be roused  to 
develop .61

Beyond explain ing  w h a t "antagonism  in society" consists of and how  it 

is P rovidential, K ant goes o n  to account for w hy its P rov iden tia l character 

tends to go u n co m p reh en d ed  by  the com m on ru n  of m en. M en w hose 

th inking is dom inated  b y  love of ease, for example, w ill be b lind  to the good 

th a t m ay come from  such  antagonism . Indeed, "an tagonism  in society" and 

the  discom fort and  u n res t w hich  com m only attend it are v iew ed  by such m en 

as unqualified  evils to be  ex tirpated . A nd so, there  persists to our day  a 

longing on the p a rt  of m en  to end  all an tagonism  and  conflict betw een 

them selves for p e rp e tu ity  — a longing apparently  as old as the species itself. 

Yet the reasoned, ph ilosophical response to this longing  is — like philosophy 

itself, of course — of m uch  m ore recent origin. Thus w e find the poet H om er
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(c. 8 th  C en tu ry  BC) g iv in g  voice to th is an c ien t long ing , and  then , h is

refutation a t the han d s of a philosopher, H eraclitus o f Ephesus (c. 540-480 BC).

Heraclitus writes:

H om er w as w ro n g  in  saying: 'W ould that strife  m igh t perish  from  
am ong Gods and  m en!' H e did no t see tha t he  w as p ray ing  for the 
destruction  of th e  universe; if his p rayer w ere heard , all things w ou ld  
pass away.62

And so, according to  H eraclitus, Kant, and  C alhoun , w h a t m en desire  a n d

w hat n a tu re  in tends are  opposed  to one another.63 Yet it is n a tu re  th a t

governs m an, and  n o t the  o ther w ay around . A n d  in its wise governance,

nature displays an indifference tow ard  hum an  desires th a t is m agnificent an d

unshakeable. Says Kant:

. . . na ture  does n o t seem  to have been concerned  w ith  seeing th a t m an  
shou ld  live agreeably, b u t w ith seeing that he  sh o u ld  w ork  his w ay 
onw ards to m ake h im self by his ow n conduct w o rth y  of life and  w ell­
being. . . .

M an w ishes to live com fortably and  pleasantly , b u t nature  
in tends that he  sh o u ld  abandon idleness an d  inactive self-sufficiency 
and  p lunge in stead  in to  labor and  hardsh ips, so th a t he  m ay by  his 
ow n adroitness find  m eans of liberating h im self from  them  in turn .
The na tu ra l im pu lses w hich  m ake this possib le , the  sources of the  v e ry  
unsociableness an d  continual resistance w hich  cause so m any evils, a t 
the sam e tim e encourage  m an tow ards fu rth er developm ent of his 
n a tu ra l capacities. They w ould  thus seem  to ind icate  the design of a 
w ise creator — n o t, as it m ight seem , the h a n d  of a m alicious sp irit 
w ho had  m ed d led  in  the creator's glorious w o rk  or spoiled it ou t of 
envy.64

Significantly, th is  te leo lo g ica l c o n c e p tio n  o f h is to ry  as n a tu re  

developing  in  tim e — a n a tu re  unconcerned w ith  w h e th e r or no t p a rticu la r

62 Of Heraclitus' writings, only 130 "fragments" have survived. Some are sentences; some 
are only phrases.

S3In the case of Calhoun, this will become especially apparent in Chapter VIII, in the 
discussion of his conception of the role of liberty and despotism in relation to the human good.

6<See Immanuel Kant, "Idea . . . "  in Great Political Thinkers. 535-536.
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ind iv idua ls or classes are liv ing  agreeably or no t -- is also found  in Hegel

(1770-1831). In h is m ost in fluen tia l w ork, T he P h ilosophy  of H istory (1837,

posthum ously), H egel w rites:

The special in terest of passion  is thus inseparable from  the active 
developm ent of a general principle: for it is from  the  special and 
determ inate an d  from  its negation, th a t the U niversal results. 
Particularity  contends w ith  its like, and  som e loss is involved in the 
issue. It is n o t the general idea that is im plicated in  opposition  and 
combat, and  th a t is exposed to danger. It rem ains in  the background, 
un touched a n d  unin jured . This m ay be called the  c u n n in g  of reason — 
th a t it sets the  passions to w ork  for itself, w hile th a t w hich  develops its 
existence th ro u g h  such im pulsion pays the penalty, an d  suffers loss.
For it is phenom enal being  that is so treated, and  of this, p a rt  is of no 
value, p a rt is positive and  real. The particular is for the m ost p a rt of 
too trifling va lue  as com pared  w ith  the general: ind iv iduals are 
sacrificed and  abandoned. The Idea pays the penalty  of determ inate 
existence and  of corruptibility, not from  itself, b u t from  the  passions of 
in d iv id u a ls .65

A nd so, according  to H egel, the "cunning o f reason" is th a t force at the 

centre of the h isto rical process w hich  "sets the passions to w o rk  for itself." 

A n d  m an 's  "u n so c ia l soc iab ility " , as K ant describes it, is th a t original 

opposition  of passions th ro u g h  w hich one m ay account for how  "particularity 

con tends w ith  its like"  in  the  social an d  po litical w o rld .66 Therefore, 

an ticipating  H egel's m etaphysical-teleological in terp reta tion  of history, Kant's 

"Fourth  P roposition" also bears a close resem blance to an d  indeed  presages 

C alhoun 's exp lanation  of the  "tw o-fold  constitu tion  of [m an 's] na tu re ."  For

65 Georg Wilhelm. Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of History (New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc., 1956), 32-33.

66 Hegel's "cunning of reason" and Kant's "unsocial sociability" are, as it turns out, each 
developments of separate but related concepts characteristic of the Scottish Enlightenment 
moralists. The spontaneous and ordering character of the "cunning of reason" resembles the 
"invisible hand" process in political economy described by Adam Smith. Even later in the 
nineteenth century, following Hegel, Darwin would also employ the Smithian invisible hand- 
spontaneous order notion, as he received it indirectly through Herbert Spencer's Social Statics 
(1850), to develop his biological conception of natural selection (1859).
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recall tha t the T hird  Proposition states: "The m eans w hich  n a tu re  em ploys

to b ring  abou t the  developm ent of innate capacities is th a t of an tagonism  

w ith in  society, in so far as this antagonism  becomes in the long  n m  the cause 

of a law -governed social o rd e r67." Also, as we shall see in  la ter chapters, the 

other five propositions of K ant's "Idea for a U niversal H isto ry" include other 

elem ents w hich  are in  essential agreem ent w ith  C alhounian conceptions.

But in o rd er to understand  fully the significance of the sim ilarities and 

ag reem en t b e tw e e n  C a lh o u n  a n d  K ant, w e m u s t keep  b efo re  us the 

differences betw een  the philosophical projects undertaken  in  the  "Idea for a 

U niversal H istory" and  the D isqu isition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t respectively. Kant's 

aim, as noted  above, is to present a "gu id ing  principle" w hich w ill suggest the 

lines of a defin itive  philosophical h isto ry  of m ankind. O n th e  o th er hand , 

C a lh o u n 's  o v e ra rch in g  p u rp o se  in  the  D isquisition is to  " lay  a so lid  

foundation  for po litical Science." Reflecting these respective  aim s, K ant's 

p rincip le  of the  "unsoc ial sociability" of m an p u rp o rts  to be  the key to 

dec iphering  the  teleo log ical n a tu re  of hum an  history, w h ereas C alhoun 's  

"dual-princip le" is supposed  by its au tho r to be that first p rincip le  of politics 

in term s of w hich  all the d isparate  issues and  phenom ena of political science 

m ay be given the ir definitive explanation. In C hapter TV, I shall illustra te  the 

re la tionsh ip  b e tw een  K ant's  ph ilosophical-h istorical pro ject a n d  C alhoun 's  

political-scientific p ro jec t.68

H aving  now , in  the preceding section of this chapter, m ad e  a beginning 

a t explaining how  C alhoun 's  dual-princip le m ay be u n d e rs to o d  as the  first

67 See Immanuel Kant, "Idea . . . " in Great Political Thinkers. 535.
68 This discussion w ill centre on Kant's "Proposition Six", as we shall see.
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principle of political science, I shall conclude this chap ter by  considering the

lite rary  form  and  m anner in w hich  C alhoun  p resen ts and  argues for this

thesis. Toward that end , let us then  consider the struc tu re  and  organization

of A D isquisition  o n  G o v e rn m en t, as w ell as the p lace of the D isquisition

w ith in  C alhoun 's literary  corpus.

It w as sta ted  earlier in th is chapter that the "tw o-fo ld  constitu tion  of

[man's] na tu re"  appears a t every critical juncture  of C alhoun 's D isquisition  o n

G o v ern m en t, and  is the unifying elem ent of that w ork . N aturally  enough ,

then , efforts to u n d e rs tan d  the  essence o f C alhoun 's ph ilo soph ic  th o u g h t

m ust focus on  how  C alhoun, in  the D isquisition , brings this principle to bear

in order to explain the g reat and  som etim es disparate topics of politics. But

before p roceed ing  to d isp lay  the  essence, scope, an d  u n ity  of C a lh o u n 's

political philosophic ideas -- w hich is the object of Part II of the present essay -

- w e sh o u ld  firs t consider C a lh o u n 's  im m ed ia te  ob ject in  w ritin g  th e

D isquisition, and  beg in  thereby to suggest its significance as a theoretical w ork

w ith in  the W estern philosophical trad ition . Toward this end , a discussion of

the place of the D isquisition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t w ith in  the  lite rary  corpus of

C alhoun w ill constitu te the rem ainder of th is chapter, an d  serve thereby as an

introduction to Part II.

P erhaps the ea rlie s t reference in  C a lhoun 's  co rrespondence  to the

lite rary  and  ph ilosoph ical project th a t w o u ld  becom e th e  D isquisition  o n

G o v e rn m e n t 118511 occurs in  a letter to Francis W harton (1820-1889)69, w ritten

on Christm as day, 1843. C alhoun w rote from  Fort Hill:

The conception on  [the other] side of the A tlantic is universally  false in  
reference to ou r system  of governm ent. It is indeed  a m ost rem arkable

88 An enthusiastic admirer and younger contemporary of Calhoun, Francis Wharton was 
admitted to the Philadelphia bar in 1843. He was subsequently a much-published legal 
scholar.
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system  -- the m ost so th a t ever existed. I have never yet discussed it in 
its h igher elem entary  principles, or rather, I ough t to say, in  reference to 
h igher elem entary princip les of political science. If I shou ld  have 
leisure, I m ay yet do i t . 70

C alhoun  w ith d rew  from  the Senate in  1843, after ten  years there, to 

pu rsu e  his presidential asp irations. D uring this pe riod , he  began  to w ork  on 

the D isqu isition , as w ell as on  another theoretical w o rk  titled  A D iscourse o n  

th e  C o n stitu tio n  and  G o v e rn m e n t of th e  U n ited  S tates. The com pletion  of 

these w orks suffered delay  how ever, because the ir au th o r w as called o u t of 

political re tirem ent in  the follow ing year by  P residen t John  Tyler, w ho, w ith  

un an im o u s b ipartisan  su p p o rt, convinced C a lhoun  to serve as Secretary of 

State. C alhoun  w as n eed ed  to preside over the  se ttlem en t of a num ber of 

m o m en to u s and  th o rn y  in te rn a tio n a l issues, in c lu d in g , m ost im portan tly , 

the m atte r of annexing Texas. But even after these  questions w ere happ ily  

re so lv ed , no  re tirem en t w as in  store for one  w h o se  in te lle c tu a l g ifts , 

p a rlia m e n ta ry  skills, an d  m o ral character w ere  so so re ly  n eed ed  in  the 

governm en t of that day. Re-elected U. S. Senator in  1845, C alhoun  served in  

that capacity  until his death  in  1850, "dying in  harness", as it w ere.

C alhoun , then, b eg an  w ork ing  on the D isqu isition  perhaps as early  as 

1843, a n d  alm ost seven  y ears  e lapsed  b e tw een  w h a t is p e rh a p s  his f irs t 

m ention  o f it and the com pletion  of the w o rk .71

A nd  so, in the last severa l years of h is life, C a lhoun  w ro te  his tw o 

longest an d  m ost theoretical w orks, the D isqu isition  (roughly  73 pp.) and  A 

D iscourse o n  the  C o n stitu tio n  an d  G o v e rn m e n t o f th e  U n ited  States (roughly

70 See The Papers of Tohn C. Calhoun, ed. Clyde N. Wilson et a., 23 vols. to date (Columbia: 
University of South Carolina Press, 1987), Vol XVII, 549.

7,See Gustavus Pinckney, Life of Tohn C. Calhoun (Charleston, S.C.: Walker, Evans, and 
Cogswell Co., 1903), 230-243.
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203 pages).72 C alhoun , in fact, v iew ed  the D isq u isitio n  as a p relim inary  h igh  

theoretical p iece in te n d ed  to in tro d u ce  th e  lo n g er and  considerab ly  less 

abstract D iscourse .73 This statem ent of in ten tio n  raises, however, a n um ber of 

questions abou t the  significance of these tw o  w orks, and  about their relations 

one to another. For exam ple: A re the  D isq u isitio n  and D iscourse to be

view ed as essen tia lly  d istinct b u t rela ted  w o rk s , or as distinct elem ents of a 

single w ork? F or it is clearly ap p a ren t from  C alhoun 's  descrip tion  o f the 

D isquisition  as a "prelim inary" tha t the tw o w orks are intim ately rela ted , and  

are not therefore  to be view ed in  u tte r  iso la tion  one from another. In  fact, 

there is certain ly  a sense in  w hich the  D isq u isitio n  and  the D iscourse can  be 

v iew ed as com plem entary  elem ents w ith in  a  single treatise on politics, e ither 

as a w ork on the  constitu tion  and  governm en t of the United States p rim arily , 

o r  as a general theoretical piece w hose p rin c ip a l concrete illustration  consists 

of an explication an d  analysis of the  s tru c tu re  an d  historical developm en t of 

the  c o n s titu tio n  a n d  g o v e rn m e n t o f th e  U n ite d  S tates. W hile  th e  

c o rre sp o n d e n c e  o f C a lh o u n  ju s t  c ited  c le a r ly  su p p o r ts  the  fo rm e r 

in terp reta tion  as an  account of their re la tions one to another; the la tter v iew  

of the tw o w orks is one w hose h isto rical a n d  ph ilosophical value is qu ite  

substantial, and  sh o u ld  be apparen t to even the  casual reader of these w orks.

The fact th a t the D isquisition  and  D iscourse  cam e from the pen  of the ir 

au tho r as tw o p h y sica lly  d istinct w orks, how ever, suggests th a t the  s ta tu s  

in tended  for the  D isqu isition  w as m ore  su b s ta n tia l than  th a t of a m ere  

in troduction  to a longer w ork. Its s ta tu s  as "p re lim inary", a long w ith  its

72 One biographer has called the Discourse, aptly enough, The Treatise on the United 
States Constitution. See Gustavus Pinckney. Life of Tohn C. Calhoun. 235.

73 See Annual Report of th e American Historical Association for th e Yea r 1899. Vol. II, ed. J. 
F. Jameson, 768, "To Mrs. T. C. Clemson, June 15,1849."
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physical d istinctness, gives it the s ta tu s  of an in d ep e n d en t w ork , though  a 

w ork  that has sem antic  and  them atic obligations beyond  itself. Conceived as 

a prelim inary, the b roader sem antic obligation of the D isqu isition  w as to clear 

the way, and  to lay a k ind  of g roundw ork  or foundation  for the argum ents to 

be advanced in the D iscourse.

This u n d ers tan d in g  of the D isquisition  as a vital p relim inary  suggests, 

how ever, that the  relationship  betw een the two w orks is ra th e r asym m etrical, 

w ith  the D iscourse being  m ore d ep en d en t for the  rheto rica l and  theoretical 

support p rov ided  b y  the D isquisition , th an  the D isqu isition  is d ep en d en t on 

the D iscourse for concrete illustra tion  of the general p rincip les w hich  it sets 

forth. Indeed, this thesis of an  asym m etrical relation be tw een  the tw o works 

seem s especially  com pelling , since w ith in  the D isqu isition  itse lf several 

concrete h istorical illustra tions of the system  of the concurren t m ajority  are 

given, including the sho rte r accounts of trial by ju ry  (49-50), the Polish Diet 

(53-54) and  the Iroquo is C onfederacy  (54), and  the longer an d  for m ore 

deta iled  and  su b s tan tia l accounts of the  Rom an R epublic  (67-72) and  the 

British C onstitu tion  (72-78), w hich  close the w ork. A lso, as th e  D iscourse 

show s, the exam ple of the U nited  States as a n  h istorical illu stra tio n  of the 

princip les of the  co n cu rren t m ajority  is a prob lem atic  one. For a lthough  

founded  as a governm en t of the  concurren t m ajority, its sheer com plexity as 

the w orld 's first large scale federal po lity  proved too dem an d in g  for those for 

w hom  it w as e s ta b lish e d .74 In a sh o rt tim e75, th e  co m p lex ity  of this

741 have made a beginning at explaining how this is so in Winston L. McCuen, "States'
Rights and The American Founding: What Went Wrong?", Southern Partisan. Vol. XVI, Fourth 
Quarter, 1996, 24-27.

75 Calhoun argues that the beginning of the end of the American federal system may be 
traced to the passage, by the first Congress, of the 25th section of the Judiciary Act, approved 
the 24th Sept. 1789. See the Discourse. 223-226.
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governm ental system  p ro v ed  too m uch  for the actualized  po litica l m atu rity  

of a m ajority  of the  A m erican  citizenry . As a consequence, the  federal 

dem ocratic republic that w as established by 1789 w ith  the ratification  by  nine 

of the original th irteen  A m erican  states soon fell into d isrepair, and  w as, by 

degrees, betw een 1789 and 1865, transform ed into an  conso lidated , absolutist, 

dem ocratic em p ire .76 A nd so the D isquisition  — being  am ply  stocked w ith  

concrete illustrations of its ow n  — does no t stand in  strict dependence  on  the 

D iscourse for any illustration  o f its positive constitutional ideal. A nd  yet, the 

exam ple of the genius, pow er, and  decline of the A m erican federal union , as 

described in the D iscourse, m ay  be v iew ed as an add itional illu stra tion  of the 

challenge and  g lory  in v o lv ed  in  the  estab lishm en t and  m a in ten an ce  of 

constitu tional governm ent as described in  the D isqu isition .

The Discourse is b o th  an  h isto rical and a ph ilo soph ical w ork. It is 

h isto rical, since it affirm s in  system atic  fashion the  h isto rica lly  accurate 

accoun t of the A m erican  U n io n  as a com pact b e tw een  so v e re ig n  and  

independen t states. The w o rk  is philosophical since C alhoun , w ritin g  in  the 

1840's, is arguing  no t m erely  the historical po in t th a t the U n ion  as founded  

w as a federal and  no t a conso lida ted  regim e, b u t the  m oral a n d  political 

philosophical poin t as well, th a t the best form  of po lity  for any  co m b in a tio n  

of com m unities, such  as the A m erican  states then  w ere, is a federal one that 

w ou ld  m ake self-governm ent by  these com m unities possible once again.

M y view  th a t the  D isqu isition  does not d ep en d  on  th e  D iscourse for 

concrete illustration of the princip le  of the concurrent m ajority  has then  been

76 This is not to say the some vestiges of the original republican government of the United 
States did not remain by 1865, and even into the late twentieth century. In fact, imperial 
practice has supplanted republican practice in America by degrees, and especially, through a 
series of watersheds, including most conspicuously the military conquest of the South in 1865, 
the New Deal, and the Great Society of the 1960's.
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established. But there  is another sense in  w hich  the  D isqu isition  does d epend  

on  th e  D iscourse . F o r w h ile  the  D iscourse, w ith  its focus on  th e  

e s tab lish m en t a n d  su b seq u e n t decline  o f  A m erican  federalism , is n o t 

principally  concerned  w ith  p rovid ing  any concrete  illu stra tion  of an end u rin g  

constitu tion  re d o u n d in g  to the lasting  p o w er, liberty, a n d  happ iness o f a 

people 77it does p ro v id e  a  classic and  deta iled  exam ple of the  process w hereby 

repub lics, an d  e sp ec ia lly  federal rep u b lic s , d e g en e ra te  in to  despo tism s. 

Indeed , th is acco u n t o f the  degeneration  o f A m erican  federalism  is fu rth er 

illum inated and  evinces a broader historical significance w h en  placed against 

the theoretical b ackd rop  p rov ided  in  the  D isq u is itio n  (31-38), w here C alhoun  

provides us w ith  a  system atic  account of the  degenera tion  of political regim es. 

A nd th is sy stem atic , ph ilo soph ical acco u n t of d eg en e ra tio n , it shou ld  be 

noted, is rem in iscen t of b u t som ew hat d ifferen t from  tha t schem e outlined  by  

A ristotle in  the Politics (Book V). But the D iscourse  is m ore than  a classic and  

detailed political scientific description of political degeneration: it is a sp irited  

and responsible call for reform .

R ecalling th e  o rig in a l constitu tion  o f the  p a tie n t as robust and  of 

u n p reced en ted  p ro m ise  (81-222), an d  h a v in g  traced  H er p resen t affliction 

from  its onset th ro u g h  its various stages (222-267), C alhoun , as physician of 

the A m erican b o d y  politic , ends by ou tlin ing  a  reg im en  w hich  the pa tien t, if 

She is to find  c u re  for H e r m alady, m u st ad m in is te r  to H erself (267-284). 

C alhoun  p ro p o se d  a se ries of c o n s titu tio n a l re fo rm s, in c lu d in g  a d u a l

77At the very end of the Discourse, however, Calhoun does consider the "happy" example of 
the formation of the state government and constitution of South Carolina. But this example of 
the salutary effects of the system of the concurrent majority is clearly not designed to provide 
supporting illustration for argument in the Disquisition, but is instead inserted to give force to 
Calhoun's general polemical aim in the Discourse of bringing wayward America, or the South 
at least, back to true federalism and republicanism.
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executive, or two presidents (275-277), and  the end  of federal jud icial review  

as it h ad  come to be practiced and  w ide ly  (m is-)understood by  1840, w ith  the 

sta te  courts no longer be ing  reg a rd ed  as co-equals w ith  the  courts of the 

general governm ent (223-239).78

A nd  so the Discourse is m ore th an  ju st a statesm anly w o rk  addressed  

to thoughtfu l and  politically active A m ericans. In addition , the  D iscourse is 

p a r t  of a m ore  general tim eless p h ilo so p h ica l speech  w h o se  theo re tica l 

elem ents are presented m ostly in the  D isqu isition .

O n the whole, then, it appears th a t the D iscourse is m ore d ep en d en t on  

the  D isqu isition  than the opposite.

The D isquisition, as w e have  sa id , is a w ork  of po litica l theory , and  

specifically, an  extended reflection on  the n a tu re  of m an  and  governm ent. 

The D iscourse is a philosophical h is to ry  of the establishm ent and  subsequen t 

fu n c tio n in g  of the  A m erican  fed e ra l u n io n , and  fea tu res  a sy stem atic  

exam ination  of the docum ent of th a t un ion , the C onstitu tion  o f 1787. These 

tw o w orks m ay be read separately  to g rea t profit, or together, to even  greater 

p ro fit. The D isquisition  is a tim eless speech about the  h u m a n  good by  a 

ph ilo so p h er. The Discourse is an h istorical and  speculative speech  about the 

good  of a particu lar people w ritten  b y  a passionately involved sta tesm an  an d  

citizen. S ignificantly, those w ho , since  the  m id -n in e teen th  century , have

78 In Union and Liberty: The Political Philosophy of Tohn C. Calhoun, ed. Ross M. Lence 
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1992), 79, the editor aptly notes:

Although Calhoun's Discourse follows an elaborate outline, the subject matter can be 
divided into three general categories: (1) the original intentions of the founders 
concerning the formation and ratification of the>Cbristitution; (2) the dangers inherent 
in the encroachment of the federal government upon the reserved powers of the states; 
and (3) the call for the restoration of the doctrine ;of the-concurrent majority, if 
consolidation and disunion are to be avoided. Within this general framework, Calhoun 
provides a critical analysis of each of the articles of the Constitution, as well as all 
the major agencies of the general government. Also included is an analysis and critical 
reading of many documents, especially Federalist#!!). #39, #51, and #78.
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opposed C a lhoun 's  v iew s on the C onstitu tion  of '87 and  the nature of the 

A m erican u n io n , as w ell as on other fu n d am en ta l issues, includ ing  the 

nature  of sovereign ty , liberty, and  slavery, have typically  e ither ignored or 

failed to grasp the h igh  theoretical speech of the p relim inary  D isquisition .

W ith  the  w ritin g  of the  D isquisition to g e th e r w ith  the  Discourse. 

C alhoun established him self as a philosophic expositor of the C onstitution of 

'87 w ithout equal. C alhoun 's  principal aim  in the D isqu isition  was to lay a 

solid  fo u n d a tio n  fo r po litica l science. Yet by  p ro v id in g  th is foundation , 

C alhoun  also p ro v id e d  a coheren t an d  ex tensive  theo re tica l defense of 

Am erican federalism . The pu rpose  of the D iscourse w as, as Calhoun tells us, 

"to consider the character, orig in , and struc tu re  o f the  G overnm ent of the 

U nited States." A larm ed  by  the grow ing influence of m isconceptions about 

th is G o v ern m en t a m o n g  b o th  the c itizen ry  a n d  o ffice-ho lders o f the  

A m erican U nion, C a lhoun  reserved these topics as the  subject of a separate 

and  lengthy  v o lu m e . The D iscourse estab lishes, th ro u g h  h istorical and  

philosophical a rgum en t, the fact of the U nited S tates ' being, a t the start, in 

1789, a federal system  of governance: the D isqu isition  established the u tte r 

p ropriety  and  justness of tha t form  of governance for the d isparate  A m erican 

com m unities, ta k in g  in to  considera tion , as it d id , the  p a rticu la r m oral 

condition and  physical circum stances of these com m unities.

H av ing , th e n , co n sid ered  the sign ificance  o f the  D iscourse as a 

statesm anly, p h ilo so p h ica l, an d  h istorical w ork , a n d  hav in g  explored the 

nature of its rela tion  to its prelim inary, the D isquisition , w e m ay proceed w ith  

ou r consideration of C alhoun 's intentions regard ing  the  latter w ork.

B iographer G ustavus Pinckney has sum m arized  adm irab ly  C alhoun 's
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im m edia te  in tentions in w ritin g  th e  D isquisition, and  has com m ented , w ith

considerable insight, on  how  the w o rk  should be read. P inckney (1903) argues

th a t C alhoun 's aim  in w riting  th e  D isquisition was:

To prov ide a brief and  serviceable sum m ary of his d iscoveries and their 
application . . .. C onsequently , in this volum e is con ta ined  the distilled 
essence of the long resu lts o f a lifetime. All he terogeneous matter, all 
com plicating detail, every  irrelevance, all surp lusage, is p ru n e d  away 
and  elim inated, and  the re su lt is a handbook of po litical science, as 
rem arkable for com pleteness as it is for brevity. Indeed , b rev ity  is the 
difficulty at the sam e tim e th a t it is the m erit of such  a w ork . One w ho 
has g iven b u t indifferent a tten tion  to these subjects is w holly  
u n p rep a red  to derive the fu ll benefit of w ha t is here com pressed  into 
such narrow  com pass.79

79 Writing at the turn of the century, Pinckney continues by lamenting the poor reception 
given to the work as of his time:

. . .  the minds of many, in reference to these topics, are in much less condition than 
mere passivity; the minds of many are completely possessed by certain prejudices and 
misconceptions, which render the successful inoculation of correct ideas almost 
hopeless.

One is reminded by this comment of a remark by Robert E. Lee. One year after the end 
of the War for Southern Independence, in 1866, Lee wrote to Jubal Early, one of his former 
lieutenants, who had, along with many others, beseeched Lee to make some public statement 
about the justice of the Southern cause. Lee decided against such a course of action, observing 
that: "At present, the public mind is not prepared to receive the truth."

Lee understood, as philosopher Richard Weaver would later observe, that "People 
must be in a state of grace to listen to the truth, more especially when it comes as a 
remonstrance." See Gustavus Pinckey, LifeofTohnC. Calhoun. 233-234, and Richard M. Weaver, 
"Lee the Philosopher" in The Southern Essays of Richard M. Weaver ('Indianapolis: 
LibertyPress, 1987), 175.

Evidently, the Disquisition, as w ell as Calhoun's originality and genius as a moral and 
political philosopher, have gone largely unappreciated in large part because men have not yet 
grasped the full meaning and significance o f the dual-principle as the first principle of 
political science. The brevity of the work, combined with its author's unembellished and 
straightforward style, encourage a brisk reading that tends to leave one with the sense that one 
has apprehended fully when, in fact, one has not. That the ̂ vork is sooner read than 
understood, while true of any great literary work, is perhaps especially true of Calhoun's 
Disquisition. But the Disquisition differs from other works which bear repeated reading in 
this particular: by allowing the reader, through its brevity and simplicity of style, to form the 
feeling or illusion of full and complete apprehension, and to neglect thereby further study and 
examination of this and other works of the author.
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A b re a th - ta k in g ly  sh o rt seven ty -th ree  pages, th e  D isqu isition  o n  

G o v e rn m e n t s tan d s  w ith in  the general corpus of C a lh o u n 's  w orks as the 

w ould-be trea tise  of a m an  too occupied w ith  the g rea t po litical struggles of 

h is tim e to a d o p t th e  lo n g er form . But d esp ite  its b rev ity , C a lh o u n 's  

D isquisition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t is a complete political speech. It is a com plete 

speech, n o t because it com prehends w ithin its covers an  exhaustive  treatm ent 

of every conceivable po litical issue, including all of the po litical im plications 

of concerns an d  subjects m ore rem ote from politics. For such  com pleteness is 

obviously im possib le  of h u m an  attainm ent. Instead, C a lh o u n 's  D isqu isition  

is a com plete po litica l ph ilosoph ical speech because all of th e  basic issues of 

politics are ad d re ssed  in  term s of a scientific first p rin c ip le .80 This m akes 

C alhoun 's D isq u isitio n  th a t ra rity  w ith in  the W estern  po litica l ph ilosoph ic  

tradition; a system atic , ye t concise and  econom ical exp lanation  of the  central 

phenom ena  of the  science of governm ent an d  of p o litica l life generally . 

Indeed , as I h av e  a lread y  in tim ated  in P art I thusfar, a n d  w ill p roceed  to 

dem onstra te  in  P a rt II, w h a t m akes possible this u n u su a l a n d  even  strik ing

80 More specifically, the Disquisition is a complete speech because it involves the 
explanation of moral and political opposites in terms of a single principle, including the 
individual and social feelings, liberty and order, government and anarchy, tyranny and 
resistance, virtue and vice, unity and division, war and peace, et cetera. On the nature of the 
complete philosophical speech, see the epilogue of Donald Phillip Verene, Philosophy and 
the Return to Self-Knowledge (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997) tided "The Tablet of 
Philosophy", 256-257:

. . .  The lovers of wisdom applied themselves here to learning in common the art of the 
complete speech: the speech that moves from opposition to opposition throughout 
experience, recalling the whole of things and imitating its truth in words. Within this 
process,.. .  thought moves from the finding of to p o i  to the judgments of reason that 
follow from them and issue in argumenta. These argiimenta are at the same time 
enclosed in a course of higher speech that is the true narration of what is. This is the 
thought of the circle, the perfect motion that runs from beginning to middle to end, and 
in the end is its beginning. The art of the philosopher is the art of circular thinking, or 
what is called speculation.

Speculation is insight into inner form. It sees .... the nature of a thing through 
its opposite and forms a circle of thought.
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com bination of system aticity , econom y of style, a n d  b rev ity  are the very 

discovery and  use of the  dual-p rincip le  as the f irs t p rinc ip le  o f political 

science-
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PART E

THE STRUCTURE OF THE POLITICAL UNIVERSE REVEALED

. . .  the things best to know are first principles and causes. For through them and from them all 
other things may be known but not they through the things covered by them.

— Aristotle, Metaphysics
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CHA PTER IV

THE ORIGIN A N D  NATURE OF 

SOCIETY, GOVERNM ENT, A N D  CONSTITUTION

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

195

I h av e  sa id  th a t it is in  te rm s of the d u a l-p rin c ip le  th a t  ev ery  

fu n d a m e n ta l c o n s id e ra tio n  re g a rd in g  g o v e rn m e n t m ay  b e  e x p la in e d , 

including  its origin, its p roper object, its problem atic character (or its tendency 

to abuse and  oppression), and  the so lu tio n  to the m ost fundam en ta l p rob lem  

w h ich  n a tu ra lly  a tten d s  its o p e ra tio n s . This claim  w ill be su b s ta n tia ted  

system atically  an d  in  detail in the p re sen t chapter and  in  the tw o  th a t follow  

it. The specific concern  of the p re se n t chapter, as the first of a trilogy, is to 

e x p la in  h o w  a n d  w hence  b o th  g o v e rn m e n t an d  p o litica l c o n s titu tio n  

originate.

As w e saw  in C hapter II, in  o u r  initial explication of the dual-princip le, 

C alhoun  tau g h t th a t society canno t su b sis t w ithou t governm en t because the 

d u a l-p rin c ip le , a n d  the p rim acy  re la tio n , in particu la r, in  its inexorab le  

operation , "necessarily  leads to conflict betw een ind iv iduals."  (7) H ence w e 

saw  how, acco rd ing  to C alhoun, th e  dual-p rincip le  inclines each  p e rso n  to 

have "a grea ter reg a rd  for his ow n safety  or happiness, th an  for the  safety or 

happiness of others; and , w here these com e in opposition, is read y  to sacrifice 

the interests of o thers to his ow n." (7) A nd so, there exists "the  tendency  to a 

un iversal sta te  of conflict, b e tw een  in d iv id u a l.a n d  ind iv idual: accom panied  

by  the  co n n ec ted  passions of su sp ic io n , jealousy, an g er a n d  rev en g e  — 

follow ed by  insolence, fraud  and  c ru e lty  -- and, if n o t p rev en ted  by  som e 

con tro lling  p o w er, en d in g  in  a s ta te  o f un iversa l d isco rd  a n d  confusion , 

destructive of the  social state and  the  ends for w hich it is o rdained ."  (7) This 

tendency to the destruc tion  of the  social state, it shou ld  be em phasized , is a 

p e rm a n e n t fe a tu re  o f the  h u m a n  co n d itio n , an d  th e re fo re  c a n n o t be  

perm anen tly  defeated  or overcom e. Instead , this tendency resides alw ays in
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the bosom s of in d iv id u a ls  and  on the sp iritua l p e riphery  of the polity , as it 

were, w aiting  to be  un leashed  in periods of confusion and  d isorder. In this 

way, then , the d u a l-p rin c ip le  is that "constitu tion  o r law  of o u r n a tu re , 

w ithou t w hich  governm en t w ould  not exist, and  w ith  w hich  its existence is 

necessary . . . . "  (5)

But this un iversa l and  ever-present tendency to the destruction  of the 

social state is, on  the  w hole, he ld  in check by  another inexorable p ro d u c t of 

the d u a l-p rin c ip le , an d  th e reb y  p rev en ted  from  becom ing  an  e n d u rin g  

actualized cond ition  w ith  w hich  and w ith in  w hich  m en  m u st contend. So 

the fundam ental p rob lem  of society is its tendency to d isso lu tion  as a resu lt of 

certain  opera tions o f the  dual-princip le . A nd , paradox ically  enough , the 

inexorab le  p ro d u c t  of th e  d u a l-p rin c ip le  th a t is th e  so lu tio n  to th is  

fundam en ta l p ro b lem  is th a t "con tro lling  pow er, w h erev er vested , o r by  

w hom sever exercised , [that] is GOVERNMENT." (7) T hus, as C alhoun  

writes:

It follows then , that m an  is so constituted, that governm ent is 
necessary to the  existence of society, and  society to his existence, and  the 
perfection of h is faculties. It follows, also, that governm ent has its 
origin in th is tw o-fold constitution of his nature; the  sym pathetic or 
social feelings constitu ting  the rem ote -- and  the ind iv idual or direct, 
the proxim ate cause. (7)

In this way, th ro u g h  the m ysterious w orkings of a D ivine Providence, 

a problem  created  and  posed  by  the operation  of n a tu ra l forces is inexorably 

palliated, if no t cu red  ou trigh t, by  nature  herself.. A nd  th is d ispensation  is all 

the m ore peculiar a n d  w ondrous, because both; the prob lem  and its so lu tion  

stem, as w e have explained , directly from  the sam e principle.

As if self-consciously  echoing the speech of H obbes on  the  o rig in  of

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

197

governm ent, C alhoun  argues th a t the con tro lling  pow er th a t is governm ent

is the solution to the prob lem  of conflict be tw een  individuals. For a t the very

beginning of P art II of L ev ia th an , titled "O f C om m onw ealth", H obbes writes:

The finall [sic] C ause, End, or Designe [sic] of men, . . .  in  the 
in troduction  of th a t restra in t upon  them selves, (in w h ich  w e see them 
in C om m onw ealths,) is the foresight of their ow n preservation , and  of 
a m ore contented life thereby; that is to say, of getting them selves out 
from  th a t m iserable condition  of W arre [sic], w hich is necessarily  
co n seq u e n t. . .  to the  natu ra ll [sic] Passions of m en, w h en  there is no 
visible Pow er to keep them  in awe, and  tye [sic] them  by feare [sic] of 
pun ishm en t to the  perform ance of their C ovenants, . . . 1

But C a lh o u n  d iffe rs  from  H obbes a n d  all o ther p o litica l theorists 

regarding the specific m an n er and  concerns w ith  w hich he tracks and  records 

"the naturall Passions of m en" and  the effects of these passions as they relate 

to political life. In d eed , regard ing  the specifically  political im plications of 

these "Passions", w h a t o ther th inkers h ad  m erely  app roached  th ro u g h  their 

speculative in v estig a tio n s, and  only  ap p ro x im ated  by  su g g estio n  in  their 

w ritings, C alhoun  saw  in  d e p th  and  d istinctly , an d  expressed  w ith  a clarity 

and  precision tha t can on ly  come from  a fuller m astery  of the subject.

Because of our ignorance of the exact n a tu re  of the various intellectual 

influences on  C alhoun , it is an  open  question  as to w h a t ex te n t the depth , 

clarity, and  precision  o f h is account m ay be a ttrib u ted  to p r io r  advances in  

theory. But how ever th a t  m ay  be, C alhoun — as I shall show  over the course 

of this trilogy of chap ters — saw  the fundam ental problem  reg a rd in g  society — 

tha t is, its tendency to d isso lu tion  — m ore clearly, and  conveyed th is problem  

to posterity  w ith  m ore precision, than  anyone h a d  before. F or according to 

Calhoun, it is no t m erely  "the  na tu ra ll Passions", generally  conceived, w hich

'Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. C B. Macpherson (England: Penguin Classics, 1985), 223.
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form  the fu n d am en ta l cause of governm ent, b u t th e  dua l-p rincip le  of ou r 

na tu re , in particu lar. A lso, in tracking the dev e lo p m en t and  effects of "the 

na tu ra ll Passions of m en " , C alhoun , as w e shall a lso  see, w ou ld  contribute 

m uch to the  co n stru c tio n  of a com prehensive acco u n t of the fundam ental 

relations betw een the passions and  governm ent.

H av ing  tracked  the  passions and the ir effects from  the form ation of 

society to its th rea ten ed  destruction , and then  to th e  p a llia tion  of that th reat 

th rough  the inexorable adven t of governm ent; C a lhoun , p u sh in g  on into the 

thickets of po litical p h en o m en a , discovered the sou rce  o f a fu rther and  far 

m ore m om entous effect of the passions. This m ore  m om entous effect is the 

tendency of g o v ernm en t, once form ed, to abuse a n d  oppression . For recall 

that

. . . governm ent, a lthough  in tended to p ro tec t an d  preserve society, has 
itself a strong  tendency  to disorder and  abuse o f its pow ers, as all 
experience an d  a lm ost every page of h istory  testify. The cause is to be 
found in  the sam e constitu tion  of ou r n a tu re  w h ich  m akes 
governm ent indispensable. The pow ers w h ich  it is necessary for 
governm ent to possess, in  o rder to repress v io lence and  preserve order, 
cannot execute them selves. They m ust be ad m in iste red  by  m en in 
w hom , like o th ers , the ind iv idual are s tronger th an  the social feelings. 
A nd hence, the  pow ers vested  in them  to p re v e n t injustice and 
oppression on  th e  p a rt of others, will, if left u n g u a rd ed , be by them  
converted in to  in strum en ts to oppress the re s t of the  com m unity. (9)

A nd so governm en ta l abuse and  oppression  is to be explained in term s 

of the capacity of the  dual-princip le  to m anifest itse lf th ro u g h  the necessarily 

h u m a n  agency  of go v ern m en t. T herefore once ag a in , th a t w hich  m akes 

governm ent ind ispensab le , also renders it p roblem atic.

But of course, th e  tendency  of governm en t to  abuse  and  oppression  

h a d  been  a cen tra l th em e  in  political w ritin g  lo n g  befo re  the  n ineteen th
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century. Still, the question  rem ains as to the sufficiency of its explanation 

prior to Calhoun.

In R ousseau, for exam ple, w e find, th a t th is fu n d am en ta l p roblem  of

governm ent is conceived soundly , b u t only in  a general w ay. For instance, as

Rousseau w rites in  his Social C ontract:

Just as the private  w ill acts constantly against the general will, the 
governm ent m akes a  continual effort against sovereignty. The m ore 
this effort increases, the m ore the constitution is altered. A nd since 
there is here no o ther corporate will w hich, by  resisting  the w ill of the 
prince, w ould  create an  equilibrium  w ith  it, sooner or later the prince 
m ust finally oppress the sovereign and b reak  the  social treaty. That is 
the inheren t and  inevitable vice which, from  the  b irth  of the  body 
politic, tends unceasingly to destroy it, ju st as o ld  age and  death  
destroy the h um an  body.2

Yet desp ite  the obvious dep th , insight, an d  accuracy  of this analysis, 

R ousseau w as p reven ted  by  the unavailability  of a concisely form ulated  first 

p rincip le  from  giving a far m ore definitive and  tigh tly  reasoned  account of 

the  p rob lem  of governm en t, as I have called it. For observe  th a t w ith in  

R ousseau 's account there is no recognition, for exam ple, of the fundam ental, 

u n d e rly in g  connec tion  in  h u m a n  na tu re  b e tw ee n  th e  "p r iv a te  w ill"  of 

in d iv id u a ls  and  po litica l con stitu tio n . T hus R o u sseau , u n lik e  C alhoun , 

p resen ts no w ell-developed theoretical account to the effect th a t the problem  

of governm ent and  its so lu tio n  have a com m on source. A nd  so, recalling 

ou r earlier assessm ent of H obbes: w hereas the  unavailab ility  of a sound  first 

p rin c ip le  p re v e n te d  H obbes from  g iv ing  the  k in d  of econom ical and  

defin itive explanation  of the  fundam enta l p rob lem  o f society  — namely, its

2 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Social Contract in The Basic Political Writings (Indianapolis: 
Hackett Publishing, 1987), 192. Deriving from the Latin nascere, "to be bom", a "nation" is a 
kind of "birth." Thus Rousseau understood that all nations, like individuals, are mortal.
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tendency to dissolution; it w as the same theoretical lacunae w hich w ould  bar 

R o u sseau  from  a like  ex p la n a tio n  of the fu n d a m e n ta l  p ro b lem  of 

governm ent, or of its tendency  to abuse and oppression . Therefore, w hat 

p rev ious th inkers w o u ld  on ly  approxim ate in th e ir specu lations, C alhoun  

w ould  flush out, and  d raw  into plain view.

But having suggested  C alhoun 's originality on  this score, let us re tu rn  

to our earlier point that the  tendency of governm ent to abuse and oppression 

is  an  effect of the passions of m ore m om ent than  the  tendency  of the social 

state to destruction. This insigh t stems from  C alhoun 's explanation of how  

there is, in  na tu re , no inexorable or autom atic pa llia tive  for governm ental 

abuse and  oppression, as there  is for the tendency of society to dissolution. 

T hat is, w here  the n a tu ra l and  inexorable adven t o f governm en t keeps the 

n a tu ra l tendency  of the  social state to d estruc tion  in  check; there is no 

corresponding  natural and  inexorable process — spon taneously  generated and 

essentially  unreflective -- w hereby  the tendency of go v ern m en t to abuse and 

opp ression  m ay be p rev e n ted  from  a full and  ab id in g  realization. This 

in s ig h t an d  c ircum stance  exp lains as w ell w h y  a n a rch y  is a rare  and  

unsusta ined  event, w hile the  oppression and abuses o f p o w er associated w ith  

despotism  or lawless rule are , in  every age, of such frequency and  persistence. 

T his is so, C alhoun  su g g e s ts , because, as in d isp en sab le  features of a 

P rov iden tia l plan, the  ten d en cy  to anarchy and  the tendency  to despotism  

respectively have d ifferent roles to play w ithin h u m an  affairs and  history.

In  fact, C a lhoun  v iew ed  despotism  as, a t som e level, a positive  

d ispensation , because it p rov ides a solution and a lterna tive , how ever rough  

and  attended by abuses, to the  problem  of w arring factions, anarchy, and social
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dissolution. A nd th a t anarchy  is necessarily an  ep h em era l cond ition  which 

tends to pass aw ay  in to  despo tism  or absolute go v ern m en t is ano ther aspect 

of the sam e d isp e n sa tio n . In  ligh t th en  of h is p ro v id e n tia l  view  of 

governm ent, it sh o u ld  com e as no suprise tha t C alhoun  called  anarchy and 

n o t despotism  the "g rea test of all evils." (30) Indeed, acco rd in g  to Calhoun, 

despotism  is far from  be ing  an  unqualified  evil. In s te ad , even  the m ost 

despotic and  abusive governm en t m ay be, a t the very  l e a s t3, appreciated for 

tha t m easure of security  an d  o rd er tha t it does prov ide society. O n  the other 

hand , anarchy, as a su sp en s io n  of governm ent, offers n o  such  benefit, b u t 

instead is itself the absence of all security and  p ro tec tio n .4 T hus, " . . .  any, the 

w orst form  of governm ent, is be tter than  anarchy." (568)5

As th in g s  a re  a c tu a lly  a n d  p ro v id e n tia lly  o rd e re d , how ever, a 

com bination of forces, b o m  of ou r na ture  and su rro u n d in g s, all b u t preclude 

outrigh t anarchy as an  actualized  and  enduring  condition . Indeed , the very 

existence of anarchy is restricted  and circumscribed by  these  forces to that of a 

m ere possib ility  o r tendency  alw ays checked in  its o p e ra tio n , m ore or less 

effectively, b y  an  effective counter-tendency. A narchy  th e n , w h en  it does 

occur, is a stric tly  ep h em era l cond ition  w hich  resu lts  fro m  a tem porary  

suspension  of the action of governm ent, from  w hatever causes. In  contrast, 

the  tendency  of g o v e rn m e n t to  abuse a n d  o p p ressio n  h as  no  coun ter in  

na tu re  w hose  inexorab le  o p e ra tio n  could  thus lim it its  ex istence, as w ith

3 In fact, the providential role of despotic government extends far beyond that of being 
merely a disagreeable, painful, and even brutal alternative to anarchy, as I shall show in 
Chapter Vm, in a critical discussion of Calhoun's conception of liberty.

4 Cf. Rudolph von Ihering: "Anarchy, that is to say the absence of any state force, is not a 
state at all, and anyone who puts an end to it by any means whatsoever, whether it be a usurper 
from within or a conqueror from without, renders a service to society. H e is both a saviour and a 
benefactor, for of all states the most insupportable is that in which there is no state." Quoted 
by M. Prelot, Dictionnaire de sociologie. in an article titled "Autorite."

5 See the "Speech on the Oregon Bill" [June 27,1848].
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anarchy, to a m ere possibility, o r a t w orst, to a fleeting and  transito ry  episode, 

like a bad  dream . Instead, to find a cure, or better yet, a p reventative  for such 

d istem pered  governm ent, w e m u st look, C alhoun says, n o t to som e natural 

cause, b u t to a n  artific ial one. Specifically, " th a t, b y  w h ich  [abuse and 

oppression by governm ent] is p reven ted , by w hatever nam e called, is w ha t is 

m eant by  CONSTITUTION, in  its m ost com prehensive sense, w hen  applied  

to GOVERNMENT." (9)6 A nd so constitution is an  artificial, and  n o t a natural 

cause of ju s t a n d  m odera te  governm ent; w hereas, again , g o v e rn m en t is a 

n a tu ra l, a n d  n o t  an  a rtific ial cause of social o rd er. T his d is tin c tio n  of 

C alhoun 's be tw een  the artificiality of constitution, on  the  one h an d , and  the 

natu ra l character of society and  governm ent, on the o ther han d , is a crucially 

im portan t one th a t requires fu rther elaboration.

T ow ards su ch  e lab o ra tio n  and  c larification , le t u s f irs t consider 

C alhoun 's  d e fin itio n  of constitu tion . A ccordingly, fo r C alh o u n , the  term  

"constitu tion", in  its m ost com prehensive sense, w hile  it com prehends w hat 

is com m only called  "constitu tion", or w hat I shall call hencefo rth  "political 

constitu tion", also includes all the  other m eans of resistance to governm ental 

o pp ression . T hese o ther m eans include  a rm ed  reb e llio n , ty ran n ic id e , 

n onv io len t civil d isobed ience , an d  a m yriad  of o th e r  m eans of resisting  

governm ental abuse  and  oppression . Therefore, w hen  w e speak  of "political 

constitu tion" then , w e are, accord ing  to Calhoun, re fe rring  to constitu tion  in 

the strict sense o f the w ord. W ith th is definition in  h a n d , le t us now  return  

to our consideration  of the artificial character of constitu tion.

First, w e h av e  show n th a t  governm ent an d  co n stitu tio n  each  have

6And compare Aristotle in the Politics: "A constitution is the organization of offices in a 
state, and and determines what is to be the governing body, and what is the end of each 
community." See Aristotle, Politics, in Great Poli tical Thinkers (previously cited), 121.
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their source or origin in the  dual-princip le of m an 's n a tu re . N ow , our aim  is 

to explain  how governm ent differs significantly from  constitu tion  as regards 

their respective origins. For according to Calhoun, "[political] constitution is 

a contrivance of m an, w hile  governm ent is of D ivine o rd ina tion . [So] m an 

is left to perfect w ha t the w isdom  of the Infinite o rd a in ed , as necessary to 

p reserve  the race." (10) A s it tu rn s ou t, the im plica tions of this m arked  

difference are m any and pro found . For indeed, the fact th a t  governm ent, and 

also society, are of D iv ine  o rd in a tio n , w hile c o n s titu tio n  is of h u m an  

contrivance, are those fundam en ta l conditions w hich fram e political life and 

pose one of the greatest challenges of m an 's  earthly existence. C onstitution, 

then , is the perfection of governm ent, b u t is not essen tia l to the  existence of 

governm en t or of society. But, to fu lly  appreciate th is  fundam en ta l and 

im p o r ta n t  d iffe rence  b e tw e e n  (n a tu ra l)  g o v e rn m e n t a n d  (artific ial) 

constitu tion, we m ust u n d e rs tan d  first som e of those d ifferences w hich exist 

betw een  society and  governm ent them selves.

First, society and  governm ent alike are "necessary to  the  existence and 

w ell-being of our race, and  equally  of Divine ordination." (8) But, "although 

[they] are . . . intim ately connected w ith  and  dependent u p o n  each other — of 

the  tw o society is the greater. [Society] is first in the o rder of things, and in  the 

d ignity  of its object; that of society being prim ary — to p reserve  and  perfect our 

race; an d  tha t of go v ern m en t secondary  and su b o rd in a te , to p reserve and  

perfect society." (8) A nd  so, rem iniscent of Aristotle, th e re  is for C alhoun a 

n a tu ra l o rder of objects o r ends w ith  regard  to w hich  th in g s  are arranged. 

A nd  the  things an d  o rder specified here is of course: society  first, and  then  

governm ent. But this o rder, it shou ld  be em phasized, is n o t a  tem poral one,
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according to w hich actual or historical societies p reced e  into existence the  

respective governm ents w hich  are their protectors. For in specifying their 

d ifferent objects, C a lh o u n  underscores explicitly  th e  con trast betw een  the  

direct relation of society to the race, on the one h a n d , and  the indirect relation 

of governm ent to the  race, on  the other hand . T hus C alhoun  ranks society 

and governm ent w ith  regard  to the relative d ignity  o f  their respective ends or 

objects, and independen tly  of any  other consideration.

C alhoun 's aim  here  is to describe, in  good A risto telian  order, the m ost 

fundam ental na tu ra l relations betw een m an, society, and  governm ent against 

the backdrop of a m ore  general account of a re su lta n t n a tu ra l h ierarchy  of 

m eans and ends. Society is the m ore proxim ate m eans, and  governm ent, the 

m ore rem ote m eans, to  the preservation and  perfection  of the race. Therefore, 

so far as po litica l science is concerned , th e re  is no  e n d  b eyond  th e  

p reserva tion  and  p erfec tio n  of the race. A nd  th is  circum stance is itse lf 

p regnan t w ith  im p o rtan t im plications. For if, as w e no ted  in  C h ap te r I, 

political science is th e  ru lin g  science; then  the d ig n ity  and  value of the  

u ltim ate  end  of th a t science m ust exceed the d ig n ity  and  value of the  

co rrespond ing  u ltim a te  ends in  every o ther sc ience. For exam ple, the  

corresponding u ltim ate  ends of economics and  m o ra l science appear to be, 

respectively, the m ateria l sustenance and p rosperity  of m an  an d  the sp iritua l 

preservation  and  perfection  of the indiv idual. H ow ever, w eighty  as these 

ends of m oral and  econom ic science are, they  m u s t  be, o n  the p rev io u s 

supposition, of less m om en t and  im port than  the p rese rv a tio n  and perfection  

of the race. H av ing  u n d ersco red  this im p o rtan t im p lica tion  of C a lhoun 's  

view  on the respective ends of society and governm ent, it  is necessary for us
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now  to re tu rn  to the central th rea d  of ou r discourse, w hose aim. is to indicate

the im portance of the difference betw een  the natural character of society and

g o v e rn m e n t, on  the one h a n d , a n d  the  artific ia l n a tu re  o f p o litic a l

constitu tion , on  the o ther h and . T ow ard  this end, let us beg in  b y  considering

the n a tu ra l character of society.

In  explicating C a lh o u n 's  v iew  th a t society is n a tu ra l, w e  m ay  -- for

reasons th a t w ill soon be a p p a re n t -- choose as o u r s ta r tin g  p o in t his

observation  th a t the h um an  race is n o t com prehended in  a sing le  society or

co m m u n ity , and  then exam ine h is account of the cause of th is circum stance.

T hus C a lhoun  observes th a t the  h u m a n  race, in every  age a n d  w h erev e r

found , is na tu ra lly  and  inev itab ly  com prehended  in  a p lu ra lity  of m ore or

less w ell-organized societies o r com m unities, and is never found  to subsist as

a m ere aggregate of ind iv iduals, o r even  as a single u n ita ry  com m unity . (11)

In his causal account of this circum stance, Calhoun writes:

The lim ited reason and  faculties of m an, the great d iversity  of 
language, customs, pu rsu its , situation  and com plex ion7, an d  the 
difficulty of intercourse, w ith  various causes, have, by  the ir operation , 
form ed a great m any separa te  com m unities, acting in d ep en d en tly  of 
each  other. Between these  there  is the same tendency to conflict — and  
from  the sam e constitu tion  of o u r na tu re  — as betw een  m en  
individually; and even stronger — because the sym pathetic  o r social 
feelings are no t so s trong  betw een  different com m unities, as be tw een  
ind iv iduals of the sam e com m unity. (11)

A nd  so the tendency to conflict betw een ind iv iduals has an  analogue

7CaIhoun was not unaware of the complex and crucially important causal role of complexion 
in social and political organization and evolution. For example, in his "Speech on the Proposed 
Occupation of Yucatan" (Senate, May 15,1848), commenting on recent antagonisms between 
Indians and European settlers in that region, Calhoun wrote; with characteristic honesty and 
insight:

I have no aversion to any race, red or black, but my sympathies are for the white race. I 
am not so much sophisticated by misguided philosophy or false philanthropy as to lose 
the natural feelings which belong to me.
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in  an d  sh a res  a  com m on  source w ith  the ten d e n cy  to conflict be tw een

com m unities. But, as one shou ld  be able to su rm ise  from  reflection on  this

and  contiguous passages in  the D isqu isition  (10-12), C alhoun  gives us m uch

m ore than  an  ex p lan a tio n  of the c ircum stance th a t  the h u m an  race tends

alw ays to be  com prehended  in  a p lu rality  of separa te  com m unities. Indeed,

w ith in  such passages, w e have the outlines of a theory  of feeling or sentim ent

in  term s of w h ich  n o t o n ly  the geog raph ica l e x te n t an d  b o u n d arie s  of

historical com m unities m ay be explained; bu t also, w e have w ha t is evidently

an  essen tia l e lem en t o f a general m etaphysical accoun t of hum an  w arfare ,

an  account in  the trad ition , for exam ple, of tha t g rea t ph ilosopher of w ar, Karl

von C lausew itz (1780-1831).8 Poin ting  u p  this e lem ent, the  C arolinian writes:

So pow erfu l, indeed , is [the] tendency [to conflict betw een 
com m unities], th a t it has led to alm ost incessant w ars betw een 
contiguous com m unities for p lu n d er and conquest, o r to avenge 
injuries, real o r supposed . (11)

Therefore, no t only m ay  society, governm ent, an d  political constitu tion 

be explained in term s of the  "tw o-fold constitu tion  of [m an's] nature", b u t the 

ex istence  o f se p a ra te  com m un ities , p o litica l b o u n d a rie s , a lliances, an d  

in te rp o lity  w a rs  as w ell. H ence com m unities, like in d iv id u a ls , p a rtak e  of 

se n tim en ts  o r fee lin g s , in d iv id u a l a n d  social, a n d  therefo re : "Self-

p reserva tion  is the su p rem e law , as w ell w ith  com m unities as ind iv iduals."  

(11) U nlike v o n  C lausew itz , how ever, C alhoun  sp e n t far m ore tim e and  

e n e rg y  e x a m in in g  a n d  e x p la in in g  th o se  co n flic ts  th a t  occur w ith in  

co m m u n ities  th a n  o n  th o se  w hich  occu r b e tw een  in d ep e n d en t po litica l 

com m unities.

8 A contemporary of Calhoun, see Clausewitz' famous and influential treatise On War 
(1833).
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As a constitu tiona l th e o ris t an d  sta tesm an , C a lh o u n  w as m ostly  

concerned  w ith  effectively coun te rac ting  the tendency to conflict be tw een  

th o se  orders, c lasses, o r in te re s ts  w h ich  together com pose  the general 

com m unity . Still, it w o u ld  be  an  e rro r to su p p o se , for exam ple , th a t 

C a lh o u n 's  concen tra tion  o n  th e  causes of in trapo lity  conflict is a m ere 

reflection of those particu lar struggles w hich preoccupied h im  as a statesm an. 

Instead , C alhoun 's theore tical speech  in  the D isquisition suggests how  the 

behavior of a polity, vis-a-vis o ther polities, depends to a large degree u p o n  its 

in te rnal political o rganization . Thus the m anner in  w hich  a po lity  comes to 

conceive of its interests vis-a-vis o ther polities depends in large pa rt, though  

n o t exclusively, on an  in te rnal rela tion  betw een the society, on  the one hand, 

an d  the structure and opera tiona l tendencies of its governm ent, on  the other 

h a n d . T hus C a lh o u n 's  em p h a s is  in  the  D isquisition on  th e  p rob lem s 

a tten d in g  in ternal conflict a p p a re n tly  stem s from  a deep  in s ig h t in to  the 

behavioral tendencies of p o litie s .9

A nother em phasis b y  C alhoun  w orth  noting is that he  focussed m ore 

o n  those problem s re la ting  d irec tly  to governm ent than  on  those  problem s 

apperta in ing  to the n a tu re  an d  evolu tion , for exam ple, of those  institu tions, 

conventions, sym pathies, a n d  sh a red  concerns w hich  together constitu te  a 

society. Thus C alhoun w as m ore a political than a social philosopher.

C alhoun  d id  no t, fo r exam ple , g ive p rio rity  to trac in g  th e  causal 

relations betw een the dual-p rincip le  and  those relations of au tho rity , equality, 

a n d  subord ination  w hich  form  an  essentia l p a r t  of the sp iritu a l fabric and

9 My conjecture here on the causes of Calhoun's emphasis on the intra-communal is not 
directly and unequivocally confirmed, for example, by any explicit, self-reflective statement by 
Calhoun himself. However, the various"structuralist" arguments of Calhoun which I present 
and review over the course of Part II of this work do seem to substantiate my conjecture. These 
arguments emphasize, as we shall see, the complex causal role of the structure of government.
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essence of every  civil society. N ecessary features of all hum an  association, 

the re la tions o f au thority , subord ination , a n d  equality , each in  its p ro p er 

place, p lay  ind ispensab le  roles in the p reserva tion  and  progress of the  race. 

Being o ccu p ied  w ith  o th e r m atters, C a lh o u n  also d id  n o t u n d e rta k e  to 

describe how , exactly, the  dua l-p rincip le  of o u r  n a tu re  con tribu tes to the 

form ation  of those diverse associations, includ ing  fam ily, local com m unity, 

and  the church , w hich, taken  together, form  civil society, and  in  w h ich  the 

relations of au tho rity , subordination , and  equality  m ust be p layed out. A nd 

yet, as w e shall see directly, C alhoun 's focus on  the m ore strictly political and  

governm ental is replete w ith  helpful in tim ations for the social philosopher.

For indeed , as an active principle both  an im ating  and  em anating  from  

every  in d iv id u a l p e rso n  w ith in  these  associations, the  d u a l-p rin c ip le , in  

e ither its ac tua liza tion  or m is-actualization, is su re ly  one am ong the g rea t 

causes w hich  determ ines in  the first place, w h a t k inds of relations — w hether 

of equality, or of au thority  and subordination  — exist am ong ind iv iduals and  

am ong associations respectively in  a g iven instance. H ence the in terests or 

portions th a t m ake up  a com m unity  m ay be, in  re la tion  to one ano ther, on  

equal or u n eq u al term s as regards their respective contro l of the pow ers of 

go v ernm en t, a n d  as reg a rd s  their capacities thereby , e ith er to p ro te c t 

them selves fro m  the o th er in terests, o r to ag g ran d ize  them selves a t the  

expense of th e  o ther in terests. L ikew ise, in d iv id u a ls , am ong them selves, 

m ay be equals o r unequals. So a p rinc ipal cause th a t determ ines all these 

rela tions, in  a g iven  instance, is the dua l-p rincip le , or how  our in d iv id u a l 

and  social feelings have been  developed or m isdeveloped.

M oreover, from  the  explicit p ro n o u n cem en ts  w h ich  C a lhoun  does
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offer, w e can readily see that it is th ro u g h  the  operation  of both  aspects of the 

dual-princip le , w ith  the active p rincip les of sociality and  prim acy w orking  in 

com bination  w ith  one another, th a t social w holes or associations are form ed. 

In  th is sense, the dua l-p rincip le  is a  p rin c ip a l cause of the form ation  an d  

m ain tenance  of all h u m an  associations, ran g in g  from  the m ost e lem entary  

form , the  family, to the m ost com plex  form s, w h ich  include w hole civil 

societies, and  confederacies or looser alliances betw een  such com m un ities .10 

A lso, the  tw o p rincip les, th ro u g h  th e ir  jo in t opera tion , and  th ro u g h  th a t 

c o n d itio n in g  w h ich  th ey  u n d e rg o  a t  th e  h a n d s  of in s titu tio n a l fo rm s, 

includ ing  the structure of governm ent, con tribu te  m uch  tow ard  establishing 

the  m em bersh ip , the b o u n d a rie s , a n d  th e  d is tin c tiv e  d ispositions and  

p rio rities of the  ind iv idua l m em bers of these  associations, and  therefore, of 

the associations them selves.

W ith in  any h u m an  association , the  in d iv id u a l comes to iden tify  a t 

least a p a rt of his ow n in terest w ith  th a t of the w hole. Hence an  association 

a lw ays expresses som e aspect of the  general conception of self-interest of its

10 For a brilliant, detailed, but still much-neglected philosophical discussion of the various 
forms of human association, "simple and private, or mixed and public", as well as of the 
outlines of their various relations one to another, see Johannes Althusius (1557-1638), Politica 
(1603), an abridged translation of Politics M ethodically Set Forth and Illustrated w ith  Sacred 
and Profane Examples.

The principal theorist of the justly-renowned Dutch Confederacy, Althusius begins his 
treatise Politica by stating that conception of the science for which he will argue 
systematically:

Politics is the art of associating fconsociandil men for the purpose of 
establishing, cultivating, and conserving social life among them. Whence it is called 
"symbiotics." The subject matter of politics is therefore association fconsociatioV in 
which the symbiotes [symbiotici: those who live together] pledge themselves each to 
the other, by explicit or tacit agreement, to mutual communication of whatever is useful 
and necessary for the harmonious exercise of social life.

The end of political "symbiotic" man is holy, just, comfortable, and happy 
symbiosis, a life lacking nothing either necessary or useful.

See Johannes Althusius, Politica (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, Inc., 1995), 17.
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ind iv idual m em bers, and  this is the com m on in te res t w hose p u rsu it is the 

n a tu ra l end  of the  association itself — a p o in t th a t w ill becom e clearer in 

C h ap te r VI, w h e re  w e discuss o rgan ism , o r  the  second  p rin c ip le  of 

constitution. Therefore every hum an  association is form ed and rem ains in 

existence for the  sake of a collective p u rsu it of som e shared  good. M oreover, 

from  the p reced in g  extrapolations from  C a lh o u n 's  explicit account of the 

du a l-p rinc ip le  and  re la ted  issues in to  the  rea lm  o f social ph ilo soph ical 

explanation, still o thers are suggested.

To w it: H u m an  association, w hen  v iew ed  as a developm ent of the 

dual-princip le  of ou r na tu re , is a m eans by w h ich  the ind iv idual can m ore 

effectually p u rsu e  his ow n good. Or, as in the case of the family, for exam ple, 

w here the re la tions of au tho rity  and  su b o rd in a tio n  n a tu ra lly  p redom inate , 

association is a m eans by w hich the ind iv idua l can  be effectively d irected  in  

the p u rsu it of h is ow n  good. And so form s of association can be, of course, 

incalculably m ore advantageous to the ind iv idual than  any solitary p u rsu it of 

the good. But in  add ition  to facilitating p u rsu it b y  the self for the sake of the 

self, association  also m akes m ore effectual the assistance of and  care for 

others. Thus association, at its best, and  in  its various form s, facilitates the 

actualiza tion  o f in d iv id u a l na tu res th ro u g h  a m ore  effectual p u rsu it  of 

indiv idual in terests, by  the self and by  others. But hav ing  now  suggested the 

positive role of associations in  p rom oting  h u m an  su rv ival an d  flourishing, it 

rem ains to consider how  corrup t form s of association  m ilitate against these 

goods. For a lthough  w e m ay agree w ith  Thom as Paine th a t society in  every 

instance is a b lessing  u, if by  this he in tends th a t m en  requ ire  society, it is

" See Thomas Paine, Rights of Man. ed. Henry Collins (New York: Penguin Books, 1983), see 
especially Ch. I "Of Society and Civilization", 185-192.
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nevertheless true th a t h u m a n  associations are no t u n q u a lif ied  goods. For 

indeed , a lthough of D ivine o rd ination , hum an  society a n d  association, like 

g o v ernm en t, is su scep tib le  of co rrup tion  and  ill-u sage . A nd  w hile  the  

specific na ture  of the co rrup tion  and  ill-use of w hich h u m an  associations are 

susceptib le m ust form  the  subject of another study, it w ill do to give a general 

sense of this problem  here.

As C alhoun suggests in  the D isquisition (52), h u m a n  associations a t 

the ir best involve an  en lis tm en t of the  ind iv idual on  the  side  of the social 

feelings to p rom ote  the  good  of the  w hole com m unity ; w hereas, a t th e ir 

w orst, they  involve an  en lis tm en t of the social feelings on  the side of the  

in d iv id u a l to prom ote the  in terests of parties or factions 12 a t the expense of 

the  w h o le  com m unity. For exam ple, a strong  a n d  sensib le  devo tion  to 

coun try  is an instance w h e re in  the ind iv idual has b een  en listed  on the  side  

of social feelings, w h ich  include  th a t just pa trio tism  w hose  m otive is the 

p ro m o tion  of the com m on good  of the  whole com m unity. (37) On the other 

h an d , a  betrayal of the com m on good ou t of devotion to p a rty  is an instance 

w here in  the social feelings have been  enlisted on the side  of som e ind iv idual 

o r partia l interest. (37)

C alhoun 's account he re  of the  social feelings associated  w ith war, on  

the  one hand , and w ith  faction , on  the  other, w as an ticipated  by  Shaftesbury 

(1671-1713), w hom  w e in tro d u c ed  in  the p rev ious chapter. O n the social 

feelings as these tend  n a tu ra lly  to be developed  a n d  m anifested  in  w ar, 

Shaftesbury writes:

12 James Madison (1751-1836), in The Federalist [1787], no. 10, defined faction thus:
By a faction I understand a number of citizens, whether amounting to a majority or 
minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some common im p u lse  of passion, 
or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate 
interests of the community.
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"Iis s tran g e  to im agine that W a r , w hich of all th ings appears the m ost 
savage, sh o u 'd  [sic] be the Passion of the m ost heroic Spirits. But 'tis 
in  W ar th a t the Knot of Fellozvship  is closest d raw n. "Tis in War that 
m u tu a l Succour is m ost given, m u tu a l D anger ru n , and  c o m m o n  
Affec t ion  m ost exerted and em ploy 'd  [sic]. For H e r o i s m  and 
P h i la n th ro p y  are alm ost one and the same. 13

But the h ea lthy  and estim able form s of sociality associated w ith  w arfare 

are m ore  c losely  re la ted  than  one m ig h t expect to those destructive  and  

opprobrious form s associated w ith  oppression  and  faction. Thus Shaftesbury 

con tinues:

Yet by  a sm all m is-guidance of the  Affection, a Lover of M ankind 
becom es an  O ppressor and Destroyer.

H ence o ther Divisions am ongst Men. H ence, in  the w ay of Peace 
and  C ivil G overnm ent, tha t Love of  Party, and  Subdivision by Cabal. 
For Sedition  is a k ind  of can ton iz in g  a lready b egun  w ith in  the State.
To c a n to n i ze  is natural; w hen the Society grow s vast and  bulky: A nd 
pow erfu l States have found other A dvantages in  send ing  Colonys [sic] 
abroad, th a n  m erely  that of hav ing  Elbow -room  a t hom e, or extending 
their D om inion  into d istan t C ountrys [sic].14

A gain  a n tic ip a tin g  C alhoun , an d  a C a lh o u n ian  them e th a t w ill be

developed  in  la te r chap ters, Shaftesbury sees th a t th ere  exists an im portan t

causa l c o n n e c tio n  b e tw ee n  th e  fo rm  or s tru c tu re  o f a c o m m u n ity 's

governm ent, on  the  one hand , and  the  specific m an n e r in  w hich the social

feelings tend  to  develop  or m isdevelop, on  the o ther h and . Exploring this

connection, S haftesbury  writes:

V ast em pires are in  m any respects unnatural: b u t  particu larly  in  this, 
T hat be th ey  ever so well constitu ted, the A ffairs of m any  m ust, in  such 
G overnm ents, tu rn  upon  a very  few; and the  R elation be less sensible, 
and  in  a m an n er lost, betw een the M agistrate an d  People, in a Body so 
u nw ie ldy  in  its Limbs, and  w hose M em bers lie so rem ote from  one 
an o th er, a n d  d istan t from  the H ead.

13 Shaftesbury, 3rd Earl of (Anthony Ashley Cooper), Sensus Communis: An Essay cn the  
Freedom of Wi tand Humour in Characteristicks of Men. Manners. Opinions, lim es (London: 
1732), 113.

’4 Ibid, 113.
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"Tis in  such Bodys as these tha t strong  Factions are aptest to 
engender. The associating Spirits, for w an t of Exercise, form  new  
M ovem ents, and  seek a narrow er Sphere of Activity, w hen they w ant 
Action in a greater. Thus w e have Wheels within Wheels. A nd in 
som e N ational C onstitu tions, n o tw ith s tand ing  the A bsurdity  in 
Politicks [sic], w e have one Empire within another.15

So the social feelings, like the in d iv idua l and  other feelings, m ust have

som e d e v e lo p m e n ta l o u tle t; a n d  th is  d e v e lo p m e n t, in  co m m u n ities

governed im perially, tends to p roduce  and to perpetuate  divisive associations,

or factions of va rio u s sorts. M oreover, w ith in  em pires, the processes by

w hich factitious feelings and  associations are developed and perpetuated  tend

to becom e so ingrained  in  the na tional consciousness as to becom e am using

p astim es, an d  ev en tu a lly , tra d itio n s . D escrib ing  such  p e rv e rse  a n d

destructive circum stances, Shaftesbury writes:

N othing is so delightful as to incorporate. Distinctions  of m any kinds 
are invented. Religious Societys are form ed. Orders are erected; and 
their Interests e spous 'd  [sic], an d  se rv 'd  [sic], w ith the u tm ost Zeal and 
Passion. Founders and  Patrons of this so rt are never w anting.
W onders are perfo rm 'd  [sic], in  this w rong  social Spirit, by  those 
M embers of separate Societys [sic]. A nd  the associating Genius of M an 
is never better p ro v 'd  [sic], th an  in  those very Societys [sic], w hich are 
fo rm 'd  [sic] in  opposition to th e  general one of M ankind, and  to the 
real In terest of the  State.

In short, the  very Spirit of Faction , for the greatest part, seem s to 
be no other than  the  Abuse or Irregu larity  of that social Love, or

15Ibid, 114.
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common Affection , which is natural to m a n k in d .16

A ccord ing  to b o th  C alhoun  an d  Shaftesbury , th e n , the  v a rio u s  

associations w hich  together m ake up civil society are c o rru p ted  w hen  the 

n a tu ra lly  su b o rd in a te  ends o r in terests of associations in te rm ed ia te  to 

governm en t and  the  ind iv idua l becom e objects of "g rea ter so lic itude" for 

their m em bers th an  " the  safety and p rosperity"  of the general com m unity. 

(37) Hence the health  or corruption of such associations is to be  explained in 

term s of the particu la r expressions and  form s w hich allegiance takes. A nd 

specific allegiances are , in tu rn , the resu lt of the m anner in w hich  the dua l­

princip le  of hum an  n a tu re  is developed and  conditioned in  a g iven  instance. 

This b ro ad  d is tin c tio n  betw een healthy  and  co rru p t form s o f association

,6Ibid, 114-115. And apparently, the Italian philosopher- Giambattista Vico, inspired by 
Shaftesbury's account of the corruption of social feeling, formed his own historical, circular 
conception of the rise, maturity, decline, and fall of nations in his New Science (17251. Vico 
held that this corruption is part of a more general phenomenon which he describes as a 
reversion into barbarism. But this barbarism differs from the barbarism from which men first 
arose; it is not the barbarism "of sense", but the barbarism "of reflection."

ha Philosophy and th e Return to Self-Knowledge (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1997), Chapter 1, 42-43, Donald P. Verene describes, in Vichian terms, the corruption of social 
feeling:

When a people declines there is an overgrowth of the self by the passions. The 
individual becomes the lair of the passions, rather than a force of character directing 
them.
. .  . The return to barbarism is not simply yielding to the baser passions. It 
involves a corruption of the highest faculties of the soul — m em o r ia ,fa n ta s ia  
(imagination), and ingegno (wit, ingenuity). In the barbarism of reflection we become 
beasts of the intellect formed as an instrument of desire. The powers of the mind are put 
in the service of the passions in order to lie, trick, misrepresent, steal, hide, and 
deceive. All life becomes politics.. . .

The barbarism of reflection that is typical of the end of a nation's life is like 
that at the lowest level of Dante's Inferno (cantos 30-34). Those who have committed 
sins of the body or sins of violent greed are not at this level; at this lowest level are 
those who have violated humanity itself by poisoning the common confidences 
necessary to human society. They turn their ingegno. into in s id ia .  They live like the 
lo n za  ("leopard"), the third of the three beasts that impede Dante's w ay at the 
beginning of the D ivina commedia. They are the falsifiers in words and deeds, the 
corrupters of the social fabric. At this level the social nature of humanity is eroded by 
fraud, by treacheries against guests and hosts, friends and intimates, and relatives.
The barbarians of reflection are the last men, who have turned the intellect into an 
insidious instrument; they are devoid of virtue and full of desire.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

215

suggests, in tu rn , that the developm ent of feelings and the  m anner in  w hich  

in te res ts  a re  conceived  a re  in tim a te ly  re la te d  p h e n o m e n a . H ence th e  

processes by  w hich the h u m an  sen tim ents m ay  be developed and  conditioned 

m ust be of the greatest concern to the sta tesm an.

Also, it should  be no ted  here th a t the  distinction be tw een  healthy and  

c o rru p t fo rm s of a sso c ia tio n  su g g e s ts  th a t  th ere  ex is ts  an  u ltim a te  

com m ensurab ility  be tw een  the in te res ts  of all the various ind iv idua ls  th a t 

m ake up  a political o rder, as w ell as b e tw een  the  respective in terests of the 

v a rio u s  n a tu ra l  in te rm e d ia te  a sso c ia tio n s  th a t m ake  up  the g e n e ra l 

com m unity , includ ing  fam ilies, the fa rm in g  in terest, the m ercantile  in terest, 

an d  so on. A nd  so each  type  o f assem b lag e  or a sso c ia tio n  e x is tin g  

in term ediately  — or betw een  the in d iv id u a l and  the general com m unity  — has 

a natural end  w hich its m em bers are to  be solicitous of in  p ro p er p roportion , 

so th a t the respec tive  n a tu ra l e n d s  o f th e  in d iv id u a l an d  the g en era l 

com m unity  m ay  also be p ro p e rly  c u ltiv a ted  and  a tta ined . B ut the  g rea t 

p rob lem  h e re , of course, is th a t h u m a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g  a n d  feeling, as 

actualized conditions, often w ork  in  op p o sitio n  to a true  or so u n d  conception 

of in terest. T herefore the n a tu ra l e n d s  of in d iv idua ls an d  associations, as 

w ell as the p ro p er m eans o f p u rsu in g  these  ends, are n o t au tom atically  and  

infallibly recognized  and  p u rsu e d  b y  m en . T hus, for exam ple, associations 

m ay be fo rm ed  w hose m em bers, w o rk in g  from  a false u n d e rs tan d in g  of 

interest and  anim ated by  base and u n p a trio tic  feeling, exert a force contrary to 

the  general w elfare  of society. M ore  o ften , how ever, it is th e  case th a t 

associations w hich  w ere  o rig inally  fo rm ed  o n  the su p p o sitio n  of the m ore  

effectual p u rsu it of a bona  fide and  rea l in terest, degenerate  b y  degrees in to
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factitious and  p a rtia l associations w hose actions a re  destructive  of the true 

in terest of the g enera l com m unity/ and  therefore, of the in terests of all the 

ind iv idual m em bers of th a t community.

S h o rt of g iv in g  an  ex h au stiv e  tre a tm e n t o f th e  top ic  of the  

com m ensurab ility  o f n a tu ra l ends and  in te res ts  h e re , le t us note that, 

w hatever the ex ten t of the ir susceptib ility  to c o rru p tio n , associations are 

necessary, inescapeable, and  indispensable form s th ro u g h  w hich  m an m ust 

pursue his good and  the  good of others. A nd it is, specifically, the associations 

of fam ilies, n e ig h b o rh o o d s , and  churches th a t g ive  to  civil society  its 

substance, struc tu re , an d  spirit. O ccupying a m id d le  position  betw een  the 

ind iv idual and  the  governm en t of the general com m unity , these associations 

serve as m ediative organs, protective buffers, an d  p aedeu tic  structures whose 

contributions to the ends of hum an survival and  flou rish ing  are so vast as to 

be w ithou t precise calculation. In addition , these  in te rm ed ia te  institutions 

have as p a rt of the ir n a tu ra l and  proper ends the " a s s is t in g  of] people who 

n e ed  a s s is ta n c e  b y  g iv in g  c h a rity  o r a d v is e  o r  c o n so la tio n  o r 

com panionship ." 17

In  h is b rillian t b u t now  m uch neglected trea tise  on  governm ent titled 

Politica. the  G erm an  theo rist Johannes A lthusius (1557-1638) iden tified  the 

fam ily  as the  m o s t fu n d am e n ta l po litica l u n it. 18 S im ilarly , the great 

n ineteenth  cen tury  S ou thern  Presbyterian theo log ian  R obert L. D abney (1820- 

1894) described  the  fam ily  as a "little com m onw ealth " , an d  V irginia as a 

"com m onw ealth  of com m onw ealths." In  asserting  th a t th e  family, and  ao t 

th e  in d iv id u a l, fo r ex am p le , is the m o st fu n d a m e n ta l po litica l un it,

17 See Robert H. Bork, Slouching Towards Gomorrah: Modem Liberalism and American 
Decline (New York: ReganBooks, 1997), 329.

18See Johannes Althusius, Politica (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1995), 27-32.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

217

A lthusius an d  D abney  w ere  follow ing in  a tra d itio n  th a t inc luded , for

exam ple, St. A ugustine , and  w hich  w ould also include C alhoun. In the City

of God (413-426), A ugustine  (354-430) characterized the  fundam en ta l m oral

and  political role of the  fam ily in this way:

Now a m an 's house ough t to be the beginning, o r ra ther a sm all 
com ponent p a rt of the city, and  every beginning is d irected  to some end 
of its ow n  kind, and  every com ponent p a rt contributes to the 
com pleteness of the  w hole of w hich it form s a part. The im plication is 
quite apparen t, th a t dom estic peace contributes to the  peace of the city — 
that is, the o rdered  harm ony of those w ho live together in  a house in 
the m atter of g iv ing  and obeying orders, contributes to the ordered 
harm ony concerning au thority  and obedience ob tain ing  am ong the 
citizens. C onsequently  it is fitting that the father of a household  
should take his ru les from  the law  of the city, and  govern  his 
household in  such  a w ay that it fits in w ith  the peace of the city.19

And from  the fam ily  as the prim ary  form  of political association come 

derivative  a n d  m ore ex tensive  form s such  as the  v illage , the  city, the 

province, the state, a n d  the nation. Therefore politics requ ires com m union 

w ith  the other, and canno t be established or m aintained solely by  the self; and  

civil society consists o f in te rm ed iate  associations th a t serve  as m ed iating  

structures betw een  governm ent and  the individual.

Still, the  m ain  p o in t to rem em ber here is that, w h a tev e r the ir extent 

and  w herever found , po litical associations are form ed in  large p a rt th rough  

the  reciprocal in ter-action  of the tw o elem ents w hich  together m ake up the 

dual-principle of o u r na tu re . For in  the act of association, ind iv idual feeling 

extends, as it w ere, beyond  the individual, and  this ex tension  m akes possible 

the identification by  the  ind iv idual of his in terest w ith  the  interests of others, 

and  thereby, the recognition of a com m on good. O pera ting  a t the sam e tim e,

19 St. Augustine, City of God (London: Penguin Group, 1984), 876.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

218

social feeling, and  specifically ou r capacity  through sym pathy  to reg ister the 

significance for o thers of conditions in  w hich they  find them selves, m akes 

possib le  a re -in fo rcem en t of the  se lf-in te re s ted  im p u lse  to  assoc ia te . 

Therefore, sociality an d  the  prim acy  of ind iv idual feeling each p lay  a v ita l 

role in form ing and  su sta in ing  com m unities; and  their causal in terac tion  

one w ith  the o ther is essen tia l to the  form ation  and  m ain tenance  o f all 

political association.

Also, as regard s the  n a tu ra l character of h u m an  society, w e sh o u ld  

no te  that, due in large p a r t  to the influence of the  dua l-p rincip le , h u m an  

com m unity  tends n a tu ra lly  to assum e a com position  and  s tru c tu re  th a t 

precludes the possibility  of a m ere aggregate of indiv iduals, or the  form ation 

and  subsistence of an  und ifferen tia ted  m ass of people. Thus, in com bination 

w ith  other forces, the  dual-p rincip le  gives rise, in every  instance, to a rich 

and  varied fabric of social relations w hich , how ever problem atic  or flaw ed, 

has as its u ltim ate n a tu ra l ends the p reservation  and  perfection of the  race. 

A nd  so, to sum m arize: A ccording to C alhoun, the dual-principle is the cause 

of society or com m unity, as w ell as the source of its fundam ental prob lem , or 

tendency to d isso lu tion ; and  analogously , the dual-p rincip le  is also, as w e 

have seen, the cause of th a t controlling pow er w hich  is governm ent, as w ell 

as the  source of its fu n d a m e n ta l p rob lem , or ten d en cy  to  ab u se  and  

oppression. But still, th is sum m ary  falls far sho rt of describ ing, or even  of 

suggesting, the full causal force of the dual-principle. For as w e have  already 

seen, this p rincip le  m ay  be em ployed  to explain  a m uch  w id e r ran g e  of 

phenom ena, including, for exam ple, factions, war, and  patriotism .

H aving now  considered  a w hole  range of issues a p p erta in in g  to the
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origin and n a tu re  of society, w e m ay n o w  proceed  w ith  our explication an d  

analysis of th e  o rig in  and  n a tu re  o f th a t  "co n tro llin g  p o w e r th a t is 

G O VERNM ENT." B ut recall th a t o u r aim  in  th is  chapter, in  ad d itio n  to 

exam ining  C a lh o u n 's  descrip tion  of the  o rig in  an d  n a tu re  of society an d  

governm ent, is to begin  a t least to explain  the rationale and  significance of h is 

claim  th a t so c ie ty  an d  g o v ern m en t a re  o f D iv ine  o rd in a tio n , w h e reas  

constitu tion  is a contrivance of m an. (10) Still, in  o rd er to gauge the  

significance of th is claim , as it is to be bo th  suggested  an d  dem onstrated  in  the  

chapters th a t fo llow , w e m ust first com plete  ou r exam ination  of C a lh o u n 's  

conception of the  o rig in  and  nature  of D ivinely  o rd a in ed  governm ent.

G overnm ent, in  con tradistinction  to society, is th a t controlling pow er, 

"w herever vested , or by  w hom soever exercised" w h ich  tends to p rev en t the  

disin tegration  o f civil society resu lting  from  a n a tu ra l and  contrary tendency 

to u n iv ersa l con flic t be tw een  in d iv id u a ls . T his conflict, o r rather, th e  

universal tendency  of each person to conflict w ith  every  other, is, as w e no ted  

earlier, a n a tu ra l consequence of the  o p e ra tio n  of the  dual-princip le, and  of 

the principle of the  p rim acy of ind iv idua l feeling in  particular. For recall tha t 

each ind iv idua l, b y  v irtue  of the p rim acy  rela tion , tends natu ra lly  to have  a 

greater regard  for his ow n  safety or happ iness, th an  for the  safety or happiness 

of o thers; " a n d , w here  these com e in  o p p o sitio n , is read y  to sacrifice the  

interests of o thers to his ow n." (7) B ut it is m an 's  im m ediate experience of 

the tendency of every  o ther to have a g rea te r reg a rd  for self, h is recognition 

of the  sam e tendency  on  his ow n p a rt, an d  a sense of the  danger to all th a t 

m ust a tten d  an y  fu ller actualization of th is tendency, w hich  together m ake
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possib le  the  ad v en t an d  subsis tence  of governm en t as a so lu tion  to this 

p rob lem  of universal conflict. H ence m an  becomes reconciled to the external 

fo rm  of res tra in t im posed  on  his passions by  g o v e rn m en t th rough  his 

acknow ledgem ent an d  acceptance of th is im portan t tru th  ab o u t his nature . 

W here m en  have rebelled  ag a in st such  acceptance, in  w h a tev e r way, they  

have  rebelled  against n o t any  p articu la r form  of governm ent, b u t against the 

in stitu tion  of governm ent itself, and  jeopard ized  no t m ere ly  their well-being, 

b u t their very  existence. But such  rebellions, w hen they  occur, are the issue of 

m en  w hose  delusion  stem s e ither from  a na tu ra l eccentricity  of character or 

from  ex trao rd inary  ex te rnal c ircum stances, or from  som e com bination of 

these factors. A nd the  p u n ish m en t for such  rebellion, a n d  the correction of 

its error, is never long  in  com ing; tak ing  the form  e ither of despotism  from  

w ith in  or of subjection from  w ithou t.

But, w hile governm en t is th a t contro lling  pow er w h ich  natu ra lly  and  

inexorably  arises to coun ter th e  tendency  to "a state of un iversa l discord and  

con fusion , d estru c tiv e  of th e  social s ta te  and  the  e n d s  for w hich  it is 

o rdained"; governm ent itself m ay  be k ep t from  fulfilling the ends for w hich 

it w as o rdained  by  its tendency to abuse and  oppression, o r by  the fact that the 

p o w e rs  o f g o v e rn m e n t " c a n n o t exerc ise  th e m se lv e s" , b u t  "m u s t be  

adm in istered  by m en in  w hom , like o thers, the in d iv id u a l are  stronger than  

the  social feelings." (9) A nd  so it is only  th rough  the successful and  ongoing 

counter-action of th is tendency  to abuse and  oppression th a t governm ent can, 

w ith  regularity , pe rs is ten ce , a n d  th o ro u g h n ess , fu lfill its g rea t ends of 

p ro tec tin g  and  p e rfec ting  society. T hus the  n a tu ra l  e n d s  of society, 

governm en t, and political constitu tion  are  in tim ately  re la ted  an d  connected.
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And indeed, the  in terdependency of these ends was duly noted by  Calhoun.

H av ing  its orig in  in the sam e principle of our nature, constitu tion 
stands to governm ent, as governm ent stands to society; and, as the end 
for w h ich  society is ordained, w ould  be defeated w ithou t governm ent, 
so th a t for w hich  governm ent is o rdained  w ould, in  a g reat m easure, 
be defeated  w ithout constitution. (9)

But here , it is im portan t tha t one no t overlook C alhoun 's qualification 

-- "in  a g rea t m easu re", because by  it w e are rem inded  th a t constitu tion  

differs from  governm ent in being  a h u m an  contrivance, and  n o t of D ivine 

ordination. For recall that "M an is left to perfect w hat the w isdom  of the 

Infinite o rda ined" , and  so, w hat is to be perfected are society and  governm ent, 

and the m eans m an  is to em ploy to effect this perfection is constitution. But, 

unlike the re la tion  betw een  society and  governm ent, in  w hich  the la tter is 

charged w ith  bo th  the  pro tection  and  perfection  of the form er: it is no t

necessary, in  the  last resort, for constitu tion  to p ro tect governm en t per se 

because m en  w ill have  governm ent a t any  rate, as we have a lready  show n. 

And this circum stance, it m u st be em phasized , should  be considered  as a 

Divine d ispensation ; and  significantly, it is one that dram atically underscores 

hum an frailty  and  h um an  limits.

For le t u s  note tha t m an is "left to perfect w hat the w isdom  of the 

Infinite c reated", n o t to protect it. (10, em phasis added) Hence the suggestion 

by C alhoun h e re  is th a t m en -- in  o rder to be en trusted  w ith  the  du ties no t 

only of perfecting  governm ent, b u t w ith  pro tecting  it as w ell -- w ou ld  have 

themselves to  be constitu ted differently. A nd  so the term  "protection" here 

im plies the  p reserv a tio n  of governm en t per se. and no t, for exam ple, the 

m aintenance of a particu lar and  desired  form  of governm ent in  the  face of 

forces of devolu tion . Therefore m an is no t en trusted  by the D ivinity  w ith  the
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task of p reven ting  the  to ta l d isso lu tion  of governm ent, any  m ore than  he is, 

as we saw  earlier, en tru s ted  w ith  preventing the total d isso lu tion  of society.

For to su p p o se  th a t m an  is so entrusted , one w o u ld  have  to suppose 

also that the  a ll-w ise  a n d  b en ev o len t D iv in ity  h a s  e q u ip p e d  m an  w ith  

capacities by  m eans of w hich  such  challenges m ight be successfully met. A nd 

so, in order to p ro tec t a governm ent from total d isso lu tion  — an d  n o t m erely 

from  its d ev o lu tio n  in to  an  absolu te or m ore abso lu te  form  — m en  w ould  

have to possess capacities, intellectual and m oral, a t least substan tia lly  greater 

or more p ow erfu l th a n  those w hich  they actually  have. B ut th is, of course, 

w ou ld  be to a lte r h u m a n  n a tu re  drastically, an d  to m ake us creatures of a 

fundam entally  d ifferen t sort; an d  this is a supposition  w hich  political inquiry, 

as a science b o u n d  to take m en as they actually are, canno t grant.

In fact, w h e n  w e g a u g e  m an 's  p o w ers  b y  rec o u rse  to p e rso n al 

experience an d  g en era l h istory , w hat we find, of cou rse , is n o t a  being  so 

replete w ith  endow m ents, m oral and  intellectual, as to be  capable, m erely by  a 

casual exercise of h is ow n  w ill, of ho ld ing  g o v ern m en t in  existence, and  

thereby, of a v e r tin g  anarchy. In stead , w e find  a b e in g  o f far hum bler 

endow m ents w ho  is com pelled  by  necessity -- o r  by  the  force of unrem itting  

circum stances — to an  ab id ing  acquiescence in  governm ent. Indeed , w hen we 

look at m an  the  political anim al, w e find a being of a race w hich  has engaged 

for m illenia in  a to rtu o u s  an d  b loody  struggle  to d isco v er a n d  instan tiate  

those principles b y  w hose  p ro p e r application g o v ern m en t m ay  be perfected 

only, bu t no t p ro tec ted . T herefore Providence has fitted  m an 's  capacities to 

h is challenges, a n d  has b id  h im  long since to com m ence th e  struggle  for 

im provem ent, red e m p tio n , a n d  favor in the  eyes o f H im  w h o  m an  once
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betrayed.

A nd so the  en d  of co n stitu tio n , as a hum an  con trivance, is no t to

p ro tec t governm ent, b u t to perfect it. But in  order to perfect governm ent, it

is necessary first to arrive  a t an  essentially  correct assessm ent of the  strengths

a n d  w eaknesses of o u r n a tu re . Thus the  perfection of g overnm en t th rough

th e  in stan tia tion  of c o n s titu tio n  is p red ica ted  on  a m ore or less correct

assessm ent of h u m an  n a tu re , bo th  as regards its actualized cond ition  and  its

rem ain ing  potentiality . Such a n  assessm ent w ould, as it tu rn s ou t, p rov ide

the m aterials for a m ethodological princip le  w hich C alhoun  w o u ld  em brace,

a principle tha t w as, in  fact, a cen tral feature in the w ritings of the  Classical

po litical econom ists. T his p rin c ip le  is to be found , for exam ple , in  the

w ritings of D avid H u m e an d  John S tu a rt Mill.

Political w riters have established  it as a maxim, that, in  contriv ing  any 
system  of governm ent, and  fixing several checks and controuls [sic] of 
the constitu tion, every  m an  o u g h t to be supposed a k n av e , and  to have 
no other end , in  all h is actions, than  private in te re s t.20

The very  p rincip le  of constitu tional governm ent requires it to be 
assum ed th a t political pow er w ill be abused to p rom ote the particu lar 
purpose of the holder; no t because it is always so, b u t because such  is 
the na tu ra l tendency  of th ings, to g uard  against w hich  is the  especial 
use of free in s titu tio n s .21

But ev en  if, fo r th e  sake  o f a rg u m en t, one w ere  to  g ra n t  the  

supposition  th a t m an  is possessed  of m oral and  in te llectual facu lties th a t 

m u st render h im  su p erio r to any  n a tu ra l tendency to abuse of governm enta l 

pow er, the q uestion  m ay  be ra ised , of course, as to the  n eed  of po litical

20David Hume, "On the Independency of Parliament," Essays. Moral. Political, and 
Literary (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1985), 42.

21 J.S. Mill, Considerations an Representative Government, vol. 19 of Essays on Politic 
Society, Collected Works (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977), 505.
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constitu tion itself for beings so pow erfu l and  advanced. For in such case m en 

w ould  be m ore akin  to creatures guided , as H um e says, by  natural justice, and  

in no need w hatever of governm ent. Hence:

H ad  every m an  sufficient sagacity  to perceive, at all tim es, the 
strong in terest, w hich binds him  to the observance of justice and 
equity, an d  streng th  of m ind sufficient to persevere in a steady 
adherence to a general and a d istan t in terest, in  opposition to the 
a llurem ents of p resen t pleasure and  advantage; there had  never, in 
that case, been  any such th ing  as governm ent or political society, bu t 
each m an, follow ing his na tu ra l liberty, h ad  lived in entire peace and 
harm ony w ith  others. W hat need  of positive  law  w here na tu ra l justice 
is, of itself, a sufficient restraint? W hy create m agistrates, w here there 
never arises any d isorder or iniquity? W hy abridge our native 
freedom , w hen , in  every instance, the u tm ost exertion of it is found 
innocent an d  beneficial?22

C o n s titu te d  as w e are, how ever, i t  is e v id e n t from  the  D iv ine  

organization  of th ings that, w hatever ou r pow ers, they  are, as C alhoun says, 

no t sufficien t to en su re  the all b u t p e rp e tu a l p ro tec tion  and  p resence  of 

governm ent w h ich  w e actually enjoy th ro u g h  a d ispensation  of the D ivinity. 

U nable to d e s tro y  a n d  efface the  D ivine c rea tions th a t are society  and

2ZSee David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning the Principals of Morals (Indianapolis: Hackett 
Publishing, 1988), 34. A  quite similar view is to be found in a widely misunderstood passage of 
Rousseau, from the Social Contract in The Basic Political Writings ,150:

. . . each individual can, as a man, have a private will contrary to or different from the 
general will that he has as a citizen. His private interest can speak to him in an 
entirely different manner than the common interest-. His absolute and naturally 
independent existence can cause him to envisage what he owes to common cause as a 
gratuitous contribution, the loss of which will be less harmful to others than its 
payment is burdensome to him. And in viewing the moral person which constitutes the 
state as a being of reason because it is not a man, he would enjoy the rights of a citizen 
without wanting to fulfill the duties of a subject, an injustice whose growth would bring 
about the ruin of the body politic.

Thus, in order for the social compact to avoid being an empty formula, it tacitly 
entails the commitment — which alone can give force to the others — that whoever 
refuses to obey the general w il l  wil l  be forced to do so by the entire body. This means 
merely that  h e  wil l  be forced to be free. For this is the sort of condition that, by giving 
each citizen to the homeland, guarantees him against all personal dependence — a 
condition that produces the skill and the performance of the political machine, and 
which alone bestows legitimacy upon civil commitments. Without it such commitments 
would be absurd, tyrannical and subject to the worst abuses, (emphasis added)
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governm en t, even th rough  the  ignorance, vice, and  fo lly  of w h ich  he is

susceptible, m an is left to labor for the perfection of these creations. A nd  so,

as C alhoun tells us,

There is no difficulty in  form ing governm ent. It is n o t  even a m atter 
of choice, w hether there shall be one or not. Like b rea th ing , it is no t 
perm itted  to depend on our volition. Necessity w ill force it on  all 
com m unities in  som e one form  or another. Very d ifferen t is the case 
as to constitution. Instead of a m atter of necessity, it is one of the  m ost 
difficult tasks im posed on  m an to form  a constitu tion  w orthy  of the 
nam e; while, to form  a perfect one — one that w ould  com pletely 
counteract the tendency of governm ent to oppression  an d  abuse, and  
ho ld  it strictly to the g rea t ends for w hich it is o rd a in ed  — has thus 
far exceeded hum an w isdom , and possibly ever will. (9-10)

Such then is the na tu re  of the D ivinely constructed  h u m an  condition  

as regards the basic structure of its m ore specifically political o r public aspect.

A nd so it is, then, only b y  recourse to the first p rincip le  of politics — the 

"dual-principle of our nature" — tha t one can gain a p ro p e r an d  accurate idea 

of a perfect political constitu tion , a perfec t governm en t a n d  of a perfect 

political order generally. The goal of h u m an  striving, in  th e  political realm , 

is to ho ld  governm ent strictly to the ends for which it w as o rdained , nam ely, 

the  p ro tection  and perfection  of society. A nd it is, in  tu rn , th ro u g h  the 

a tta inm en t of these ends that a society, as a spontaneous a n d  evolving order 

form ed by  acts of association, is able to confer upon  th a t p o r tio n  of the  race 

w h ich  it com prehends bo th  pro tec tion  and  perfection. A n d  so, the u ltim ate 

success or failure of the race to p reserve an d  perfect itself tu rn s  largely on  the 

success or failure of m en to establish  and  m aintain "a constitu tion  w o rth y  of 

the  nam e."

A perfect governm ent is one he ld  strictly to the fu lfillm ent of the great 

ends for w hich it w as ordained; and  a perfect constitution is th a t w hich  does
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the ho ld ing . S ho rt of perfection, how ever, the  best governm ent is one he ld

more or less stric tly  to its p roper ends; and  on ly  a constitu tion w hich achieves

this is one "w o rth y  of the nam e." T herefore the  question  m ust be p u t, H ow

is the tendency  of governm ent to abuse and  oppression  to be counteracted?:

Or, to express it m ore fully — H ow  can those w ho are invested w ith  the  
pow ers o f governm ent be p reven ted  from  em ploying  them , as the 
m eans of aggrand izing  them selves, in stead  of u sing  them  to p ro tec t 
and  p reserve  society? (10)

H a v in g  p o se d  th is  " im p o rta n t a n d  d iff ic u lt"  q u estio n , C a lh o u n

proceeds to an sw er it, an d  begins by  rejecting as inadequate  two m ore or less

plausible p roposals.

It canno t be done by  institu ting  a h igher pow er to control the 
governm ent, and  those who adm in ister it. [For] This w ould  be b u t to 
change th e  seat of authority, and  to m ake th is b igger power, in  reality, 
the governm en t; w ith  the sam e tendency, on  the p a rt of those w ho 
m igh t contro l its pow ers, to p e rv e rt them  into  instrum ents of 
aggrandizem ent. N or can it be done b y  lim iting  the pow ers of 
governm ent, so as to m ake it too feeble to be m ade an  instrum ent of 
abuse; for, passing  by the difficulty of so lim iting  its pow ers, w ith o u t 
creating  a pow er higher than  the governm en t itself to enforce the 
observance of the lim itations, it is a sufficient objection that it w o u ld , if 
practicable, defeat the end for w hich  governm en t itself is ordained , 
by  m ak ing  it too feeble to pro tect and  p reserve  society. (10)

To fulfill, then , the  great ends for w h ich  it is o rdained , g o v e rn m en t 

m ust possess p o w ers  of a certain  n a tu re  a n d  ex ten t as the m eans for the  

accom plishm ent of these ends. A nd  it is in  th e  liab ility  of these pow ers o r 

m eans to ill-u sag e  th a t go v ern m en t's  te n d e n cy  to abuse  and  o p p ress io n  

resides. M o reo v er, it  is, p e rh ap s  in  p a r t ,  th ro u g h  a h  analysis o f th e  

inadequate  p ro p o sa ls  p resen ted  above th a t  C a lh o u n  cam e to th a t in s ig h t 

w hich, once fo rm u la ted  into language, expresses the  pecu liar n a tu re  of th e  

great po litical challenge tha t confronts m en  in  every  age. The challenge is
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one of arriv ing , th ro u g h  experience, in te llect, and im ag in a tio n , a t those  

particu lar, concrete arrangem ents w hereby  governm ental p o w er w ill be he ld  

in its exercise strictly to the  fulfillm ent of its p roper ends. This is a challenge 

w ith  w hich  every people struggles, m ore or less successfully, th ro u g h o u t the  

life o f th e ir com m unity, because "The [governm ental] p o w ers necessary  [to 

p reserve  an d  protect society] w ill ever p ro v e  sufficient to ag g ran d ize  those 

w ho  contro l it, a t the expense of the  rest of the  com m unity." (10) T hus the 

possib ility  of se lf-aggrandizem ent b y  th e  possessors of g o v ern m en ta l p o w er 

arises ou t of the necessary  an d  unavo idab le  disposition a n d  ex ten t of those 

sam e pow ers. A nd so, accord ing  to C alhoun , the n a tu re  a n d  ex ten t of the  

pow ers of governm ent can  n ever be m atte rs  of indifference, since th ey  are 

de te rm ined  w ith  regard  to w h a t pow ers w ill be required  b y  g o v e rn m en t to 

fulfill its p roper ends, as w e shall see in  C hap ter VUI in  o u r d iscussion  of the  

p ro p e r ratio  of pow er to liberty.23 Yet still, as C alhoun also p o in ts  ou t, the  

m eans requ ired  to fulfill these ends w ill alw ays or of necessity  be of an  ex ten t 

sufficient to encourage an d  m ake possib le  self-aggrandizem ent o n  the  p a r t  of 

those in  possession of pow er. Therefore, provisions w ill a lw ays be  n eed ed  to 

counter-act this ever-p resen t tendency  to self-aggrandizem ent on  the  p a r t  of 

the  ru lers. But before exam in ing  the specific nature of the  p ro v is io n s th a t 

w o u ld  be required , let u s consider first the  na tu re  and ex ten t of the  p ow ers 

th a t governm ent actually needs.

For governm ent is charged , first an d  forem ost, w ith  th e  p ro tec tio n  of 

society, therefore the n a tu re  and  ex ten t of its powers are  to be  de te rm in ed  by  

reference to this end. A nd  specifically:

In estim ating w hat am oun t of pow er w ould  be requisite  to secure the
23 There, I shall examine in more explicit fashion Calhoun's conception of how  government 

is to perfect society.
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objects of government,, w e m ust take into the reckoning, w hat w ould  
be necessary to defend the com m unity against external, as w ell as 
in ternal dangers. G overnm ent m ust be able to repel assaults from  
abroad, as w ell as to repress violence and d isorders w ith in .
(10-11)

H ence, so long  as the  race is com prehended  in  m o re  th an  a single

society or com m unity, w here these com m unities "act in d ep en d en tly  of each

another", "exigencies will occur, in which the entire  pow ers and  resources of

the com m unity w ill be needed to defend its existence" (11):

W hen this is a t stake, every  other consideration m ust y ield  to it. 
[Because] Self-preservation is the suprem e law, as w ell w ith  
com m unities as indiv iduals. A nd hence the  danger of w ithho ld ing  
from  governm ent the full com m and of the pow er an d  resources of the 
state; and  the  great difficulty of lim iting its pow ers consistently  w ith  
the pro tec tion  and  preservation  of the com m unity. (11)

It is, therefore, th rough  a consideration of.-the n a tu re  an d  necessity  of

governm ental p o w e r th a t C alhoun  is able to refine his o rig ina l question

concerning the p ro b lem  of governm ent, nam ely , "H ow  is the  tendency  of

governm ent to abuse  and  oppression  to be counteracted?". (10) Amd this

original question , once refined , asks: "By w h a t m eans can governm en t,

w ith o u t be in g  d iv es te d  o f th e  full com m and  of the  reso u rces of the

com m unity , be preven ted  from  abusing its pow ers?" (11)

This is a question , says C alhoun, involv ing  difficulties w hich , "from

the earliest ages, w ise and  good  m en have a ttem p ted  to  overcom e -- b u t

hitherto w ith  b u t pa rtia l success" (11):

For this pu rpose  m any devices have been resorted  to, su ited  to the 
various stages of intelligence and  civilization th ro u g h  w hich  o u r race 
has passed, an d  to the different forms of governm ent to w hich  they 
have been applied . The aid  of superstition , cerem onies, education, 
religion, organic arrangem ents, both  of the governm ent and  the  
com m un ity , has been, from  time to tim e, appealed  to. Some of the
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m ost rem arkable of these devices, w hether reg a rd ed  in reference to 
their w isdom  and  the skill displayed in  their app lication , or to the 
perm anency o f their effects, are to be found  in  the early  daw n  of 
civilization — in the institutions of the E gyptians, the H indoos, the 
Chinese, and  the Jews. The only m aterials w hich  th a t early  age 
afforded for the  construction of constitu tions, w h e n  intelligence w as 
so partially  d iffused , w ere applied w ith  consum m ate  w isdom  and skill. 
To their successful application m ay be fairly traced  the subsequent 
advance of o u r race in  civilization and intelligence, of w hich  we now  
enjoy the benefits. For, w ithout a constitu tion — som eth ing  to 
counteract the strong tendency of governm ent to  d iso rd e r and abuse, 
and  to give stab ility  to political institutions -- th ere  can be little progress 
or perm anen t im provem ent. (11-12)

T his p a ssa g e  in  the  D isquisition u n d e rsc o re s  b o th  the  h isto rica l 

character and  the im m ense practical value of po litical constitu tion . Part of 

C a lh o u n 's  a im  h e re  is to call a tten tio n  to the  g re a t  v a rie ty  of w h ich  

governm en ta l a rra n g em e n ts  adm it, on  accoun t of th e  v a rie ty  of w h ich  

hum an na tu re  itself adm its, as a determ inate c o m p o u n d  of potency and  act. 

For m an is suscep tib le  in  his developm ent of various "stag es of intelligence 

and civilization." Earlier innovations and  advances have  m ade possible 

our p resen t en joym ent of accum ulated w isdom  and  o f all the m aterial and  

spiritual benefits th a t this w isdom  tends to confer. A n d  it is, in  particular, to 

innovations in  po litics , an d  especially, to the  su ccess fu l construction  of 

political constitu tions, th a t w e owe that general p ro g ress  w hich  w e as a race 

have a lready achieved, and  hope to achieve in  the fu tu re .

But there is even  m ore to this passage, th ings o n ly  obliquely  suggested, 

that w ill be ev id en t only  to the m ore d iscern ing  an d  experienced  reader of 

Calhoun. A nd h e re  w e learn  m ore about the  k ind  of political th inker he 

was. H ere indeed , a t this level of in terpretation , one c a n  see how  C alhoun 's 

th ink ing  is a t th e  fu rth es t rem ove from  th e  d e ra c in a te d  a n d  dream like
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rum inations of the  c lo set philosopher. For it w as lo n g  before C alhoun th a t 

the practical m erits o f political constitution h ad  been  firm ly  an d  resoundingly  

established. Therefore C alhoun 's role as a political th inker w as no t that of the 

hyper-abstract u to p ian  idealist, b u t that of an  inqu ire r in to  the operations of a 

political institu tion  o f p ro v en  efficacy.

So C alhoun  w as a philosophical expositor of governm en t in general 

and  of constitu tion  in  particular. This role suggests, in  tu rn , th a t Calhoun, in 

h is political ph ilo soph ical reflections, w as d isp o sed  to assign  m ore w eigh t 

and  value to tha t w isd o m  em bedded in  trad itions of political practice than  to 

abstract theoretical m odels  of dubious solidity.24 B eing first and  forem ost an 

expositor of po litical rea lity  and  experience, C a lh o u n  u p h e ld  a m ethod  of 

theorizing  th a t p re se rv e d  a d irect, unm ed ia ted  re la tio n  to po litical practice.

24 And, as it turns out, this more direct relation of the political thinker to political practice 
is, as Leo Strauss has observed, the mark of those theorists who together make up what has 
been called the Classical Republican tradition. (See Leo Strauss, "What is Political 
Philosophy?".)

This is the political-theoretical tradition of Plato and Aristotle, and of Cicero, St. 
Augustine, and St. Thomas — a tradition eclipsed in popularity during modernity by a counter­
tradition, but carried on nevertheless by thinkers like Hooker, Hume, Althusius, Burke, and 
Calhoun.

The modem counter to Classical Republicanism, comprised in fact of a group of related 
theoretical traditions, is represented by such mainstream thinkers as Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, 
Marx, and Rawls. Despite the various and important differences between these thinkers, each 
tended in his theorizing to assume a methodological standpoint from which the various 
traditions of political practice must viewed non-diaphanously, or through the medium of prior 
theorizing. For example, with Hobbes and Marx there is the medium  of their materialistic 
and mechanistic assumptions about nature; and with Hobbes, Rousseau, Locke, and Rawls, 
there is, of course, the theoretical assumption of a state of nature. This basic methodological 
standpoint, predictably enough, tends to exercise a decisive and obfuscatory influence over the 
conclusions of the theorist concerning the causes and effects of specific practices. Hence, the 
peculiar methodological standpoint of the "modem" theorist m ust interfere with both the 
descriptive and prescriptive enterprises characteristic of political theorizing itself. In 
contrast, however, the Classical Republican theorist, although cognizant of the concerns and 
findings of the theoretical tradition with which he has a spiritual affinity, retains his direct 
relation to practice, because his own theoretical tradition is characterized by a direct 
methodological standpoint which precludes any ideational mediation that could interfere 
with effective observation and reflection on political practice.
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It w as, then , th ro u g h  b o th  his first-hand a n d  h isto rica l s tu d y  of political 

reality, an d  no t, for exam ple, th rough  som e p rio r allegiance to a theoretical 

tradition , w ith  all of its p resuppositions and  suggested  practical agenda, tha t 

C alhoun  cam e to favo r som e political p rac tices and  trad itions over others. 

Believing th a t po litica l p ractices and trad itions can and  shou ld  be observed 

and  assessed d irec tly  w ith  regard  to their sa lu ta ry  o r pernicious effects on 

m an, and  n a tu ra lly  favoring  those practices a n d  trad itions m ost conducive to 

h um an  su rv iv a l a n d  flourish ing , C alhoun  cam e to v iew  h u m an  h istory  as, 

in  large degree, a strugg le  betw een better and  w orse political traditions.

Indeed, in  his ro le  as statesm an, C alhoun  v iew ed  him self as perhaps a 

m ajor p layer w ith in  a  w orld -w ide  h isto rical po litica l s trugg le  — a struggle 

betw een tw o riva l po litica l trad itions. By w ay  of ro u n d in g  ou t ou r in itial 

account in  th is ch ap te r of the  significance a n d  h isto rica l role of political 

constitu tion , it w ill do  to indicate the n a tu re  of th is s trugg le  as w ell as to 

suggest C alhoun 's p a r t  in  th a t struggle.

The exam ple a n d  fate of the U nited States, as a system  founded on  the 

principle of federative  and  lim ited pow er w as, C alhoun  believed, of great and  

decisive influence h isto rically . On this view, the  course of subsequent h istory 

d e p en d e d  u p o n  th e  success o r fa ilu re  of th e  A m erican  governm en ta l 

experim ent. So in  1833, d u rin g  the nullification crisis, n o t only America, b u t 

the  entire  w o rld , h a d  reach ed  yet again  a critical ju n c tu re  in  its political 

developm ent, an d  hence  in  its general m oral an d  in tellectual developm ent as 

well. The eyes of the  res t of the m ost advanced  and  civilized portion of the 

w orld  w ere on  the  U n ited  States as these states strugg led  w ith  the question as
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to w hether they  w ere elem ents in a federal or a consolidated governm ent.

In his "Speech on  the Force Bill" [February 1833], C alhoun poin ted  to 

the m eaning  and  significance of th is s trugg le  in Am erica, and  its place in 

hum an  history. Speaking before the Senate, he declared that "the question in 

controversy involves th a t m ost d eep ly  im p o rtan t of all political questions, 

w hether ou rs is a federal or a consolidated  governm ent -- a question, on the 

decision of w hich  depend , as I so lem nly  believe, the liberty  of the people, 

their happiness, and  the place w hich w e are destined to hold in  the m oral and 

intellectual scales of nations." (439)

So far as its influence on the course of hum an  history  is concerned, the 

m agnitude  an d  u ltim ate  issue of th is A m erican struggle could  scarcely be 

overestim ated :

[For] N ever w as there a controversy  in w hich m ore im portant 
consequences w ere involved; no t excepting that betw een Persia and 
Greece, decided by  the battles of M arathon, Platea, and  Salamis — w hich 
gave ascendency to the genius of Europe over Asia — w hich, in its 
consequences, has continued to  affect the destiny of so large a portion  
of the w orld  even to this day. There are often close analogies betw een 
events apparen tly  very  rem ote, w hich  are strikingly illustrated in this 
case. In  the great contest betw een Greece and  Persia, betw een European 
and  Asiatic po lity  and civilization, the very  question betw een the 
federal and  the  consolidated form  of governm ent w as involved. The 
A siatic governm ents, from  the rem otest tim e, w ith  som e exceptions on 
the eastern  shore of the M editerranean, have been based  on  the 
princip le  of consolidation, w hich  considers the com m unity  as b u t a 
unit, an d  consolidates its pow ers in  a central point. The opposite 
p rincip le  has p revailed  in E urope — Greece, th roughou t all of her 
states, w as based on  a federal system . A ll were un ited  in  one com m on 
b u t loose bond, and  the governm ents of th e  several States partook, for 
the m ost part, of a com plex organization, w hich d istribu ted  political 
pow er am ong d ifferent m em bers of the com m unity. The same 
principles prevailed  in ancient Italy; and  if w e tu rn  to the Teutonic 
race, o u r great ancestors — the race w hich occupies the first place in 
pow er, civilization, and  science, and  w hich  possesses the  largest and 
fairest p a rt of Europe -- w e shall find th a t their governm ents were
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based  on federal o rgan iza tion ,. .  .. (439-440)

A s a p h ilo so p h ic  exposito r of g o v ern m en t a n d  constitu tion , then , 

C alhoun  w as able to  gauge the historical significance n o t only  of the outcom e 

of the  nullification  crisis in n ineteenth  cen tu ry  A m erica, b u t of "M arathon, 

P latea, an d  Salam is" as w ell, and  to see the v ita l connections betw een these 

events rem ote in tim e from  one another.

B eg inn ing  w ith  th e  ancien t G reeks, E u ro p e  g a in e d  and  h e ld  a 

p reem inence  over A sia  and  the rest of the w o rld  w h ich  h a d  endured  up  to 

h is o w n  d ay  b e ca u se  its com m unities h a v e , c o m p a ra tiv e ly  sp eak in g .
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em braced the  p rin c ip les  of ordered  liberty  and  lim ited  g o v e rn m e n t.25 For 

these princip les enhance greatly  the pow er of the com m unities in w hich they 

are successfully  in s tan tia ted , as w ill be clearly illu s tra te d  in  C hapter VIII. 

Because of th is g rea tly  enhanced  pow er, com m un ities o rg an ized  on the 

p r in c ip le  o f c o n s t i tu t io n  ten d  to en joy  a d e c id e d  a n d  som etim es 

overw helm ing  p rac tica l advan tage  over those o rg an ized  on  the principle of 

absolutism . T his p rac tical advantage, and  the p reem inence  th a t it m akes 

possible, are in  fact the  m ost conspicuous evidence o f the  g rea t practical value

25 The underlying social, cultural, and economic reasons for the Greek commitment to ordered 
liberty and limited government are brilliantly illuminated in Victor Davis Hanson, The Other

Press, 1995). Departing from an urban emphasis and prejudice which has distorted our 
understanding of Classical Greece, Hanson locates the origin of the city-state in the historic 
innovation of the independent family farm, 3-4.

The rise of independent farmers who owned and worked without encumbrance their 
small plots at the end of the Greek Dark Ages was an entirely new phenomenon in 
history. This roughly homogenous agrarian class was previously unseen in Greece, or 
anywhere else in Europe and the surrounding Mediterranean area. Their efforts to 
create a greater community of agrarian equals resulted, I believe, in the system of 
independent but connected Greek city-states {poleis) which characterized Western 
culture.. . .

The original Greek polis is best understood as an exclusive and yet egalitarian 
community of farmers that was now to produce its own food, fight its own wars and 
make its own laws, a novel institution that was not parasitic on its countryside but 
instead protective of it. The history of the po l i s ,  then, should neither be seen 
primarily as linked to the rise of overseas trade and commerce, nor as a Malthusion race 
between population and food production, nor even as a war between the propertied and 
the landless, much less a saga of the intellectual brilliance of the urban few. All that 
is the Greece of the university and the lecture hall, not the Greece that concerns us 
today. Rather, the historical background of Greece, especially its democratic 
background, is best understood as the result of a widespread agrarianism among the 
rural folk who were the dynamos from which the juice of Hellenic civilization flowed.

The Greeks envisioned themselves uniquely as farmers and freeholders of vines, 
fruit-trees, and cereal land. "The largest class of men," Aristotle wrote, "live from the 
land and the fruits of its cultivation" (Pol. 1.1256a39-41).

Like Jefferson before him, Calhoun was an active and enthusiastic agriculturist, and 
understood first-hand the Greek teaching that virtues traditionally bred on the farm — self- 
reliance, honesty, piety, a healthy suspicion of urban sophistication, and a stem ethic of 
accountability" — are the core values of democratic citizenship.
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of a "constitution, w o rth y  of the nam e."

A nd o f c o u rse , the  issue  of w h e th er th e  U n ited  S tates w o u ld  

henceforth possess a federal or a consolidated governm ent w as decided , a t 

least for a tim e, o v er ten  years after C alhoun 's d ea th , on  the  A m erican  

battlefields o f the 1860's. Yet significantly, the great English h isto rian  L ord 

Acton, in  1866, echo ing  C a lh o u n 's  prophecy  abou t the general h is to rica l 

im port of the  strugg le  in  A m erica betw een the party  for federalism  an d  the  

p a rty  for co n so lid a tio n ism , som berly  and  in sigh tfu lly  rem ark ed  o n  the  

outcom e of the  m ilita ry  conflict, ju s t concluded, w h ich  h ad , for a tim e , 

decided that issue. A ssessing the  place of the A m erican w ar in  history, A cton  

wrote:

The cause tha t w as to trium ph  comes forth from  the conflict w ith  
renovated  streng th , and  confirm ed in the principles w hich m ust react 
dangerously  on  the  other countries of the w orld. The spurious liberty  
of the U nited  States is tw ice cursed, for it deceives those w hom  it 
attracts and  those w hom  it repels. By exhibiting the spectacle of a 
people claim ing to be free, b u t w hose love of freedom  m eans h a tred  of 
inequality , jealousy  of lim itations of power, and  reliance on  the State as 
an in strum en t to  m ould  as w ell as to control society, it calls on  its 
adm irers to ha te  aristocracy and teaches its adversaries to fear the 
people. The N o rth  has used  the doctrines of Dem ocracy to destroy 
self-governm ent. The South applied  the principle of conditional 
federation to cure  the evils and  to correct the errors of a false 
in terp reta tion  o f Democracy.26

O n this view, th e  Southern  Confederacy represented the last great effort 

by  W estern c iv ilization  to stem  the tide  of a com pelling and  in  som e w ays 

new  form of the old A siatic political absolutism , a form  b o m  of an  im balance 

betw een the principles of pow er and  liberty which it w as the distinction of the  

W est to have m astered , a t least for a tim e. This new  and begu iling  form  of

26 See "The Civil War in America: Its Place in History" in Lord Acton, Essays in the  
History of Liberty (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1985), 278.
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the old despotism  w o u ld  em ploy, in succession, the a lienating opera tion  of a 

radical ind iv idualism , an d  the levelling opera tion  of a rad ical collectivism ; 

operations whose com bined effects w ould be to reduce and to subjugate civil 

society  as n ever befo re ; to iso late  the in d iv id u a l from  the  v o lu n ta ry  

associations from  w hich  he once secured cu ltivation  and  p ro tection ; and  to 

place him, com pletely helpless, exposed, and im poverished , b o th  m aterially  

and  spiritually , befo re  the  v a s t and  u n p rec ed e n t p o w er o f th e  m odern  

totalitarian s ta te .27

As an  eloquent a n d  redoubtable defender of constitu tion  an d  ordered  

liberty  du rin g  his o w n  lifetim e, as a s ta tesm an ly  m odel for Sou therners 

includ ing  Jefferson D avis, an d  as the sp iritu a l fa ther of the  C onfederate  

C onstitution of 1861, C alhoun  has already descended to posterity  as a central 

f igu re  in  the  A m erican  s tru g g le  b e tw een  a b so lu te  g o v e rn m e n t a n d  

constitution. But still, th ere  rem ains the m ore d ifficu lt task  o f assessing  

C alhoun 's place in  w o rld  h isto ry  bo th  as a ph ilosopher and  as a  statesm an. 

For it is ev iden tly  o n ly  ag a in st the backd rop  of the  m o n u m en ta l an d  

m om entous w orld -w ide  h isto rical struggle b e tw een  the riva l trad itions of 

absolutism  and  conso lida tion ism , on  the one h a n d , and  constitu tiona lism  

and  federalism , on  th e  o th e r  h an d , th a t w e m ay  b eg in  to assess the  

im portance  of C a lh o u n 's  co n trib u tio n s to p o litica l th eo ry  a n d  to the  

statesm anly art.

27 David Hume described one aspect of this novel despotism in his essay "Of Public Credit." 
Whereas it was "the common practice of antiquity, to make provision, during peace, for the 
necessities of war, and to hoard up treasures before-hand, as’the instruments either of conquest 
or defense", the "modem expedient" is "to mortgage the public revenues, and to trust that 
posterity will pay off the incumbrances contracted by their.ancestors: And they, having before 
their eyes, so good an example of their wise fathers, have the same prudent reliance on t h e i r  
posterity; who, at last, from necessity more than choice, are''obliged to place the same 
confidence in a new posterity."
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By w ay of suggesting  the  un iversa l significance of C a lh o u n 's  ideas in 

th is chapter, I have show n, for exam ple, that one of C a lhoun 's  p rincipal aims 

as a political ph ilosopher w as to p rov ide  a satisfactory answ er to the question: 

"H ow  is . . . [the] tendency  of governm en t to abuse a n d  op p ressio n  to be 

counteracted?" (10)

Along the w ay  to w a rd  answ ering  this fundam enta l question , w e have 

seen  how  C alhoun recasts the question  successively; a  fact, as it tu rn s out, that 

is n o t w ithout significance. Thus the  second form ulation of this question is: 

"H o w  can those w ho  are  in v es te d  w ith  the p o w ers o f  g o v ern m en t be 

p reven ted  from  em ploy ing  them , as the  m eans of a g g ran d iz in g  them selves, 

instead  of using  them  to p ro tec t and  preserve society?" (10); and  the th ird , "By 

w h a t m eans can governm ent, w ith o u t being d ivested  of th e  full com m and of 

the  resources of the com m unity, be p revented  from  abusing  its pow ers?" (11) 

As p resen ted  in  th e  D isqu isition , these su b seq u en t recastings of the 

orig inal question reg a rd in g  the fundam enta l problem  of go v ern m en t serve to 

underscore the g rea t issues encom passed  by the question, nam ely , the security 

o f the  com m unity physically , in  the face of internal and  ex ternal th reats, and 

the  p reservation  of its lib e rty  aga in st the  advances and  ag g ran d izem en t of 

d istem pered  governm en t. A n d  h a v in g  now  p resen ted  th e  q u estio n  in its 

various forms, and  suggested  thereby  its scope and  fundam en ta lity , w e shall 

so o n  proceed in  the  nex t tw o  chap ters to p resen t C a lh o u n 's  an sw er to this 

question. There, w e shall find  an  account of those necessary  and  sufficient 

elem ents of w hich  any  genu ine  political constitution consists.

But in  o rd e r  to su g g e s t a h e a d  of tim e w h a t is in  fact th e  g rea t 

significance of C alhoun 's answ er, b o th  historically and  philosophically , to this
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question , I shall p roceed  now  w ith  the com parison, b e g u n  in  C h ap te r EH, 

b e tw een  the political scientific p ro jec t of C alhoun  and  th e  ph ilo soph ical- 

h is to rica l project of Im m anuel K ant. In  the course  o f th is  com parison , 

sim ilarities w ill em erge, in  a d d itio n  to those a lready  n o te d , b e tw een  the  

D isqu isition  and K ant's "Idea for a U niversal H istory ." W hile  keep ing  in  

v iew  th a t their ph ilosophical a g en d as  d iffer som ew hat, w e  sha ll see th a t 

s trik in g  sim ilarities exist be tw een  the m anner in  w hich  C a lh o u n  an d  K ant 

conceived w hat I have called the fundam en ta l problem  of governm en t, or its 

tendency to abuse and  oppression.

U nlike C alhoun, K ant leaves the  problem  of g o v e rn m e n t unso lved . 

N everthe less, as w e sha ll see, K an t does describe the  p ro b le m  in  ra th e r  

specific term s, and perhaps con tribu tes thereby to its even tual solution.

In the  p rev ious chap ter w e  saw  how  K ant's aim  in  h is  "Idea  for a 

U niversal H istory" w as to find  a "g u id in g  principle" in  te rm s of w h ich  a 

defin itive  explanation  of h u m an  h is to ry  could be. m ade. T his p rin c ip le  is 

p resen ted  in  the form  of six p ro p o sitio n s , the last tw o o f w h ich  a p p erta in  

m o st d irectly  to the p rob lem  of governm en t. P roposition  Five sta tes th a t 

"T he g rea test problem  for the h u m a n  species, the so lu tion  of w h ich  n a tu re  

com pels h im  to seek, is tha t of a tta in in g  a civil society w h ich  can  adm in ister 

justice  universally"; w hile  P ro p o sitio n  Six declares th a t "T h is p rob lem  is 

bo th  the m ost difficult and  the last to be solved by the h u m a n  race." But now  

to ascerta in  w hat K ant in ten d ed , le t u s  consider these p ro p o sitio n s  in  the  

ligh t of the  elaboration th a t their au th o r provides.

In h is elaboration  of P ro p o sitio n  Five, Kant gives u s  a g lim pse of an  

ideal political constitution, and  suggests w h a t role it w o u ld  p lay  in  p ro tec ting
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and perfecting o u r species. H ere Kant argues, as C alhoun  w ou ld  later, both  

th a t society  is in d isp e n sa b le  to h u m an  f lo u rish in g  an d  th a t po litica l 

c o n s titu tio n  is a h u m a n  con trivance  w hose  a im  is th e  p e rfec tion  of 

governm ent, and  thereby, the protection and full developm ent of the species. 

Kant writes:

The h ighest p u rpose  of nature  — i. e., the developm ent of all 
na tu ra l capacities — can be fulfilled for m ank ind  only  in society, and 
natu re  in tends tha t m an  should accom plish this, and  indeed all his 
appoin ted  ends, by his ow n efforts. This purpose  can be fulfilled for 
m ankind  on ly  in  a society w hich has the greatest freedom , and 
therefore a continual antagonism  am ong its m em bers, b u t also the 
m ost precise specification and preservation  of the  lim its of this 
freedom  in  o rd er th a t it can co-exist w ith  the freedom  of others. The 
highest task  w hich  n a tu re  has set for m ank ind  m ust therefore be that 
of establishing a society in  which freedom  u n d e r  ex ternal law s w ould 
be com bined to the greatest possible extent w ith  irresistible force in 
other w ords of establishing a perfectly ju s t  c iv il c o n s titu tio n . For only 
th rough  the so lu tion  and  fulfillm ent of this task  can natu re  
accom plish its o ther intentions w ith  our sp ec ies .29

As w e sha ll see in  the  com ing chap ters, the  ideal of constitu tional 

go v ern m en t w h ic h  K an t ou tlines here  finds its fu lle r d ev e lo p m en t as 

C a lhoun 's  d o c trin e  of the  concurren t m ajority . C a lh o u n  explains, for 

exam ple: how  m ax im um  freedom  u n d e r the  law  can be com bined w ith

"irresistib le  force"; h o w  th a t an tagon ism  b e tw een  in d iv id u a ls  b o rn  of

28 The "irresistible force" Kant refers to here is the power of the community, moral and 
physical, which government, as the agent of the community,-may be authorized to wield for the 
sake of that community's protection. In Chapter VHI, I discuss this communal power and its 
relation both to the liberty of the individual and to those pow;ers delegated by the sovereign, 
whether popular or otherwise, to government for the sake of protecting the general community. 
Also, Kant's view that communal power and freedom under the law may be maximized 
together under genuine constitution is reflected in Calhoun's view that "the more perfectly a 
government combines power and liberty — that is, the greater its power and the more enlarged 
and secure the liberty of individuals, the more perfectly it fulfils the ends for which 
government is ordained." (45)

28 Kant, "Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose" in Great Political 
Thinkers: Plato to the Present, ed. by Alan O. Ebenstein and William Ebenstein, fifth edition 
(Forth Worth: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1991), 536.
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hum an  na tu re  m u st p e rs is t30, yet m ay  be transfigured into a beneficent force;

and  how, in specific term s, so u n d  political constitu tion  m akes possib le  the

fulfillm ent of h u m an  capacities. A lso, as w e shall see in  C h a p te r VII, Kant

anticipates, in a general way, C alhoun 's account of the influence o n  m orals of

constitu tional governm ent. A t p resen t, how ever, we are concerned  m ost of

all w ith  the p rob lem  of governm ent, as w e have  called it, a n d  how  Kant

evidently  an ticipated  and  perhaps influenced C alhoun on this score. K ant's

discussion of this p rob lem  in the  "Idea  for a U niversal H isto ry" com es in  his

elaboration of Proposition  Six, w hich declares th a t "The [problem  of attaining

a civil society w h ich  can ad m iste r justice  un iversally ] is b o th  the  m ost

difficult and  the last to be solved by  the hum an  rac e ."31

E laborating on  his six th  an d  final p roposition , K ant d em onstra tes, in

specific term s, th a t he u n d ers tan d s fu lly  w hat I have called the  p rob lem  of

g o v ern m en t.32 K ant approaches the  problem  in m uch the sam e w ay  th a t we

saw  C alhoun ad d ress in g  it earlie r in  this chapter. For b o th  ph ilo sophers,

governm ent has its o rig in  in h u m an  na tu re , yet the p rob lem  of governm ent

has its origin there as well. Thus K ant writes:

The difficulty (w hich the very  idea of this problem  clearly presents) is 
this: if he lives am ong o thers of his ow n species, m an  is a n  a n im a l 
w ho  needs a m as te r . For he certainly abuses his freedom  in  relation to 
others of his ow n kind. A nd even  although, as a rational creature, he 
desires a law  to im pose lim its on  the freedom  of all, he is still m isled

30 And compare Calhoun in the Disquisition: "Those who exercise power and those subject to 
its exercise — the rulers and the ruled — stand in antagonistic relations to each other The same 
constitution of our nature which leads rulers to oppress the ruled — regardless of the object for 
which government is ordained — will, with equal strength, lead the ruled to resist, when 
possessed of the means of making peaceable and effective resistance." (pp. 12-13)

31 Kant, "Idea for a Universal History . . .", 536.
32 But understanding the problem of government is not the same as understanding its solution, 

as we shall see in the case of Kant in Chapter VI, where we find him denying any role for 
resistance to the legislator, and thereby, as I shall show in.Ghapters V and VI, undermining the 
entire project of political constitution in counteracting the tendency of government to abuse and 
oppression.
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by his self-seeking anim al inclinations into exem pting  him self from  
the law  w here  he can. He thus requires a m as te r to break his self-will 
and  force h im  to obey a universally  va lid  w ill under w hich everyone 
can be free. But w here is he to find such, a m aster? N ow here else b u t 
in  the h u m an  species. But this m aster w ill also be an anim al w ho 
needs a m aster. Thus while m an  m ay  try  as he  w ill, it is hard  to see 
how  he can ob tain  for public justice a sup rem e au thority  w hich w ould  
itself be just, w hether he seeks this au th o rity  in  a single person or in  a 
group of m any  persons selected for th is purpose . For each one of them  
w ill alw ays m isuse his freedom  if he  does n o t have anyone above h im  
to apply  force to him  as the law s sho u ld  require it. Yet, the highest 
au tho rity  h as to be  just in  itself an d  yet also a m a n .33 This is therefore 
the m ost d ifficu lt of all tasks, and  a perfect so lu tion  is impossible. 
N oth ing  s tra ig h t can be constructed from  such w arped  w ood as that 
w hich m an  is m ade of. N ature  only  requires of us th a t we should  
approxim ate to this id e a .34

So g o v e rn m en t, of itself, is p ro b lem a tic  b ecause  it is necessarily  

ad m in iste red  by  m en  in  w hom  the  in d iv id u a l feelings are  felt m ore  

in tensely  th an  th e  social feelings (C alhoun) o r in  w hom  the "self-seeking  

anim al inclinations" an d  a desire for n a tu ra l freedom  tend  to predom inate  if 

left unchecked (Kant). A nd  the "m aster"  K ant speaks of here is of course a

33 And recall Calhoun, who begins by posing the question: “How can those who are invested 
with the powers of government be prevented from employing them, as the means of 
aggrandizing themselves, instead of using them to protect and preserve society?" (10)

Having posed this "important and difficult" question, Calhoun proceeds to answer it. 
He points out that: "It cannot be done by instituting a higher power to control the government, 
and those who administer it. [For] This would be but to change the seat of authority, and to 
make this bigger power, in reality, the government; with the same tendency, on the part of 
those who might control its powers, to pervert them into instruments of aggrandizement."

And, going a step further in his analysis, Calhoun points out: "Nor can it be done by
limiting the powers of government, so as to make it too feeble to be made an instrument of abuse; 
for, passing by the difficulty of so limiting its powers, without creating a power higher than 
the government itself to enforce the observance of the limitations, it is a sufficient objection 
that it would, if practicable, defeat the end for which government itself is ordained, by making 
it too feeble to protect and preserve society." (10)

34 See Kant, "Idea for a Universal History . . .",536-537, and cp. Calhoun: "It may be 
difficult, or even impossible, to make a perfect organism — but, although this be true, yet even 
when, instead of the sense of each and of all, it takes that of a few great and prominent 
interests only, it would still, in a great measure, if not altogether, fulf il  the end intended by a 
constitution." (22-23)
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constitu tiona l s tru c tu re  so designed  as to hold  go v ern m en t stric tly  to the 

g rea t ends for w hich  it w as o rdained  (Calhoun) and to a tta in  a "civil society 

w hich  can adm in ister justice universally" (Kant).

But for K ant, overcom ing the  p rob lem  posed  by  th e  h u m an  agency of 

governm en t is one g rea t cause of the  difficulty of "a tta in in g  a civil society 

w hich  can adm inister justice universally", b u t it is no t the only cause. Listing 

o th er causes th a t have p reven ted  the a tta inm ent of such  a society, and, by 

such  listing, describ ing  in  positive  term s the p re-conditions for th is society, 

K ant also — and  quite inadverten tly , of course — gives u s  som e sense of the 

va lue  of the historical significance of C alhoun 's theory  of constitu tion  as a 

con tribu tion  to politics, bo th  practical and  theoretical.

Thus in  the closing passage of his "Idea for a U niversal H isto ry  . . .", 

K ant says:

A further reason w hy  this task m ust be the last to be  accom plished is 
th a t m an needs for it a correct concep tion  of th e  n a tu re  of a possible 
co n stitu tio n , great experience tested  in  m any affairs of the w orld , and  
above all else a good w ill p repared  to accept the findings of th is 
experience. But three factors such  as these will n o t easily  be found  in 
conjunction, and  if they  are, it w ill happen  only at a late stage and  after 
m any  unsuccessful a ttem p ts .35 (em phasis added)

In  the nex t tw o chapters, I shall exam ine C alhoun 's conception  of the 

e lem ents of constitution, p resen ting  in  these successive essays tw o principles 

w h ich  C alhoun  believed  constitu te  so u n d  constitu tional go v ern m en t w hen  

taken  together and  applied  p roperly  to a com m unity fit for such  governm ent. 

These principles are the rig h t of suffrage, and  som ething w h ich  C alhoun  calls 

"o rg an ism ."  As w e rev iew  these  p rincip les of con stitu tio n , th en , le t us 

c o n sid e r w h e th er or n o t to g e th er th ey  form  the "co rrec t concep tion"  of

35 Kant, "Idea for a Universal History . . .", 537.
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constitu tion w h ich  K ant held  to be one of th ree  necessary conditions of "a 

civil society w h ich  can adm inister justice u n iv e rsa lly 36

36 With this final passage by Kant, he may also have explained why Calhoun's 
philosophical theory of constitution, and his doctrine of concurrent majority in particular, have 
not yet been given that critical attention and acclaim which invariably attends political ideas 
which men are eager to translate into practice. Assuming that Calhoun's conception of 
constitution is essentially correct, what remains is for men to gain more experience (or, at least, 
to learn more from experience which they already have) and to attain a good will necessary to 
"accept the findings of this experience."
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CHAPTER V

THE FIRST PRINCIPLE OF CONSTITUTION

Power can only be resisted by power — and tendency by tendency. Those who exercise power and 
those subject to its exercise — the rulers and the ruled — stand in antagonistic relations to each 
other. The same constitution of our nature which leads rulers to oppress the ruled — regardless 
of the object for which government is ordained — will, with equal strength, lead the ruled to 
resist, when possessed of the means of making peaceable and effective resistance.

— John C. Calhoun, A Disquisition cn Government
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In the p re c e d in g  ch ap ter we began  o u r ex am in a tio n  of C a lhoun 's  

account of the o rig in  of political constitution, an d  found  th a t he located tha t 

orig in  in  the  " tw o -fo ld  constitu tion  of [m an's] n a tu re ."  We saw  how  the 

constitu tion of m an  is the  source no t only of society a n d  governm ent, b u t of 

the perfection  of these  th ro u g h  political constitu tion . W hat rem ains to be 

considered, how ever, is C alhoun 's answ er to the question  addressing w h a t I 

have called the fu n d am e n ta l problem  of governm en t. For recall tha t the  

basic question , su scep tib le  of a variety  of fo rm u la tions, is: H ow  can the

tendency of g o v e rn m en t to abuse and opp ression  be counteracted? In  this 

chapter, w e sha ll exam ine  the first of tw o  e lem en ts o r p rincip les w h ich  

together form  a constitu tion . This first or p rim ary  e lem en t of constitution is 

th e  righ t of suffrage .

In a n sw e rin g  th is  question  reg a rd in g  the fu n d am e n ta l p rob lem  of 

governm ent, C a lh o u n  begins by  claim ing tha t it is n o t necessary  to exam ine 

the various co n triv an ces of the celebrated  g o v e rn m en ts  of history. (12) 

Secondly, he d ec la res  th a t he w ill n o t tre a t o f c o n s titu tio n  "in  its m ost 

com prehensive sense ."  (9,12) For this p rocedure  w o u ld  involve an equally  

u n necessa ry  c o n s id e ra tio n  of the en tire  g a m u t o f h u m a n  conventions 

designed  to p re v e n t the  pow ers of governm en t from  be ing  converted into 

instrum ents of o p p ressio n , conventions th a t include, for exam ple, an arm ed  

citizenry and  local m ilitias.

Setting  a s id e  these  b ro ad er and  m ore  am b itio u s projects, C a lhoun  

proposes som eth ing  "far m ore lim ited." This m ore lim ited  project involves 

explain ing  "o n  w h a t p rincip les governm en t m u st b e  form ed, in o rd er to 

resist, by  its ow n  in te rio r structure  — or, to use a single term , o rgan ism  — the
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tendency to abuse  of pow er." (12) This "s tru c tu re , or organism , is w h a t is

m eant by  constitu tion, in its strict and  m ore u su a l sense; and  it is this w hich

d istinguishes, w h a t are called, constitu tional governm en ts from  abso lu te ."

(12) The next question  to be considered then  is: "H ow  [must] governm ent . .

. be constructed , in  o rder to counteract, th ro u g h  its organism , this tendency

on the p a rt  of those w ho make and execute the  law s to oppress those subject

to their opera tion  [?]". (12) This recasting, y e t again, of the original question

underscores th e  fact of the h um an  agency  o f governm en t and  iden tifies

specifically a tendency  on the part of the ru lers to oppress the ruled.

In  answ er to  th is question, C alhoun stresses th a t there is b u t one w ay

in w hich this tendency  m ay be effectively counteracted,

. . . and  th a t is, by  such an organism  as w ill furn ish  the ruled w ith  the 
m eans of resisting  successfully this tendency  on  the p a rt of the rulers to 
oppression  and abuse. [For] pow er can only  be resisted by pow er — and  
tendency by  tendency. Those w ho exercise pow er an d  those subject to 
its exercise — the rulers and the ru led  — stan d  in  antagonistic relations 
to each other. The sam e constitution of o u r n a tu re  w hich leads rulers 
to oppress the ru led  — regardless of the object for w hich governm ent is 
o rdained  — will, w ith  equal strength, lead  the ru led  to resist, w hen  
possessed of the m eans of m aking peaceable and  effective resistance. 
Such an  organism , then, as w ill fu rn ish  the- m eans by  w hich resistance 
m ay be system atically and peaceably m ade  on the p a rt of the ruled, is 
the  first an d  indispensable step tow ards fo rm in g  a constitutional
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g o v e rn m e n t.1 (12-13)

Political constitu tion , then, has its source in  m an 's  in ternal n a tu re  or 

constitution. A nd  w hile it is the dual-principle of ou r na tu re  th a t gives rise 

to governm ental abuse  and  oppression, it is, likewise, the dual-princip le  tha t 

is the source of resistance to these ills. For the m em bers of a ru lin g  class, 

an im ated  by  th is p rin c ip le , tend n a tu ra lly  to becom e iden tified  in  the ir 

interest — an  in terest characterized not m erely  by a d isregard  of the  ru led , b u t 

by a w illingness to aggrandize them selves at the expense of the in terests of 

the ruled. A nd the  m em bers of the class of the ru led , likewise an im ated  by  

the principles of sociality an d  of the prim acy  of ind iv idua l feeling, w ill tend  

to identify  in su ffering  and  to combine in  resistance to agg rand izem en t by  

rulers. In  th is w ay, offense and  red ress  share a com m on o rig in . The 

reso lu tion  of the strugg le  betw een the ru lers an d  the  ru led  in  in d iv id u a l 

instances w ill be dete rm ined  then in  large p a rt by the organization  an d  o ther 

strategem s of the contestants.

So the tendency  of governm ent to oppression  an d  abuse is to be m et

1 Montesquieu, in The Spirit of the Laws ('17481. had understood, albeit with considerably 
less precision and system than Calhoun, how power must be opposed by power, and tendency by 
tendency. A century before Calhoun, the Frenchman observed that:

Democratic and aristocratic states are not in their own nature free. Political liberty is 
to be found only in moderate governments; and even in these, it is not always found. It is 
there only when there is no abuse of power; but constant experience shows us, that every 
man invested with power is apt to abuse it, and to carry his authority as far as it will 
go. Is it not strange, though true, to say, that virtue itself has need of limits?

To prevent this abuse, it is necessary from the very nature of things, power 
should be a check to power. A government may be so constituted as no man shall be 
compelled to do things to which the law does not oblige him, nor forced to abstain from 
things which the law permits.

See Baron de Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws (New York: Hafner Press, 1949), 150.
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no t by  m ere verbal ap p ea ls  to justice and  mercy, for exam ple , b u t by a 

sufficiently  po w erfu l coun ter-tendency . This m eans th a t the  feelings of 

indifference, tem erity  and  h a u g h ty  d isregard  for the in te rests  of o thers that 

p rov ide  the p rin c ip a l im p u lse  to oppression  an d  abuse  o f governm en ta l 

power, w here  such  pow er is unconstra ined , can be opp o sed  and  effectually 

countered by organized  red ress and  skillful self-assertion th a t has its source in 

a rese rv o ir of se n tim en t co n ta in in g  all those feelings "e v e r in c id en t to 

enforced subm ission to w h a t is regarded  as injustice and  oppression ." (53)

A ccord ing  to C alhoun , then , constitu tional s tru c tu re s  are m an-m ade 

conventions w h ich  acknow ledge  an d  address the  v a rio u s law s of h um an  

na tu re  as these relate  m ore o r less directly to politics. H av in g  its source in 

hum an  n a tu re , the coun ter-tendency  — or the tendency  to re s is t oppression  

and abuse by  governm ent — m ay, th ro u g h  h u m an  ingenu ity , be m arshalled  

and  g iven  effectual exp ression  in practical p rov isions su ited  to the  various 

existing conditions of a com m unity . In this w ay, th a t c u rre n t of sentim ents 

constitu tive  of th is p rim a l coun ter-tendency  are effectively  channelled  by 

m an, an d  thereby  m ade effectual in  p reven ting  the p o w ers of governm ent 

from  being  perverted . The a im  of political constitu tion  therefo re  is to guard  

the pow ers that it is necessary  for governm ent to. possess and  exercise in  order 

to achieve, o n  an  o n g o in g  b asis , its  D ivinely  o rd a in e d  en d s . Political 

constitution is then, a t bo ttom , a learned  or sagacious response  to the natural 

tendencies or law s of h u m a n  na tu re ; a response capable of be ing  effectual 

because it is m ade by  recourse to  those very laws.

A void ing  the  d an g ers , shocks, dislocations, an d  u n certa in ties  w hich 

n a tu ra lly  a tten d  a rm ed  resistance  to tyranny, po litica l c o n s titu tio n  m akes
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possible a peaceful, ongo ing , system atic, and effectual resistance  to tyranny.

H ence m an is left to perfect D ivinely ordained  governm en t, and  he is to do

th is  by  lea rn in g  h o w  to g u a rd  the  pow ers w h ich  it  is necessary  for

governm ent to have. But the  only  w ay  that th is m ay  b e  accom plished is

th rough  self-understanding, as I shall explain in C hap ter IX, in  a discussion of

the re la tionsh ip  b e tw een  co n s titu tio n a l go v ern m en t a n d  self-know ledge.

T herefore, it is the  p a in , su ffe rin g , and  in co n v en ien ce  assoc ia ted  w ith

governm ents w hose  p o w e rs  are  u n g u a rd e d  w h ich  a re  am o n g  the  m ost

pow erfu l forces tha t p ro d  m en  in to  self-inquiry and  se lf-understand ing . A nd

so, as I suggested earlier, as w e shall see m ore clearly  in  C h ap te r VTH, in a

discussion of liberty  and  slavery , exploitation and  d esp o tism  m ay be view ed

Providentially  as m eans to genera l h u m an  progress.

But a co n stitu tio n  can  be fo rm ed , and  the  p o w e rs  of governm en t

guarded , C alhoun says, aga in  speak ing  em phatically, "on ly  . . .  by  or through

the righ t of suffrage", o r " th e  r ig h t on  the p a rt of the ru le d  to choose their

ru lers at p ro p er in tervals, a n d  to ho ld  them  thereby  resp o n sib le  for their

conduct." (13) Hence,

. . . the responsibility  o f the rulers to the ru led , th ro u g h  the  righ t of 
suffrage, is the ind ispensab le  and  prim ary  princip le  in  the  
fo u n d atio n  of a constitu tiona l governm ent. W hen  th is  rig h t is 
properly guarded , an d  the people sufficiently en ligh tened  to 
understand  their o w n  righ ts and  the interests of the  com m unity, and 
duly to appreciate the  m otives and  conduct of those ap po in ted  to m ake 
and execute the law s, it is all-sufficient to give to those  w ho  elect, 
effective control over those they  have elected. (13)

But the r ig h t of su ffrag e , w h ile  in d isp en sab le  to  the  fo u n d in g  of 

constitu tion, is the  first b u t  n o t the  on ly  princip le  o f its foundation ; "for it 

w ou ld  be a g reat and  d an g ero u s e rro r to suppose, as m an y  do , th a t it is, of
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itself, sufficient to form constitu tional governm ents." (13)

H ere, Calhoun is d raw ing  attention to an e rro r all the m ore frequently 

com m itted  since the onse t of the rage for dem ocra tic  governm en t w hich 

began d u rin g  the latter ha lf of the eigh teen th  century. As will soon become 

apparen t, this particu lar e rro r in political th in k in g  is one w hose pernicious 

and d estruc tive  effects d u rin g  and  since C a lh o u n 's  lifetim e have been  so 

extensive and  far-reaching th a t they are v irtually  incalculable.

In  the  D isquisition. C alhoun  undertook  the  specu lative  and historical 

task of exposing and correcting the erroneous an d  w idesp read  belief that the 

right of suffrage, of itself, is sufficient to found  a constitu tional governm ent. 

He wrote:

To this erroneous opin ion  m ay be traced one of the causes, w hy so few 
attem pts to form  constitu tional governm ents have succeeded; and  
w hy, of the few w hich have, so small a n u m b er have had  durable 
existence. It has led, no t only to m istakes in  the a ttem pts to form  such 
governm ents, b u t to their overthrow , w h en  they  have, by som e good 
fortune, been correctly form ed. So far from  being, of itself, sufficient — 
how ever well guarded  it m ight be, and  how ever enlightened the 
people — [the right of suffrage] w ould, u n a id ed  b y  o ther provisions, 
leave the governm ent as absolute, as it w o u ld  be in  the hands of 
irresponsible rulers; and  w ith a tendency, a t least as strong, tow ards 
oppression  and abuse of its pow ers . . .. (13)

L iving  and  w riting  in  a tim e th a t h is to ria n  R. R. Palm er has ap tly  

dubbed  an  "age of dem ocratic revolution" 2, C a lhoun  observed  first-hand the 

great and  tragic destructiveness of this political error. Political orders all over 

E urope an d  in  Am erica, th e  m ost advanced  a n d  c iv ilized  po rtions of the 

w o rld , w ere  u n d erg o in g  su b s tan tia l, an d  o f te n  rad ica l, tran sfo rm ation . 

C alhoun the statesm an w itnessed  all of the  po litica l innovation  and  change

zSee R.R. Palmer. The Age of Democratic Revolution. 2 vols. (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1959).
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that m arked his age w ith  the greatest concern; g iv ing  cautious approval here, 

and  expressing  there, m isgivings accom panied  b y  s te m  an d  fully-reasoned 

rem onstrance . W ith  h is faculty  of co n sid e rin g  c ircum stances in  their 

com binations, and  of de term in ing  their relative p o w er in  p ropelling  events, 

C alhoun w as able to p red ic t w ith rem arkable accuracy the fate of m any of the 

po litical refo rm  efforts of the period . In d eed , a b e tte r  u n d e rs tan d in g  of 

C alhoun 's s ta tu re  b o th  as a sta tesm an an d  as a po litica l theo rist m ay  be 

d e riv ed  from  v iew in g  his role as a critical p a r t ic ip a n t in the  "age  of 

dem ocratic revolu tion ."

By the  en d  of the  e igh teen th  century , th e  spell of royalty  h ad  been 

broken , an d  th e  u tility  a n d  p o w er of th e  m o n arch ica l form  h a d  been  

surpassed  by  a governm enta l form  th a t w as com pelling  and , in  som e w ays, 

new . This form  w as represen tative  dem ocracy. In  the  in troduc tion  to his 

Dem ocracy in  A m erica  (1835-40), the great F rench  political th inker Alexis de 

Tocqueville (1805-59) declared boldly tha t "a new  science of politics is needed 

for a new  w o rld " , a science that w ou ld  ed u ca te  th is n ew  and  ap p aren tly  

irresistible dem ocratic form . A lthough he v iew ed  the  em ergence in  his ow n 

tim e of th is com pelling  new  form  of g o v e rn m e n t as a P ro v id en tia l fact 

resu lting  from  "the  g rad u a l developm en t [in h isto ry ] o f the p rinc ip le  of 

equality", Tocqueville feared  tha t dem ocracy  in  the  m o d ern  age w ou ld  be 

abandoned  to  its w ild  instinc ts, an d  w o u ld  d e v e lo p  in to  a savage an d  

dangerous po litical beast. In  Democracy, he  called  on  the  sta tesm en  of the 

time to tam e dem ocracy 's w ild  instincts by  su b d u in g  its a ttendan t vices and  by  

develop ing  fu lly  its in h eren t v irtues. Tocqueville describes this new  task of
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statesm en as follows:

The first of the du ties that are a t this tim e im posed  up o n  those w ho 
direct our affairs is to educate  democracy, to reaw aken, if possible, its 
religious beliefs, to purify  its m orals; to m o ld  its actions; to substitu te  a 
knowledge of statecraft for its inexperience, an d  an  aw areness of its true 
interest for its b lind  instincts, to adap t its governm en t to time and  
place, and  to m odify  it according to m en a n d  to cond itions.3

A nd so a new  political w orld  needed a new  science of politics. For w ith 

the revolutions in  A m erica  an d  in  France, dem ocracy  h a d  appeared  on  the 

h isto rical scene by  the  en d  of the  eigh teen th  cen tu ry  in  an  essentially  new  

form , and  w as carry in g  all befo re  it. In the  O ld  W orld , the dem ocratic  

im pulse  was tearing  asu n d er centuries-o ld  social form s th a t had once grow n 

u p  and  flourished u n d e r  the m onarchical and aristocratic  political form s. In 

the  N ew  W orld, the dem ocratic im pulse  becam e h ap p ily  transfigured  into a 

m o re  en lig h ten ed  a n d  h u m a n e  fo rm , a n d  y e t  th e  co n se rv a tio n  an d  

p e rp e tu a tio n  of th is fo rm  w ere  far from  secu red . A p p earin g  in  a feral 

cond ition  — like a ch ild  w ith o u t pa ren ta l g u id an ce  -- a n d  th rea ten in g  to 

develop  into form s w hose  o p p ress io n  and  ab u se  of governm en ta l pow er 

w o u ld  exceed the  m o st ty rann ica l system s ever ad m in iste red  by  kings or 

nobles; this dem ocratic  form  req u ire d  educa tion . Forem ost am ong  these 

educators of dem ocracy w as John C. Calhoun.

Thus the D isqu isition  has as one of its cen tra l elem ents a deta iled  and  

sy s tem atic  e x am in a tio n  of th e  c o n s titu tio n a l a n d  ab so lu te  fo rm s of 

democracy. Indeed , in  ligh t of th e  em phasis th a t  C a lh o u n  g ives to the  

com parison  of these tw o  d isp a ra te  form s of d em ocracy  in  that w ork , it is 

possib le  to read the  D isqu isition  as an  ex tended  .and defin itive polem ic in

3 See Alexis De Tocqueville, Democracy in America. 2 vols. (New York: Vintage Classics, 
1990) vol. I, 7.
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behalf of constitu tional democracy.

This special concern of C alhoun to consider the elem ents and problem s 

associated w ith  the dem ocratic form  is clearly evinced, for exam ple, w ith in  

his general com parison  of all of the various absolute a n d  constitutional forms 

of governm en t; even  w here  the au th o r is busy  d riv in g  hom e the central 

points of tha t theoretical speech for w hich  he is m ost fam ous — the doctrine 

of the concurren t m ajority. There, in  an effort to educate dem ocracy, C alhoun 

sharpens and clarifies w hat had been thereto  a m udd led  an d  w oefully unclear 

d istinction betw een  tw o forms of m ajorities -- the num erica l m ajority and  the 

concu rren t m ajo rity  — w hich  are the  cen tra l and  d is tin c tiv e  elem ents of 

absolute dem ocracy and  constitutional dem ocracy respectively.

By m ak in g  clear the  d ifferences be tw een  th e  ab so lu te  form  and  

constitu tional form  of dem ocracy, as regard s their respective  elem ents and 

opera tions, C a lh o u n  la id  a foundation  for tha t "n ew  science of politics" 

w hose  n ecess ity  T ocquev ille  h a d  h e ra ld e d ; a sc ien ce  o f dem ocratic  

governm ent. This new ly-founded science w ould  be a b ranch  of an older and 

m ore general science of politics; th is m ore  general science being  one tha t 

tre a ts  of all th e  v a rio u s  reg im en s o f g o v e rn m e n t -- m o n arch ica l, 

aristocratical, an d  dem ocratical — as regards their com m on or shared  features. 

This ach ievem en t of C alhoun 's  p ro v id ed  the theo re tica l g ro u n d w o rk  and  

justification  for the  refo rm  of ex isting  dem ocratic g o v ern m en ts  w herever 

found , and  th e reb y  se t the  stage for a tru ly  en lig h ten ed  refo rm ation  of 

dem ocratic governm ents w orld-w ide.

A nd  yet, since C alhoun 's tim e, dem ocracy has p ro v ed  to be, on  the 

w hole, an  in a tten tiv e  an d  u n ru ly  s tu d e n t. N e v erth e le ss , the  m as te r 's
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lessons, rep le te  w ith  the ir tru th s , survive as a ready  resource un til a tim e 

w hen  the child is d isposed  to receive them.

A m ongst these lessons, there  was one w hich C alhoun  was p e rh ap s  

m ost eager to com m end bo th  to his contem poraries and  to posterity. It w as, 

th a t how ever in d isp en sab le  the  righ t of suffrage m ay be  in  fo rm in g  a 

constitu tion,

. . .  of itself, [this right] can do no m ore than  give com plete control to 
those w ho elect, over the  conduct of those they have elected. In 
doing this, it accom plishes all it possibly can accomplish. This is its 
aim  — and w hen it is a ttained , its end  is fulfilled. It can do no m ore, 
how ever enlightened the people, or how ever w idely  extended or w ell 
guarded  the righ t m ay  be. The sum  total, then, of its effects, w hen m ost 
successful, is, to m ake those elected, the true  and faithful 
representatives of those w ho elected them  — instead of irresponsible 
rulers -- as they w ou ld  be w ithout it; and thus, by  converting it into an  
agency, and  the rulers into agents, to d ivest governm ent of all claim s 
to sovereignty, an d  to reta in  it unim paired  to the com m unity. (13- 
14)

A nd so genuinely  responsib le  governm ent, accord ing  to C alhoun , is 

governm ent held  by  the elem ents of constitu tion  to its sacred  and D ivinely  

o rdained  tru st to the care of the general com m unity. But the righ t of suffrage, 

after all, constitutes b u t one of these elements.

Before going on the  consider that o ther requisite elem ent or p rincip le , 

how ever, w e shou ld  p a u se  to consider the question , h o w  the r ig h t of 

su ffrag e , as a su p p o se d ly  " in d isp e n sa b le "  e lem en t o f c o n s titu tio n a l 

governm ent, is applicable not only  to dem ocratic regim ens, w here  its ro le  is 

perhaps m ore readily  apparen t, b u t to aristocratic and  m onarchical reg im ens 

as well. For to readers in  ou r m od em  dem ocratic age, the vast m ajority  of 

w hom  m ay be su p p o sed  to be unfam iliar w ith  the in te rn a l opera tions of 

constitu tional m onarch ies and  aristocracies, it is n o t im m edia te ly  e v id e n t
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th a t the righ t of suffrage ev er ex isted  as a "p rim ary  and in d isp en sab le"  

e lem en t in such  governm en ts . In d eed , su ch  a read e r m igh t ob ject th a t 

C alhoun 's account of political constitu tion  is in  fact no t the u n iv ersa l and  

system atic account that it p u rp o rts  to be, b u t  is instead  a m uch m ore lim ited 

speech, or an  account of constitu tional dem ocracy  only.

But w hat m ay appear to the m o d em  "dem ocratic" reader as ju s t such  a 

difficulty or lim itation in C alhoun 's account is in  fact a result of a too-narrow  

conception of the na tu re  of the rig h t o f su ffrage  o n  the p a rt of the  reader 

him self. For recall that the fo rm al d e fin itio n  of suffrage that C a lh o u n  sets 

fo rth  is no t the "one m an, one vo te" co n cep tio n  characteristic o f a m ore 

contem porary  parlance, b u t is instead: " th e  rig h t o n  the p a rt of the ru led  to 

choose their ru lers a t p roper in tervals, an d  to ho ld  them  thereby responsib le 

for their conduct." (13) A nd so, w e sh o u ld  no te  tha t this defin ition does not, 

of itself, specify all the specific and  de te rm ina te  form s w hich the p rincip le  of 

suffrage m ay take w ith in  a g iven  governm en ta l fram ew ork. In particu lar, the 

definition does no t specify w hether the rig h t of suffrage is to opera te  a ided  or 

u n a id e d  in  a g iven  h isto rical in stance  b y  w h a t C alhoun  calls "a  p ro p e r  

organism ."

This d istinction betw een the  righ t of suffrage u n a id ed  by  o rgan ism  and 

the  righ t aided by  organism  is in troduced  on ly  la ter in the D isqu isition  (23), 

since it w as C a lhoun 's  in te n tio n  to co n sid er, firs t the sim p lest a n d  m ost 

fam iliar conceptions of dem ocracy and  su ffrage  — absolute dem ocracy an d  the 

rig h t of suffrage unaided  respectively -- befo re  going  on  to m ake an  inv id ious 

com parison of these w ith  their co rrespond ing  constitu tional form s.

C alhoun 's account of the e lem ents o f constitu tional governm en t is, in
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tru th , one w h ich  a p p e rta in s  to a ll possib le  co n stitu tio n a l g o v ern m en ts , 

reg ard less  of w h e th e r  th e  reg im en  of the  g o v e rn m en t is m onarch ica l, 

aristocratic, dem ocratic, or an y  actualizabie com bination of these three form s. 

N evertheless, for the sake o f g rea ter clarity and  expedience, I shall postpone 

u n til  th e  n ex t c h ap te r  a fu lle r  d e m o n s tra tio n  o f th e  t r u th  o f th is  

in terp reta tion , w here  I w ill, for exam ple, also undertake  the  re la ted  task  of 

explaining in  deta il the d ifference betw een  the righ t of suffrage u n a id ed  and  

the righ t a ided  by  organism . H ere, how ever, I w ould  po in t o u t th a t only  a 

s lig h t re v ie w  o f som e o f th e  h is to ric a l exam p les of c o n s titu tio n a l 

governm en ts w h ich  are  illu s tra te d  and  analyzed  in  the  D isq u isitio n  is 

necessary  to su p p o r t m y in te rp re ta tio n  of the  scope and  ap p licab ility  of 

C alhoun 's account of constitu tion . T hus, C alhoun lists the P o land  of the D iet 

(53-54), w h ich  w as technically  a m onarchy  (though  an  elective an d  n o t an  

h e re d ita ry  one); the  R o m an  R ep u b lic  (69-72); a n d  the  c o n s titu tio n a l 

m onarchy of G reat Britain (72-78). A nd  each o f  these regim es, it shou ld  be 

noted, w as heavily  aristocratic.

A nother w ay  to illum inate C alhoun 's account of the r ig h t of suffrage is 

to consider the n a tu re  of sovereignty . For in speaking of the r ig h t of suffrage 

as "the righ t on  the p a rt of th e  ru led  to choose their rulers at p ro p er in tervals, 

and  to h o ld  th em  th ereb y  resp o n sib le  for th e ir  co n d u c t" , th e  q u e s tio n  

n a tu ra lly  arises as to the  locus of u ltim ate  and  final a u th o rity  w ith in  a 

com m unity .

The th inker credited  m ost w ith  hav ing  dealt w ith  such  au th o rity  as a 

d istinct speculative , ph ilosoph ical issue has been  the F renchm an  Jean  Bodin 

(1530-1596). In  h is Six B ooks o n  th e  State (1576), Bodin defines sovereign ty
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(majestas  in Latin) as “the absolute and  p e rp e tu a l pow er of the state, tha t is,

the greatest pow er to com m and" w hile defin ing  the state itself as "a  law ful

governm ent, w ith  sovereign  power, of m any househo lds and their com m on

affairs."4 But Bodin is careful to d istingu ish  be tw een  sovereignty itself and

the "custodians and  keepers of sovereign pow er." For sovereign pow er tha t

has been delegated can be recalled w hen  it so p leases the sovereign itself, ju st

as "those w ho have len t or paw ned  their goods to others rem ain the true

ow ners and  possessors."  A nd this sovereign , according  to Bodin, m ay be

either the prince or the  people, depend ing  on  the  com m unity.5 Still, since his

over-rid ing concern w as w ith  social u n ity 6 and  the indivisibility of political

authority , Bodin — like H obbes a century  later -- p referred  m onarchy to bo th

aristocracy and democracy. N aturally  then, B odin 's rhetorical em phasis in  the

Six Books of th e  S tate is on  the "sovereign p rin ce" , and  not, as it w ou ld  be

w ith  C alhoun three centuries later, on the people  as sovereign w ith in  un ita ry

political structures, an d  on the states as sovereign  w ith in  a federal structure.

A nd so, w ith  these concerns and  em phases, Bodin writes:

. . . those w ho give to others the pow er an d  au thority  to judge and 
com m and for a defined period of tim e, or to  be recalled at pleasure, 
retain pow er and  authority  tha t the others exercise b u t in die na tu re  of 
a tem porary  lease or loan. The governor o f a country  or the lieu tenant 
of a prince su rrenders his pow er a t the exp ira tion  of his term , being  b u t 
the depository  and  keeper for som eone else. It m akes no difference 
w hether the official is of high or low  rank. If the absolute pow er 
granted to the  lieu tenant of the prince w ere  [itself the] sovereign, it

4 See Jean Bodin, Six Books on th e State in Great Political Thinkers: Plato to the Present. 
ed. William Ebenstein and Alan O. Ebenstein (San Antonio: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1991), 
389.

5Ibid, 389.
6 Bodin is the best-known theorist of the Pol it iques,  a group of Catholic administrators, 

lawyers, and publicists whose loyalty to France and unwillingness to sacrifice her interests to 
the Roman Church took the form of trying to save the nation from a high tide of religious 
fanaticism. Bodin's Six Books was published only four years after the St. Bartholomew's Day 
massacre (August 24,1572).
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could be used against the p rince himself, who w ould  be left w ith  b u t an 
em pty title, and  the subject w ould  com m and his lord, the  servan t his 
m aster — w hich w ould  be a b su rd .7

A nd analogously, concern ing  p o p u lar sovereignty, Bodin says:

If the people g ran t annually  absolute pow er to one or several citizens, 
w ithout control or appeal, shall w e say that they possess sovereignty? 
O nly he is absolutely sovereign  w ho, after God, acknow ledges no one 
greater than  himself. These citizens elected to highest office therefore 
do not possess sovereignty, as they are bu t trustees of the pow er lent to 
them  for a given tim e. The people do no t deprive them selves of 
sovereignty w hen they  e n tru s t absolute authority  to one or several 
rulers, either for a lim ited tim e set in  advance or to be revoked  a t their 
p leasure.8

So it is essential to keep in  v iew  the distinction betw een  sovereignty , 

on  th e  one hand , and  the pow ers of the sovereign, on  the o th er hand . For 

certain  pow ers of the sovereign m ay  be delegated by  the sovereign  itself an d  

then  d iv ided  am ong the various departm en ts of a governm ent so organized ; 

b u t sovereignty itself -- as B odin w ou ld  argue, and  as C alhoun  w ou ld  later 

corroborate (101, 433-434) -- is b o th  indivisible and  non-transferable. A lso, by 

w ay of underscoring  fu rther th e  d istinc tion  betw een the  sovere ign  and  its 

pow ers, there is to be considered  the  "h ighest act of sovereign ty", th a t of 

reform ing  or abolishing an  ex isting  governm ental system , o r o f c rea ting  a 

n ew  one. (194) For su c h  p o w e rs  s tr ik in g ly  illu s tra te  th e  g re a te r  

fundam entality  of the sovereign  as com pared  w ith  m ere governm ent. Thus 

C alhoun, in the D iscourse, declares: "A  pow er w hich  can righ tfu lly  do  all

this, m ust exist in  full p len itude, unexhausted  and un im paired ; for no h igher 

act of sovereignty can be conceived." (194)

7 Ibid, 389-390.
8 Ibid, 390.
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In a d d itio n  to being  non-transferab le  an d  ind iv isib le , sovereign ty  is

illim itab le.9 A n d  B odin  undersco red  th is  q u a lity  of the  sovereign  b y

stressing  th a t the  essence of sovereignty  consists in  the  m ak ing  of general

laws. Thus he w rites:

The first characteristic of the sovereign prince is the pow er to m ake 
general a n d  special laws, bu t — and  th is qualification is im portant 
-- w ithou t the  consent of superiors, equals, o r inferiors. If the prince 
requires the  consent of superiors, then  he is a subject himself; if th a t of 
equals, he  shares his authority  w ith  o thers; if that of his subjects, senate 
or people, he  is n o t sovere ign .10

So the  a u th o r i ty  o f a so v e re ig n  is n e ce ssa rily  u n b o u n d e d  a n d  

unboundable, a n d  therefore illimitable.

Finally, sovereignty , w ith  all of its necessary  qualities, is ev iden tly  a 

good, as in d eed  w e have  assum ed it to be , since it is " the  absolute and  

perpetual pow er of the state" u, and  therefo re  m ay  be p resum ed  to p lay  an  

essential role, for exam ple, in  preserv ing  a n d  perfecting  society. Because it is 

such a good, it necessarily  follows tha t all a ttem pts to e ither transfer, d iv ide, 

or lim it sovereign ty  tend  naturally  and  necessarily  to its absolute destruction, 

and  th e reb y  to  th e  destab iliza tion , im p e rilm en t, a n d  d estru c tio n  of the  

political com m unity  itself.

B ut n o w , le t u s  consider how  th ese  in s ig h ts  in to  the n a tu re  of 

sovereignty m ay assist us in  understand ing  the  righ t of suffrage.

9 Significantly, however, Calhoun points out that, although sovereignty is illimitable, "a 
sovereign may voluntarily impose restrictions on his [own] acts, without, in any degree, 
exhausting or impairing his sovereignty. Examples of such voluntarily restriction are given in 
the Discourse (pp. 194-196), where Calhoun notes: "the people of the several states, regarded 
as parties to the constitutional compact, have imposed restrictions on the exercise of their 
sovereign power, by entering into a solemn obligation to do no act inconsistent with its 
provisions, and to uphold and support it within their respective limits."

'“Jean Bodin. Six Books an the State. 392.
"Ibid, 389.
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W e m ay beg in  b y  asking: Is there a fu n d am en ta l difference betw een 

absolute and  constitu tiona l governm ents respective ly  as regard s the location  

of sovereignty? F or ap p aren tly , it is in  the  n a tu re  o f com m unities w ith  

absolu te  g o v ern m en ts  to locate sovereign ty  in  so m e th in g  o ther th an  the  

general com m unity . W ith in  such com m unities , a d o m in a n t prince, or an  

assem blage of nobles, as the  case m ay be, is genera lly  acknow ledged as, for 

instance, the "d re a d  sovereign ."  In con trast, how ever, it is the na tu re  of 

com m unities w ith  co n stitu tio n a l governm en ts , reg a rd less  of w hether they  

are m onarchies, a ristocrac ies, or dem ocracies, to locate  sovereign ty  in  the 

general com m unity . These observations lead  u s  to consider the process by  

w hich  sovereign  s ta tu s  com es to be located; a n d  here  w e  discover th a t the 

advent and  op era tio n  of the  righ t of suffrage as an  e lem ent of constitu tional 

governm ent is an  essen tia l p a r t  of this process.

M ore generally , w e  fin d  th a t the  tw o  e lem en ts  o r p rinc ip les of 

constitu tion  — w h ich  C a lh o u n  term s "the  rig h t of su ffrage" and  "organism " 

respectively  -- are fo rm al m eans or devices b y  w h ich  governm ent, o r the 

exercisers of p o w e rs , a re  d ivested  e ith e r o f th a t ac tu a l sovereign ty  o r 

p re ten sio n  to so v e re ig n ty  w h ich  they  enjoy  u n d e r  th e  various abso lu te  

form s: m o n arch ica l, a ris toc ra tica l, an d  d em ocra ticaL  For no t on ly  in

c o n s titu tio n a l  d e m o c ra c ie s , b u t  in  c o n s t i tu t io n a l  m o n a rc h ie s  a n d  

constitu tiona l a ris tocrac ies as well, so v e re ig n ty  res id es  n o t in  those w ho  

exercise the  p o w ers of governm ent, b u t in  th e  g enera l com m unity. These 

devices or contrivances of constitu tion , th ro u g h  th e ir  respective operations, 

secure sovereignty — or the ultim ate righ t and  p o w er of ru le  — for the general 

com m unity .
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This securing of sovereignty by  the  elem ents of constitu tion transform s 

the  n a tu re  of governm ent itself in  one fundam en ta l respect. G u ard in g  the 

p ow ers  of the  governm en t as it does, po litical constitu tion , th ro u g h  the  

opera tion  of its elem ents, m akes governm ent an  agency of the sovereign, and  

a representative  of the general com m unity. Hence it follows that the  righ t of 

suffrage and the sovereignty  of the general com m unity are in tim ately  related; 

since the  act of a people asserting  the rig h t to choose their rulers " a t  p ro p er 

in te rv a ls" , an d  "to  ho ld  th em  th ereb y  responsib le  for their co n d u c t" , is 

tan tam o u n t to the com m unity  declaring  itself sovereign. M oreover, w here 

the  assertion  of the  r ig h t of suffrage is successful, governm en t is thereby  

tran sfo rm ed  from  being  the  p riv a te  possession  of ind iv idua l ru le rs  into a 

public  trust. In this w ay, a peo p le 's  assertion  of the righ t of suffrage is an  

essential p a r t  of a m ore general assertion  of popu lar sovereignty. A nd  from  

this fact too, it follows, for exam ple, th a t assertions of the righ t o f suffrage 

una ided  by  organism  — represen ting  as they do incom plete m asteries of the 

principles of constitution -- tend  na tu ra lly  to fail as m ore general assertions of 

p o p u la r sovereignty.

But serious b ids for p o p u la r  sovere ign ty  are essentially  m ora l an d  

intellectual phenom ena, and  therefore canno t be b rough t off, for exam ple, by  

m ere physical reflexivity, sporadic ou tbu rsts  o r m indless verbal ejaculations. 

Indeed , successful assertions of the elem ents of constitu tion  and of p o p u la r 

sovere ign ty  are p rem ised  on  m ora l an d  in te llectual v irtue  or a tta in m en t, 

w hereas absolutism  and  a sovereign ty  tha t resides in  the one or the  few  are 

features characteristic of a com m unity  w hose generality  is sunk  in  vice and  

ignorance.
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So sk illfu l, su s ta in ed , and  effectual se lf-assertion  on the p a rt of a 

generality  in  b eh a lf of the  rights of su ffrage  and  sovere ign ty  signifies a 

m om entous advance  in  the m oral and  political m atu ra tio n  and  developm ent 

of that com m unity- H ence irresponsible ru le rs  ru le  w here  governm ent, an d  

not the g en era l com m unity , is the sovereign . Indeed , it is only  th ro u g h  

skillful se lf-assertion  on  the  p a rt of the com m un ity  a t large th a t the p o w er 

and rig h t o f so v e re ig n ty  can be once w re s ted  from  governm ent, and  the  

ind iv idua l p o ssesso rs  of political p o w er m ad e  responsib le  to the g en era l 

com m unity , a n d  so lic itous of its in te res ts , in s tea d  of the ir own. E very  

ind iv idual, ev ery  com m unity , and  every generation , then, is confronted w ith  

the h a rd  re a lity  o f th is  in c o n tro v e rtib le  fac t a n d  u n c irc u m v e n ta b le  

requirem ent: th a t the  elevated u n d e rs tan d in g  and  m oral character th a t are  

the p re -co n d itio n s  a n d  fo u n d a tio n  of p o p u la r  so v e re ig n ty  and  p o litica l 

constitu tion  do  n o t com e to m en inexorab ly  or au tom atica lly  either from  

nature or from  the D ivinity  m ore directly.

Still, th e  benefic ia l consequences for a com m un ity  w ro u g h t by  its 

practical ach ievem ent of the right of suffrage, m om entous as they are, shou ld  

be ap p reh en d ed  clearly and  not exaggerated . For as w e have just suggested , 

m oral and  in te llec tua l a tta inm ent ad m it o f various degrees along a scale .12 

And, in  so far as such  attainm ent relates to the  strugg le  for and  instan tiation  

of political co n stitu tio n  in  a com m unity, w e m ay  observe that, according to 

C alhoun, the  level of a tta inm en t requ ired  to estab lish  the rig h t of suffrage 

una ided  by  o rg an ism  differs from  and  is in ferio r to th a t level w h ich  is 

required to estab lish  and  m aintain  a full-fledged constitu tion, w here the r ig h t 

is aided by  organism . For such reasons, C a lhoun  is careful no t to exaggerate

12 On page 40, in the Disquisition. Calhoun speaks of a "scale of patriotism and virtue."
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the intellectual a n d  m oral v irtues of com m unities th a t have  established the

right of suffrage u n a id ed . In fact, Calhoun is quite anxious, as w e saw earlier

in this chap ter, to d isabuse  those who tend  to conflate  the  rig h t of suffrage

w ith  c o n stitu tio n . C a llin g  a tten tio n  to the g re a t d ifference  betw een

governm ents w ith  the righ t of suffrage u n a ided , on  the  one hand , and fully

constitutional governm ents, on  the  other hand , C a lhoun  w rites:

[For] it is m an ifest tha t the right of suffrage, . . . transfers, in  reality, the 
actual contro l over the  governm ent, from  those w ho  m ake and execute 
the laws, to the bo d y  of the com m unity; and , thereby, places the pow ers 
of the governm en t as fully  in  the m ass of the com m unity, as they 
w ould  be if they, in  fact, h ad  assem bled, m ade, a n d  executed the laws 
them selves, w ith o u t the intervention of rep resen ta tives o r agents.
The m ore perfectly  it does this, the m ore perfectly  it accom plishes its 
ends; b u t in  d o in g  so. i t  on ly  changes th e  seat o f a u th o rity , w ith o u t 
coun terac ting , in  th e  least, th e  tendency o f th e  g o v e rn m e n t to 
opp ression  a n d  abuse of its powers. (14, em phasis added)

Therefore, w ith  the  assertion  and  in s titu tin g  b y  a com m unity  of the 

right of suffrage, the  sea t of political au thority  is changed  — since it is shifted 

from  g o v ern m en t itse lf  to the  general com m un ity  -- b u t  the  tendency of 

governm ent to abuse  an d  oppression  is no t coun terac ted  "in  the least." A nd, 

as C alhoun tells u s, exaggerations of the actual benefits conferred upon  the 

political com m un ity  b y  the  rig h t of suffrage have, paradoxically , rendered  

m any com m unities suscep tib le  to the advances of th e  m ost oppressive and  

abusive p o litica l reg im en  o f all, abso lu te  dem ocracy . For dem ocratic  

governm ents, an c ien t an d  m o d ern  alike, h av in g  once, b y  som e fortunate  

com bination  of c ircu m stan ces, m anaged  to e s ta b lish  the  p rincip les of 

constitution, have  ten d e d  to degenerate in to  absolu te  dem ocracies, and  then  

into m ilita ry  d e sp o tism s , or absolu te  m onarch ies. O ne of the  p rincipal 

reasons for th is degenera tion , C alhoun says, is th a t m e n  have expected m ore
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from  the rig h t of su ffrage  th an  it can possib ly  accom plish . This false 

expectation, it tu rn s ou t, is rooted in another error; a n d  this e rro r concerns 

the num ber and  n a tu re  of the interests of w hich  any  po litical com m unity is

A nxious to co rrec t these  fateful an d  d e s tru c tiv e  e rro rs , C alhoun  

explains t h a t . . .

If the w hole com m unity  had  the same interests, so tha t the interests of 
each and  every  portion  w ould be so affected by  the action of the 
governm ent, th a t the  law s w hich oppress and  im poverish  one portion, 
w ould necessarily  oppress and  im poverish all o thers — or the reverse — 
then  the righ t of suffrage, of itself, w ould  be all-sufficient to counteract 
the tendency  of the governm ent to oppression an d  abuse of its powers; 
and, of course, w ou ld  form, of itself, a perfect constitu tional 
governm ent. The in terest of all being the sam e, b y  supposition, as far 
as the action of the governm ent was concerned, a ll w ou ld  have like 
interests as to  w h a t law s should be m ade, and  how  they should  be 
executed. A ll strife and  struggle w ould cease as to  w ho should  be 
elected to m ake and  execute them. The only question  w ou ld  be, who 
w as m ost fit; w ho  the w isest and  m ost capable of understand ing  the 
com m on in te rest of the whole. This decided, the election w ould  pass 
off quietly, an d  w ithou t party  discord; as no one po rtion  could advance 
its ow n pecu liar in terest w ithout regard to the rest, by  electing a 
favorite candidate. (14-15)

The com m on exaggera tion  of the pow ers and  effects of the  righ t of 

suffrage is then  roo ted  in  an  over-sim plified conception of the com position of 

the  political c o m m u n ity  as regard s the num bers a n d  d ispositions of its 

various interests. C alhoun  calls attention, to the grave consequences of such 

exaggeration by  considering  the strictly hypothetical s itu a tio n  in  w hich the 

entire com m unity  h as the  sam e interests as regards th e  action o r inaction of 

governm ent. If su ch  a condition  held, C alhoun expla ins, th en  the righ t of 

suffrage, of itself, w o u ld  be sufficient to p rev en t abuse  an d  oppression  by 

governm ent. The p rob lem , of course, is that, the  po litica l com m unity  m u st
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always consist o f m u ltip le  and diverse in terests as regard s the  action or 

inaction of go v ern m en t, for reasons th a t w ill be s ta te d  directly. W hile 

C alhoun trea ted  as strictly  hypothetical and  un rea lizab le  the condition  in 

which an  en tire  com m unity  has the sam e interests as regards the action or 

inaction of governm ent, m any  friends of the dem ocratic form  have sought to 

im plem ent the r ig h t of suffrage on the basis of ju st this v iew  of society. But 

Calhoun w as n o t the  only one to see the erroneous and  dangerous nature  of 

this supposition.

The G erm an  ph ilosopher Hegel, like Tocqueville an d  C alhoun, w as

concerned  th a t th e  n ew  em ergen t d em o cra tic  sp ir i t  sh o u ld  becom e

disciplined and  responsib le  by  being tem pered w ith  political w isdom . In his

Philosophy of R ig h t (1821), Hegel explained how  one po ten tia lly  influential

and prevalen t varie ty  of superficial political th inking  arises from  a tendency

of the h um an  m in d  to cling to abstractions. This k ind  of abstract thought,

Hegel observed, na tu ra lly  gives rise to notions w hose advocacy can lead to the

m ost pern ic ious consequences for hum an  society a n d  civilization. H egel

illustrates his p o in t abou t the potentially destructive and  vicious character of

such abstract th o u g h t by  exam ining the popu lar n o tio n  th a t "every single

person shou ld  sh a re  in  deliberating  and  decid ing  on  po litica l m atters of

general concern" (695). H egel declares tha t to hold such  a view,

. . .  on the g ro u n d  tha t all individuals are m em bers of the state, that its 
concerns are their concerns, and that it is their righ t th a t w hat is done 
should  be done  w ith  their knowledge and volition, is tan tam ount to a 
p roposal to p u t  the democratic elem ent w ithou t any  rational form  into 
the organism  of the state, although it is only in  v irtue  of the  possession 
of such a form  th a t the state is an  organism  a t all. This idea comes 
readily  to m in d  because it does no t go beyond the  abstraction of "being 
a m em ber o f the  state," and it is superficial th ink ing  w hich  clings to 
abstractions. [On the other hand,] The rational consideration of the
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topic, the consciousness of the Idea, is concrete and to that extent 
coincides w ith  a genuine practical sense. Such a sense is itself no th ing  
bu t the sense of rationality  or the Idea, tho u g h  it is no t to be confused 
w ith  m ere business routine or the ho rizon  of a restricted sp h e re .13

A nticipating C alhoun, Hegel saw  how  a n  im proper reliance on  abstrac t 

thought could lead  to an  oversim plified view  of society; a view  th a t w ou ld , in  

turn , serve as a su p p o s itio n  on the basis o f w h ich  a false and  d estru c tiv e  

conception of dem ocratic  governm ent w o u ld  be p rom ulgated . As w e sha ll 

see below, by  v iew in g  society falsely as a sing le  and  und ifferen tia ted  m ass, 

m any w ell-in ten tioned  friends of the dem ocratic  fo rm  w ould  m ain ta in  th a t 

the righ t of suffrage a lo n e  is a sufficient co n d itio n  of true  or constitu tiona l 

democracy. D ism issing the  superficial and  hopelessly  oversim plified v iew  of 

society that an  im p ro p er reliance on  abstract th o u g h t gives us, H egel goes on  

to describe the  a c tu a l n a tu re  of soc ie ty  as in v a riab ly  co m p o site  a n d  

differentiated:

The concrete state  is the whole, a rticu la ted  into its particular groups.
The m em ber of the state is a m em ber of such  a group, i. e. of a social 
class, and  it is only  as characterized in  th is objective w ay that he comes 
u n d er consideration  w hen  we are dealing  w ith  the state. H is m ere 
character as un iversal im plies th a t he is a t one and  the sam e tim e bo th  
a private  p e rso n  and  also a th inking  consciousness, a w ill w hich  w ills 
the universal. This consciousness an d  w ill, how ever, lose their 
em ptiness an d  acquire a content and  a Hying actuality  only w h en  they  
are filled w ith  particularity, and  particu la rity  m eans determ inacy as 
particu lar a n d  a particu lar class-sfatus; o r to p u t  the m atter o therw ise, 
abstract ind iv idua lity  is a generic essence nex t h igher in  the scale.
Hence the single pe rson  attains his ac tual and  living destiny for 
universality  on ly  w h en  he becom es a m em ber of a C orporation, a 
society, &c., an d  thereby  it becomes o p en  to h im  on the streng th  of his 
skill, to en ter any  class for which he is q u a lif ie d ,. . . 14

13 G. W. F. Hegel, Philosophy of Rightin Great P olitica l Thinkers: Plato to the Present, ed. 
William Ebenstein and Alan O. Ebenstein (Austin: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1991), 695.

u Ibid, 695.
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A nd so society, in  every  instance, consists of various classes, o rders, 

po rtions, or in terests, an d  there fo re  is never found  to subsis t as a single, 

u n d iffe ria ted  m ass of in d iv id u a ls . W hile H egel explains the  in te llec tu a l 

process w hereby the v iew  of society  as an undifferen tiated  m ass arose, and  

insists that society is, of necessity, com plex and  com posite, C alhoun  locates 

the necessity of this com positeness in  a necessary or unavo idab le  fea tu re  of 

the  relation betw een a com m unity  and  its governm ent.

So only after com prehend ing  first the necessary com plexities o f h um an  

society can we begin  to u n d e rs tan d  and  to appreciate the opera tional pow ers 

and lim itations of the various elem ents of political constitution.

Next, w e shall rev iew  C a lh o u n 's  account of how  all com m unities are 

necessarily com posite and  com plex, an d  exam ine some of the im plications of 

this insight, as C alhoun  u n d e rs to o d  them , for the task of constructing  and  

m ain tain ing  constitu tional governm ent. H ere, indeed, w e shall see precisely  

w hy  the  right of suffrage is b u t one e lem ent of constitution.

A ccording to C alhoun , any  com m un ity  m ust be com posed  o f m ore

th an  one in te rest as reg a rd s  th e  action  o r inaction of its g o v e rn m e n t.15

Indeed , it is this unavo idab le  c ircum stance w hich  poses one of the  g rea test

challenges for a people and  its sta tesm en  l6:

. . . [For] no th ing  is m ore d ifficu lt than  to equalize the action of the  
governm ent, in  reference to the  various and  diversified in terests of the 
com m unity; and  no th ing  m ore  easy  th an  to pervert its pow ers in to  
instrum ents to aggrandize a n d  enrich one or m ore interests b y

15 See the Disquisition. 14-19.
16 Rousseau conceived the matter and its importance in a manner quite similar to Calhoun:

"If there were no different interests, the common interest, which would never encounter any 
obstacle, would scarcely be felt. Everything would proceed on its own and politics would cease 
being an art." Social Contract in The Basic Political Writings (In d ia n a p o lis :  Hackett 
Publishing, 1987), 156, fn. 2.
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oppressing and  im poverishing the others; and  th is too, u n d er the 
operation of law s, couched in general term s — and  w hich, on  their face, 
appear fair and  equal. (15)

But, one m ay ask, for exam ple, is this problem  of equaliz ing  the  action

of go v ern m en t u n iv e rsa l, as C alhoun  seem s to su g g e s t h e re , o r is it

characteristic  only, fo r ex am p le , of la rg e r  a n d  m o re  co m p lex  and

heterogeneous com m unities? For clearly the p ro b lem  o f equaliz ing  the

action  of g o v e rn m en t w o u ld  adm it o f d iffe ren t d eg rees  o f d ifficu lty ,

d ep en d in g  on  the concrete  circum stances of a com m unity ; an d  for those

sm aller and  h igh ly  hom ogeneous com m unities, cou ld  it tru ly  be sa id  that

such equalization is a p roblem  a t all?

A ddressing this question  expressly, how ever, C alhoun  em phasizes that,

in fact, the problem  exists . . .

[in] all [communities]; the sm all and  the great — the poor and  the rich — 
irrespective of pu rsu its , productions, or degrees of civilization — with, 
how ever, this difference, that the m ore extensive and  popu lous the 
country, the m ore diversified the condition and  p u rsu its  of its 
population , and  the richer, m ore luxurious, and  d issim ilar the people, 
the m ore difficult is it to equalize the action of the  governm ent — and 
the m ore easy for one portion  of the com m unity to p e rv e rt its pow ers 
to oppress, and  p lu n d er the other. (15)

So the basic p rob lem  of equalization, w e are to ld , is alw ays p resen t in 

som e form  or other. Indeed , as w e shall soon see, the  w eigh t of the problem  

of equaliz ing  governm enta l action is alw ays such  th a t no com m unity  can, 

w ith  im punity , neglect to address it. Thus the problem  is bo th  universal and 

universally  serious; an d  w hile  m any  generations and  com m unities have and 

m ust continue to fall sh o rt in  m eeting the m oral an d  in te llectual challenge 

posed  by  this problem , bo th  the problem  and  the challenge are perpe tual and 

therefore, in this sense, unavoidable. But in  o rder to see m ore clearly how
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the problem  of eq u a liza tio n  is both un iversal an d  un iversa lly  serious, it is 

necessary to consider its orig in . In  the D isqu isition , the  d iscursive context 

w ith in  w hich C alhoun  reveals the na tu re  of this o rig in  is his discussion of 

the operational tendencies of the p rincip le of r ig h t of suffrage una ided  by  

organism .

In  the p rev io u s  chap ter, I in tro d u ced  m y  cla im  th a t p a rt of the

originality and m erit of C alhoun 's political though t consists in  the persistence

and skill w ith  w hich  he tracks the operations and effects of the dual-principle,

or th a t "constitu tion  or law  of our na ture ." In fu rth er su p p o rt of this claim ,

we see here how , g iven  in stitu tio n a l a rran g em en ts  w h e re  constitu tion  is

absent, the "tw o-fo ld  co n stitu tio n  of ou r n a tu re "  inclines m en w ho  a re

su b d iv id ed  in to  g ro u p s a n d  o rgan ized  as the  d iv e rse  in te res ts  o f th e

com m unity to w age a form  of w arfare w ith  each o ther. C alhoun  m akes this

poin t explicitly in  d iscussing  the right of suffrage an d  the necessary d iversity

of interests w ith in  the political community. He observes how:

. . .  it necessarily results, that the right of suffrage, b y  placing the 
control of the  governm ent in the com m unity  m ust, from  the sam e 
constitu tion  of ou r n a tu re  w hich m akes governm en t necessary to 
preserve society, lead  to conflict am ong its d ifferent interests — each 
striving to obtain  possession of its pow ers, as the  m eans of protecting 
itself against the o thers — or of advancing its respective interests, 
regardless o f the interests of others. (15)

H ence , w h e re  th e  p o w ers  of g o v e rn m e n t a re  u n g u a rd e d  b y  

constitution, the various in terests of the com m unity  are  se t in  opposition  to 

one another, and  are forced to strive for control of the  pow ers of governm ent 

in o rder to p ro tec t them selves. Once pow er is ob tained  b y  one or a coalition 

of interests, and  the  o ther interests are excluded from  contro l of governm ent,
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the in terest(s) in  pow er finds itself a t liberty, and  enticed by  the p rospect of 

m ate ria l gain , to aggrandize  itself a t the  expense  o f the excluded  portion . 

M ore subtle  and  less conspicuous th an  m ilitary  w arfare , this w arfare betw een 

the d iverse  interests of a com m unity  is w aged  u n d e r  the form  of law  or by 

reco u rse  to the legislative, executive, an d  ju d ic ia l pow ers o f governm ent. 

O ften  p a rad in g  under the  m ask  of justice and  h ig h  sta tesm ansh ip , n a rro w  

in te res t em ploys sophistry  to d isgu ise  its agg ression  th ro u g h  its contro l of 

g o v ern m en t at the expense of the rem ain ing  p o rtio n  of the com m unity.

W hereas m en, im pelled by  the dual-princip le , tend  to w a r each against 

ev ery  o ther, w here there is society b u t no con tro lling  pow er o r governm ent; 

m en , w here  there is society and  a governm ent w h o se  pow ers are u n g u ard ed  

by  constitu tion  — still im pelled by the dual-p rincip le  -- com bine and  separate  

into d iverse  interests w hich tend  to w ar, once again , each in terest or portion , 

a g a in s t ev ery  other. A nd  so, w ith  the  a d v e n t o f g o v ern m en t, w arfa re  

b e tw een  ind iv iduals ends, b u t is rep laced  by  w arfare  betw een  groups th a t is 

co n d u c ted  u n d e r  the fo rm  of law. Less consp icuous th a n  e ither physical 

co m b at b e tw een  indiv iduals or be tw een  nations,, legislative w arfare  betw een  

in te rests , C alhoun  saw, can be a t least equally  grave  an d  destructive. H ence a 

p a r t  o f C a lhoun 's  genius is in  educa ting  m en a b o u t th is m ore  subtle b u t at 

lea s t eq u a lly  dangerous form  of w arfare ; an d  th is  leg islative  w arfare , it 

sh o u ld  be no ted , is w aged w ith  all the m ore in tensity  and destructiveness in 

geographically  larger, m ore pop u lo u s, an d  w ea lth ie r polities, such as in  the 

v ast nation-states characteristic of the tw en tieth  century.

A governm en t o f u n g u a rd e d  pow ers lead s  th en  to a  p o w er g rab , 

co n d u cted  m ore or less intensely, be tw een  the g rea t in terests o r portions of a
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political com m unity. The im m ediate  object o f the striv ing  of these  various

in terests is the  con tro l of the  pow ers of governm ent; pow ers w h ich , once

obtained, m ay be u sed  first defensively and  then  offensively to p ro m o te  real

and  m erely  im ag in ed  in te res ts  respectively. M achiavelli (1469-1527) is

am ongst those e a rlie r  au th o rs  w ho  have com m ented  on  th is  p a rtic u la r

tendency of h um an  n a tu re . In  his D iscourses o n  Livy (1531), he w rote: "M en

rise from  one am b itio n  to ano ther: first, th ey  seek to secure  them selves

against attack, and  th en  they  attack others u."

Seeking relief from  this evil, C alhoun w ou ld  beg in  by  g iv in g  a causal

account of the process and  conditions w ith in  w hich  the various in terests of a

com m unity  engage in  such  strugg le. U ltim ately, his aim  w o u ld  be  to show

how  m en, com prehended  w ith in  the various in terests of the com m unity , can

atta in  secu rity  from  attack , an d  also be d issu ad ed  — and , in  som e cases,

forcibly p revented  18 — from  attacking others.

As if recounting  the  various stages in  the operation  of som e law  of the

physical universe, C alhoun  describes in specific term s the stages of the  process

by w hich an in terest ob tains governm ental pow er:

. . .  a struggle w ill take place betw een the various interests to obtain  a 
m ajority , in  o rd e r to control the governm ent. If no one in te res t be 
strong enough, of itself, to obtain it, a com bination w ill be form ed 
betw een those w hose in terests are m ost alike — each conceding 
som ething to the  o thers, un til a sufficient num ber is ob tained  to m ake 
a majority. (15)

W here the  r ig h t o f su ffrage  has been  in s titu ted  an d  th e  p o w ers  of

,7Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince and The Discourses fNew York: The M odem Library, 
1950), Chapter XLVI, 231.

18 This forcible prevention may occur where there is, for example, successful secession by a 
member state or interest of a federal or confederal structure from that structure, where the right 
of secession is disputed and resisted militarily by one or more of the other parties of that 
compact.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

272

governm ent are u n g u a rd ed , then, the dual-princip le  m ay  lead no t on ly  to a

striv ing for these pow ers by ind iv idual in terests, b u t to coalition-build ing  in

the pu rsu it of power. Relentless in its operation , the dual-principle, in  tim e,

ten d s  a lw ays to o v e rco m e  w h a tev e r p sy ch o lo g ica l an d  in s t i tu tio n a l

im pedim ents lie in its pa th , and  to assert itself in  a m anner that establishes

the basic structure of political actuality. Hence,

The process m ay  be slow, and much, tim e m ay be required  before a 
com pact, o rganized  m ajority can be thus form ed; b u t form ed it w ill be 
in  tim e, even w ith o u t preconcert or design, by  the su re  w orkings of 
th a t principle  or constitu tion of ou r na tu re  in  w hich  governm ent itself 
originates. W hen once form ed, the com m unity  w ill be d iv ided  into 
tw o great parties — a m ajor and a  m inor — betw een w hich there w ill be 
incessant struggles on the one side to retain, and  on  the other to  ob tain  
the m ajority -- and, thereby, the control of the governm ent and  the 
advantages it confers. (15-16)

A nd so, once pow er is obtained b y  one in terest or coalition, there is still 

no end  to the stru g g le  betw een  the in te rests  of the  com m unity . For in  

absolute dem ocracies, w here the right of suffrage is established, and  w here  the 

pow ers of go v ern m en t rem ain  u n g u a rd ed  b y  constitu tion , the  offices of 

governm ent are vacated  and  refilled, a t regu lar and  designated  in tervals, by  

elections. A nd here, the dual-principle, operating  w here the  right of suffrage 

holds an d  the pow ers of governm ent are u n g u a rd ed  by  constitu tion , m u st 

lead  inev itab ly  to a p e rm an en t d iv ision  of the  com m unity , so lo n g  as it 

rem ains u n d e r th is form  of governm ent, in to  tw o g rea t parties. T herefore 

the  dua l-p rincip le , w e  sh o u ld  em phasis, is, u n d e r  ce rta in  c ircum stances, 

capable of v isiting  u p o n  a com m unity  such  evils as d iv ision , leg islative  

warfare, and  all of their a ttendan t woes.

As I no ted  earlie r though , one m ay object that, how ever com pelling
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m ay be C alhoun 's account thusfar regarding com m unities in  w hich in te rests

are m ore strongly  m arked  and  diverse, the tendencies to d ivision and  w arfare

cited by this account do  n o t hold  in all com m unities. In particu lar, one m ay

try to argue tha t such  w ar-like behavior and  inclinations neither p red o m in ate

nor even  su b s is t as tra its  a t all com m on in  those m ore  h o m o g en eo u s

com m unities in  w h ich  in terests are m uch less diverse. In  reb u ttin g  th is

objection, C alhoun  p lum bs the depths of those causes w h ich  d e te rm in e , in

the end, the  s tru c tu re  a n d  behavior of the various in te rests tha t to g e th e r

m ake up  com m unities , a n d  w hich  govern  them , w h e th e r jo in tly  u n d e r

constitu tion, or by  one o r a g roup  of in terests to the exclusion of the  rest,

w ithout constitution. H e writes:

So deeply seated, indeed, is this tendency to conflict betw een the 
different in terests or portions of the com m unity, th a t it w ould  resu lt 
from  the action of the governm ent itself, even  though it w ere possib le  
to find a com m unity, w here the people w ere  all of the sam e p u rsu its , 
p laced in  the sam e condition  of life, and  in  every respect, so s itu a ted , as 
to be w ithou t inequality  of condition or diversity  of interests. The 
advantages of possessing the control of the  pow ers of the governm ent, 
and, thereby, of its honors and em olum ents, are, of them selves, 
exclusive of all o ther considerations, am ple to d ivide even such a 
com m unity into tw o great hostile parties. (16)

In su p p o rt of his claim  th a t the advantages of possessing control o f the

pow ers of governm en t is, of itself, enough  to d iv ide any  com m unity  in to

two great hostile  parties, C alhoun  describes in  considerable deta il the  n a tu re

of these advantages an d  the decisive w eigh t a n d  influence w hich  they  m u st,

in  every instance, be expected to carry in political life. Thus:

In o rder to form  a ju s t estim ate of the full force of these advantages — 
w ithou t reference to any other consideration  — it m u st be rem em bered , 
that governm ent — to fulfill the ends for w hich  it is o rdained , an d  
m ore especially th a t of protection against external dangers — m ust, in  
the p resen t condition  of the w orld, be clo thed  with, pow ers sufficient to
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call forth the resources of the com m unity, a n d  be p repared , a t all times, 
to com m and them  prom ptly  in  every  em ergency  w hich m ay possibly 
arise. For this pu rpose  large establishm ents are  necessary, bo th  civil 
and  m ilitary (including naval, w here, from  situation , th a t description 
of force m ay be required) w ith  all the m eans necessary  for p rom pt and  
effective action — such as fortifications, fleets, arm ories, arsenals, 
m agazines, arm s of all descriptions, w ith  w ell-tra ined  forces, in 
sufficient num bers to w ield  them  w ith  skill a n d  energy, w henever the 
occasion requires it. The adm in istra tion  and  m anagem en t of a 
governm ent w ith  such vast establishm ents m u s t necessarily  require a 
host of em ployees, agents, an d  officers — of w h o m  m any  m ust be 
vested w ith  h igh  and  responsible trusts, and  occupy  exalted stations, 
accom panied w ith  m uch influence an d  pa tronage . To m eet the 
necessary expenses, large sum s m ust be  collected and  disbursed; and, 
for this purpose , heavy  taxes m ust be im posed , requ iring  a m ultitude 
of officers for their collection and  d isbursem ent. T he  w h o le  u n ite d  
m u s t  necessarily place u n d e r  th e  co n tro l of g o v e rn m e n t a n  a m o u n t of 
h o n o rs  an d  e m o lu m e n ts , su fficien t to  excite p ro fo u n d ly  th e  am b itio n  
of the  asp iring  and  th e  cupidity  of th e  av aric io u s: and  to lead to  the  
fo rm a tio n  of hostile  parties, and  v io le n t  party  conflicts an d  struggles to 
ob tain  th e  con tro l of th e  g o v e rn m en t. (16-17, em phasis added)

This is an  account w hose accuracy an d  d e ta il evinces the extensive 

p rac tical experience of its author, years of experience  as leg islator in b o th  

houses of Congress, as vice-President, and  as Secretary  of the departm ents of 

State and  of War. In particular, th is passage reflects C alhoun 's  experience as 

Secretary of W ar u n d er P residen t Jam es M onroe, w h e n  the C arolin ian  gained 

h is re p u ta tio n  as an  ex p ert ad m in is tra to r  b y  co m p le te ly  reo rg an iz in g  a 

d e p a rtm e n t he  fo u n d  r id d le d  w ith  c o rru p tio n  a n d  in  a lm ost com plete  

d isa rra y  ju st a fter the second w a r w ith  G reat B rita in  (1812-1814). These 

experiences as sta tesm an  p rov ided  the m ateria ls a n d  the  unshakeable  base 

from  w hich a philosophical analysis of causes w o u ld  em erge.

F rom  th is  ex ten siv e  a n d  v a rie d  p ra c tic a l ex p e rien ce , C a lh o u n  

perceived  that, "as far as the  honors and  em olum ents of the governm ent and
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its fiscal action are concerned, it is im possible to equalize it."  A nd  the reason

for this is obvious. "Its honor and  em olum ents, how ever g reat, can fall to the

lot of bu t a few, com pared  to  the en tire  num ber of the com m unity, and  the

m ultitude  w ho w ill seek to partic ipa te  in them ." (17) But, even  aside from

this circum stance, "there is a reason  w hich renders it im possib le to equalize

the action of the governm ent, so far as its fiscal opera tion  extends . . .". (17)

A nd  so, even  if the honors an d  em olum ents of g o v ern m en t w ere som ehow

sufficiently ab u n d an t and  suscep tib le  of d iv ision  as to m ake possible their

equal d istribu tion  to all m em bers of the  com m unity — w hich  is m anifestly, of

course, an im possib ility19 -- the  in terests of the com m un ity  w ou ld  still be

liable to conflict one w ith  another, C alhoun says, because of the natu re  of the

fiscal process itself. O f this process, C alhoun writes:

Few, com paratively, as they  are, the agents and em ployees of the 
governm ent constitute th a t po rtion  of the com m unity  w ho are the 
exclusive recipients of the  proceeds of the taxes. W hatever am ount is 
taken  from  the com m unity, in  the  form of taxes, if n o t lost, goes to 
them  in the shape of expend itu res and disbursem ents. The tw o — 
disbursem ent and taxation — constitute the fiscal action of the 
governm ent. They are correlatives. W hat the one takes from  the 
com m unity , under the nam e of taxes, is transferred  to the portion  of 
the com m unity  w ho are  the recipients, u n d e r th a t o f d isbursem ents. 
But, as the recipients constitu te  only a po rtion  of the com m unity, it 
follows, tak ing  the tw o parts  of the  fiscal process together, th a t its action 
m ust be unequal betw een  the payers of the taxes and  the recipients of 
their proceeds. (17)

In d eed , says C a lh o u n , th is in eq u a lity  in  th e  fiscal ac tion  of the 

governm ent is necessary and  therefore unavoidable. For the  only  w ay  that it 

can  be avoided  w ou ld  be to construct a system  in  w hich  "w h a t is collected 

from  each ind iv idual in  the shape  of taxes, shall be re tu rn ed  to h im , in  tha t of

19 It is impossible because honours by their nature are not susceptible of equal division and 
universal distribution. Under the present U. S. constitution, for example, there can be only one 
president of the United States, two senators per state, and so on.
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d isbursem ents."  (17) But this arrangem en t w o u ld , of course, ren d e r the

entire process "n ugato ry  and  absurd", and thereby  fail to achieve the proper

object of the fiscal action of governm ent itself, w hich  is to fund as equitably  as

possible those en terp rises sanctioned by  the genera l com m unity  an d  for its

security and im provem ent. (17) A nd so, a lthough  it is possible, b u t "no easy

task", to exact an equal share of taxes from  ind iv iduals , regarded  separately

from  disbursem ent; the  two — taxation and  d isb u rsem en t — u n ited  "cannot

possibly be m ade equal." (17)

H aving described  how  the fiscal action of governm en t is necessarily

u n eq u al as reg a rd s  its operations on  in d iv id u a ls  w ith in  the  com m unity ,

C alhoun 's next concern is to trace the b roader effects of this fiscal action and

to m ark those general tendencies w hich characterize this necessary activity  of

governm ent, in  w h a tev e r com m unity considered. C alhoun  finds that, as a

resu lt of the unequal fiscal action of governm ent,

. . .  it m ust necessarily follow, that som e one po rtion  of the com m unity 
m ust p ay  in  taxes m ore than it receives back in disbursem ents; w hile 
another receives in  disbursem ents m ore th an  it pays in taxes. It is, 
then, m anifest, taking the whole process together, that taxes m ust be, in 
effect, boun ties to that portion of the com m unity  w hich  receives m ore 
in d isbursem ents than  it pays in  taxes; w hile, to the other w hich  pays 
in taxes m ore th an  it receives in  d isbursem ents, they are taxes in  reality 
— burthens, in stead  of bounties. This consequence is unavoidable. It 
results from  the  nature  of the process, be the taxes ever so equally  laid, 
and the d isbursem ents ever so fairly m ade, in  reference to the  public 
service. (17-18)

Here, how ever, C alhoun issues a proviso to cover tw o cases; poin ting  

o u t (1) that the  account he has given of the effects of the fiscal activ ity  of the 

governm en t rests o n  the  assum ption  th a t " th e  d isb u rsem en ts  are  m ade 

w ith in  the com m unity", and  (2) that the proceeds of the  taxes are no t pa id  in
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tribu te. (18) For in  e ither of these cases, "the  b u rth en  w ou ld  fall on  all, in

p ro p o rtio n  to the am oun t of taxes they  respectively pa id ."  These exceptional

cases aside, it is im portan t to consider the various form s w hich  d isbu rsem en t

can  take, so th a t the ir d iffe ren tia l b ea rin g  on  the w elfare  of th e  v a rio u s

portions of the com m unity  can be ascertained. For a bounty , C alhoun  says, is

a bounty, w hatever its p a rticu la r form , and  som e form s confer m ore  benefit

than  others. He explains:

N or w ould it be less a boun ty  to the portion  of the com m unity  w hich  
received back in  d isbursem ents m ore than  it p a id  in  taxes, because 
received as salaries for official services; or paym ents to persons 
em ployed in  executing the  w orks requ ired  by the governm ent; or 
furn ish ing  it w ith  its various supplies; and  any o ther descrip tion  of 
public  em ploym ent — instead  of being  bestow ed gratuitously. It is the 
disbursem ents w hich  give add itional, and , usually, very  profitab le  and 
honorable em ploym ents to the  po rtio n  of the com m unity  w h ere  they  
are  m ade. But to create such  em ploym ents, by d isbursem ents, is to 
bestow  on the po rtion  of the  com m unity  to w hose lo t the 
disbursem ents m ay fall, a far m ore durab le  and lasting benefit — one 
th a t w ould add  m uch  m ore to its w ealth  and popu la tion  -- th an  w ould  
the bestow al of an equal su m  gratu itously ; and hence, to the ex ten t tha t 
the disbursem ents exceed the taxes, it m ay be fairly regarded  as a 
bounty. The very  reverse is the case in reference to the p o rtio n  w hich  
pays in taxes m ore th an  it receives in  d isbursem ents. W ith them , 
profitable em ploym ents are d im in ished  to the sam e extent, a n d  
population  and  w ealth  correspondingly  decreased. (18)

So the  ex ten t an d  fo rm  w h ich  d isb u rsem en ts  take , in  a n y  g iv en  

instance, can never be a m atter of indifference for a com m unity. Indeed , such  

m a tte rs  are  of the  g rea tes t im p o rtan ce  to every  in d iv id u a l a n d  to every  

p o rtio n  o f the com m unity , since th ey  have , in  th e ir effects, th e  g rea tes t 

b earin g  on  the w ell-being of each p o rtion , an d  of the w hole. For the  fiscal 

action of governm ent, aside from  the tw o exceptions cited  above, necessarily  

invo lves som e form  of re d is tr ib u tio n  of w ea lth  w ith in  the  co m m u n ity .
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These d ifferential effects of the fiscal action of governm ent are such  that they

directly  an d  ind irec tly  resu lt in the s tren g th en in g  of som e po rtions o f the

com m unity  and  in  the p roportional w eaken ing  of o thers. In th is way, the

d istinc tive  life, varie ty , o r m oral and  p h y sica l substance  th a t m ake u p  a

com m unity  can  be  fundam en ta lly  tran sfo rm ed  an d  reshaped , w ith in  the

course of a few  years, or perhaps m ore sw iftly still, m erely by the fiscal action

of its governm ent. For this reason, the fiscal processes of governm ent righ tly

receive th e  c lose  a tte n tio n  of ev ery  p a tr io t  a n d  the  m o s t s te a d fa s t

safeguard ing  an d  m ain tenance  from  the s ta te s m a n .20 Such a tten tio n  a n d

vigilance is necessary, because not only does the  fiscal action of governm ent

tend na tu ra lly  to im poverish  and  w eaken som e portions w hile enriching an d

s tre n g th e n in g  o th e rs , b u t  the action  itse lf  ten d s  to d iv id e  th e  g en era l

com m unity . D escribing this tendency to d iv ision , C alhoun writes:

The necessary  result, then, of the unequal fiscal action of the 
governm en t is, to d iv ide the com m unity  into tw o great classes; one 
consisting o f those w ho, in reality, pay  the  taxes, and, of course, bear 
exclusively the b u rth en  of supporting  the governm ent; and  the  other, 
of those w ho  are the recipients of their proceeds, th rough  
disbursem ents, and  w ho are, in fact, su p p o rted  by  the governm ent . . 
(18-19)

These tw o g rea t classes are the  tax -p ay ers  an d  the tax-consum ers,

respectively; and  they  arise naturally  and  inevitably , as a resu lt of the tax ing

process. A nd  once form ed, these tw o classes s tan d  in  antagonistic relations

one to another, " in  reference to the fiscal action  of the  governm ent, and  the

entire course of policy  therew ith  connected":

For, the g rea ter the  taxes and d isbursem ents, the greater the gain  of the 
one and  the  loss of the  other -- and  vice versa; and  consequently, the 
m ore the policy  of the governm ent is calculated  to increase taxes and

20 This kind of redistribution of wealth between interests is, of course, a central theme of the 
South Carolina Exposition f!828). as written by Vice President Calhoun.
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disbursem ents, the m ore it will be favored by  the one an d  opposed by 
the other. (19)

The n a tu ra l an tagon ism  betw een the tax -payers an d  tax-consum ers 

w ill, C alhoun  says, ex is t in  som e form  in  a n y  com m unity . A nd th is 

inevitable and  p e ren n ia l an tagonism  m u st ever be coun ted  am ong those 

forces which tend  to the  d iv ision  of the com m unity. Therefore this tendency 

to division m u st s tan d  as a necessary a tten d an t an d  liability  of an activity 

indispensable to the p rese rv a tio n  and im p ro v em en t of the  com m unity, and  

as such, the aim  of the sta tesm an  m ust be the p ru d en tia l and  circum spect one 

of counteracting this tendency  w ithout seeking to eradicate  the tendency at its 

source. Anxious to illustra te  the w eight of this sta tesm anly  concern, C alhoun 

explains those cruel an d  u n h ap p y  conditions w h ich  m u st resu lt from  a fuller 

actualization of this tendency. Specifically, the effect of every  increase in taxes 

and  disbursem ents is to enrich  and s treng then  the  m em bers of the class of 

tax-consum ers w hile im poverish ing  and w eaken ing  those of the class of tax­

p a y ers . R eca lling  no  d o u b t  his o w n  s tru g g le  a g a in s t  su ch  fell 

redistributionism  in the  form  of H enry C lay's so-called "A m erican System" of 

econom ic p ro te c tio n ism , C a lh o u n  ex p la in s  h o w  n a tu ra l  a n d  a lm o st 

irresistible it is for tax-consum ers to favor add itional tax increases that w ould  

fu rther line their nests, as it w ere. Calling a tten tion  to the  u ltim ate  direction 

and  effect of this tendency, he  writes:

This [process], indeed , m ay be carried to such  an  extent, th a t one 
class or portion  o f the  com m unity m ay be e levated  to w ealth  and 
power, and  the o ther depressed to abject poverty  and  dependence, 
sim ply by  the fiscal action of the governm ent; and  this too, through 
disbursem ents only  — even under a system  of equal taxes im posed for 
revenue only. If such  m ay be the effects of taxes and  disbursem ents, 
w hen confined to  the ir legitim ate objects — th a t of raising  revenue for 
the public service — som e conception m ay be form ed, how  one portion
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of the com m unity m ay  be crushed, and another e lev a ted  on  its ruins, 
by system atically perverting  the pow er of taxation a n d  disbursem ent, 
for the purpose of aggrandizing  and build ing  up  o n e  po rtion  of the 
com m unity at the expense of the other. ■ (19)

A t th is p o in t, how ever, skeptics m ay p ro tes t t h a t  benevolence and

public sp irit on  the p a rt  o f the ru ling  po rtion  of the  co m m u n ity  m ay be

sufficient, of them selves, to  p reven t such aggrievous p e rv e rs io n  of the taxing

power; a perversion so advanced  in  its developm ent as to  p ro v e  fatal to the

afficted portions, and  thereby, possibly, to the entire  com m unity . C alhoun

explains, how ever, th a t su c h  op tim ism  is u n fo u n d ed , a n d  u tte r ly  naive.

A rguing once again by recourse and  reference to the inexorab le  operations of

the "tw o-fold  co n stitu tio n  of o u r n a tu re" , this tim e in  reference  to the

behavior to be reasonably expected from the m em bers of th e  tw o g reat classes,

the tax-payers and  the tax-consum ers; C alhoun  show s h o w  the  pow er of

taxation and  d isbursem en t, w here  u nguarded  by- co n s titu tio n a l provisions,

w ill be transform ed by  m em bers of opposing interests in to  a tool of aggressive

self-aggrandizem ent and  explo itation . And this tran sfo rm atio n  is, moreover,

no t a m ere possibility  am ong  o ther possibilities, b u t a n  ev en tu a lity  w hose

actualization is unavoidable. Hence,

That [the power] w ill  be  so used, unless prevented , is , from  the 
constitution of m an, ju st as certain as that it can  be so  used ; and  that, if 
no t prevented, it m u st give rise to two parties, and  to  v io len t conflicts 
and struggles be tw een  them , to obtain the control o f  the governm ent, 
is, for the sam e reason, n o t less certain. (19)

A nd so the dual-p rincip le  appears once again, o p e ra tin g  w ith in  the 

hum an m oral and  political w o rld  w ith  a certainty and  p red ic ta b ility  akin to 

the operation of the force of g rav ity  in  the m aterial w o rld ; a k ind  of political 

gravity, as it w ere. W hat m akes possible the p e rv e rs io n  of the  pow er of
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taxation  and d isbu rsem en t, the d iv ision  of the com m unity  in to  tw o  w arring  

parties of taxpayers and  tax-consum ers, and the e levation  of one o n  the ruins 

of the o thers, is no t, as C a lhoun  has po in ted  ou t all a long , the  p o w er of 

taxation and d isbu rsem en t itself, b u t rather the activation of th a t p o w er in  the 

absence of suffic ien t co n stitu tio n a l constrain t. A n d  th e  p ro b lem  of the 

perversion  of th is p o w er is exascerbated, recall, by  th e  c ircum stance  of the 

com m unity  being  w ealth ier, m ore populous, and  com posed  of in terests m ore 

d iverse.

A nd recall, as w ell, th a t the occasion for C a lh o u n 's  d iscussion  of the 

n a tu re  and p rob lem s of the  tax ing  pow er, ju s t considered , w as to illustra te  

h o w  the rig h t of su ffrag e , as one e lem en t o f p o litic a l c o n s titu tio n , is 

insufficient, of itself, to counterac t the  tendency of g o v ern m en t to abuse and 

oppression . Indeed , the tw o -- nam ely, the perversion  of the  tax ing  pow er, 

an d  the insufficiency of the righ t of suffrage, of itself — are closely related . For 

recall tha t the rig h t of suffrage transfers sovereignty  from  the governm en t to 

the  com m unity. A n d  w here  there  is no constrain t on  election  by  recourse  to 

sheer num bers, th a t in te res t o r com bination  of in te res ts  w h ich  succeeds in 

ca rry in g  the e lection  of po litica l rep resen ta tives b y  th e  m arsh a llin g  of a 

m ajority  of votes w ill, once em pow ered , be free, un til the  succeed ing  election, 

to  im p lem en t po lic ies th a t w ill ag g ran d ize  itse lf a t th e  ex p en se  of the 

rem ain ing , pow erless p o rtio n  of the comm unity.

In this system  of governance — w here m ere n u m b ers  p red o m in a te , or 

w here  "K ing N u m b ers"  21 ru les -- it m ust be expec ted  th a t th e  p o w er of 

taxation  and d isbu rsem en t w ill be  am ong those pow ers o f g o v ern m en t m ost

21 "King Numbers" is a term coined and used by John Randolph of Roanoke, introduced in 
Chapter I, as a means of criticizing the weaknesses and abuses of absolute democracy, or of what 
Calhoun would call the "government of the numerical majority."
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assiduously  striven after by  the contenders for power. A nd the sam e principle  

of o u r na ture  tha t leads to the  m an ip u la tio n  and  perversion  of th a t pow er by 

th e  ru lin g  in te re s ts  o f th e  c o m m u n ity  for the  p u rp o s e  o f th e ir  

aggrand izem ent a t the expense of the  rem ain ing  portion , is the  force w hich  

causes the  dom inan t m ajority , for a tim e, to oppress and  abuse th e  m inority. 

Indeed , the perversion  a n d  m an ip u la tio n  of the taxing pow er is b u t one of 

the w ays in w hich a d o m in a n t m ajority  can oppress and  abuse a pow erless 

m ino rity . For h o w ev er it m ay  be m asked  in  the ex ternal fo rm s of p iety , 

innocence, and im partia lity , th is form  of oppression th rough  the abuse of the 

tax ing  power, C alhoun  p o in ts  ou t, is as destructive and  vicious as any  o ther 

form  thusfar invented  b y  h u m an  ingenu ity  in  the service of evil. Indeed , the 

gu ise  o f justice and  e q u ity  u n d e r  w h ich  it is m ost often  fo u n d  to opera te  

se rves to  ren d e r it a ll th e  m ore  effectual, and  there fo re  a ll the  m ore  

pern icious.

H av ing  thus e s tab lish ed  the  n a tu re  and  necessity  of th e  p o w er of 

taxation  and d isbursem ent, as w ell as its susceptibility  to perversion , w e are 

free n o w  to re tu rn  to th e  cen tra l top ic  of our d iscourse , o f w h ich  the 

p reced in g  discussion of the  p o w er of taxation  and d isbu rsem en t constitu ted  

b u t a part. Thus w e re tu rn  to a considera tion  of the m erits a n d  dem erits of 

the rig h t of suffrage, u n a id ed  by  any  o ther provision.

As a statesm an a n d  po litical th inker living and w riting  d u rin g  an  "age 

of d em o cra tic  r e v o lu t io n " , C a lh o u n 's  rh e to rica l e m p h a s is , in  the  

D isquisition , on the  n a tu re  of the  r ig h t of suffrage, and  on  th e  p rob lem s 

a tten d in g  that righ t in  certa in  circum stances, is a ltogether fitting. A lthough ,
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as w e ind icated  earlier and  will see m ore clearly later, the right of suffrage is 

not to be construed  too narrow ly  as a n  e lem ent of dem ocratic governm ent 

only, or as, for exam ple, m erely the rig h t of a citizen to cast a vote for som e 

favored candidate; the arrival on the h isto rical scene, in  the latter p a rt of the 

eighteenth  century, of representative dem ocracy  as a compelling and, in m any 

ways, new  political form  m ade it all the m ore necessary and urgent to specify 

in precise term s the  p roper role of su ffrage as an  elem ent of constitu tional 

governm ent. It is for this reason tha t w e  find  C alhoun, as the T ocquev illian  

educator of dem ocracy, w arn ing  his con tem poraries and  posterity  th a t in  an 

absolute dem ocracy, "the  dom inant m ajority, for a tim e, w ould have the sam e 

tendency to o p p ress io n  and abuse of p o w er, w hich , w ithou t the  r ig h t of 

suffrage, irresponsible  rulers w ould  have"  (19-20).

But, as the  g rea t tw entieth  cen tu ry  h is to rian  of power, Bertrand De 

Jouvenal, h as  p o in te d  ou t, C a lh o u n  w as n o t the  first to observe  th a t 

"unlim ited  p o w er is equally  dangerous, w ha tever its source and w herever it 

rests."22 In stead , w e shou ld  rem em ber th a t C a lhoun 's  system atical causal 

analysis of the  elem ents of constitu tiona l governm en t, as set d o w n  in  the 

D isquisition  (1851), cam e in the w ake o f  a spasm  of horror in response to the 

excesses of rev o lu tio n  in  France. Tw enty years a fte r the despotism  of the  

C onvention, the  French w riter and  po litic ian , Benjam in C onstant (1764-1830) 

w ould w rite:

W hen no  lim its are set to the rep resen ta tive  authority, the 
representatives of the people are n o t the  defenders of liberty b u t the 
candidates for tyranny. M oreover, once ty ranny  comes to be, it m ay 
w ell be the  m ore hideous for the ty ran ts be ing  m ore num erous. . . .

A n  assem bly which can ne ither be  suppressed  nor restrained is, 
of all possible authorities, the b lindest in  its m ovem ents and the m ost

22 See Bertrand De Jouvenal, On Power: The N atural History of Its Growth (Indianapolis: 
Liberty Fund, 1993), 322-325.
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incalculable in its results, even  for the m em bers w ho com pose it. It 
plunges into excesses w hich, on  a first view, seem  inconceivable. An 
ill-considered bustle  abou t everything; an  endless m ultip lic ity  of laws; 
the desire to gratify  the passions of the popu lar p a rty  b y  self- 
abandonm ent to their p ressu re  or even b y  encourag ing  them  to press; 
the rancorous ha tred  insp ired  in  it by  the resistance w hich  it m eets or 
the d isapproval w hich  it senses; the flouting of na tional sen tim en t and 
the stubborn  clinging to error; often enough the esp rit de  corps which 
gives strength  b u t for u su rp a tio n  only; the a lterna tion  of rashness and 
tim idity, violence and  feebleness, favouritism  to one an d  d is tru s t of all; 
the m otivation  b y  pu rely  physical sensations, such  as en thusiasm  or 
panic; the absence of all m oral responsibility, an d  the certitude of safety 
in num bers from  either the reproach of cow ardice or the dangers 
a ttending  on  rashness; such are the vices of assem blies w hen  they  are 
not confined w ith in  bounds w hich  they cannot o v e rs te p .23

Also, according to  another w riter of the post-R evolu tion  period:

Too long have w e asserted  tha t opinion w as queen  of the w orld  — 
opinion, changing, passionate  an d  capricious op in ion , is a ty ran t 
w hom  w e should  d is tru s t n o t less than  o ther ty ra n ts .24

So the behavior of ru lers w ith in  absolute political system s is essentially 

the  sam e, reg a rd less  o f the  form  of reg im en , w h e th e r  a m onarchy, an  

aristocracy, or a dem ocracy. In each, those w ho control governm enta l pow er 

and  its exercise are u ltim ately  irresponsible, because they  are no t com pelled by 

som e external constrain t on  th a t pow er to exercise it in  behalf of the general 

com m unity . R eg ard in g  the  h a n d lin g  of pow er, th en , th ere  is no g reat 

difference betw een the various absolute forms. Indeed , as C alhoun  goes on to 

argue , no reason  can  be assigned , w h y  an irresponsib le  ru le r of the  m ore 

trad itiona l so rt, say  an  abso lu te  m onarch, w o u ld  abuse  his pow er, "w hich 

w ou ld  not apply, w ith  equal force, to the [dom inant m ajority]" in  an  absolute 

democracy." (20)

The dom inan t m ajority, for the time, w ould , in  reality, th ro u g h  the
23 Benjamin Constant. Cours de politique constitutionnelle fed, of 1836), 16-17.
24 Sismondi. Etudes sur les constitutions des peuples libres fed, of 1836), 204.
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right of suffrage, be the  ru lers — the controlling, governing, an d  
irresponsible pow er; an d  those w ho m ake and  execute the law s w ould, 
for the tim e, be, in tim e, b u t th e ir  representatives and agents. (20)

A n tic ip a tin g  th e  p o p u la r  ob jec tio n  th a t  an  a u th o r iz a t io n  of 

governm ental activity by  large num bers of the com m unity, th ro u g h  the righ t 

of suffrage, can m itigate, to som e degree, the abuse and  oppression  of w hich 

governm en t is susceptible; C a lh o u n  argues th a t no  pallia tion  from  the evils 

a tten d in g  u n g u a rd ed  pow er m ay  reasonably  be expected from  th a t quarter, 

and  th a t the objection, how ever popu lar, is w holly  un founded .25 H ence, even 

th o u g h  the do m in an t m ajority , in  an  absolute dem ocracy, w ou ld  constitu te  a 

m ajo rity  of the  com m un ity , th is fact w ou ld  n o t "co u n te rac t a tendency  

orig inating  in the constitu tion  of m an; and w hich, as such, cannot depend  on 

the  num ber by  w hom  the p o w ers  of the governm ent m ay be w ie ld ed "  (20). 

A nd  so:

Be it greater or sm aller, a m ajority or m inority, it m ust equally  partake 
of an a ttribu te  inheren t in  each ind iv idual com posing it; an d , as in 
each the ind iv idual is stronger than  the social feelings, the  one w ould 
have the sam e tendency  as the other to oppression  and abuse of 
power. The reason applies to governm ent in  all its form s — w hether it 
be that of the one, the few, o r the  many. In  each there m ust, of 
necessity, be a govern ing  and  governed — a ru ling  and a subject portion. 
The one im plies the o ther; an d  in  all, the tw o bear the sam e relation to 
each o ther — and  have, on  the p a rt of the govern ing  portion , the sam e 
tendency to oppression  an d  abuse of pow er. W here die m ajority  is that 
portion, it m atters no t h o w  its pow ers m ay be exercised -- w h e th er 
directly by  them selves, or indirectly, th rough  represen tatives or agents. 
Be it w hich it may, the m inority , for the tim e, w ill be as m u ch  the 
governed or subject po rtion , as are the people in  an  aristocracy, or the 
subjects in  a m onarchy. The only difference in  this respect is, th a t in 
the  governm ent of a m ajority , the m inority  m ay  becom e the  majority, 
and  the m ajority  the m inority , th rough  the righ t of suffrage; and  
thereby change the ir rela tive  positions, w ith o u t the  in te rven tion  of 
force and  revolution. (20)

2S In his Discourse. Calhoun criticizes this view as espoused and perpetuated by James 
Madison in Federalist# 10.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

286

So that condition  or circum stance, w hich renders a governm ent of the 

m ajority  at least as abusive a n d  oppressive as the o ther form s of absolute 

g o v e rn m e n t, is th e  d u a l-p r in c ip le  of o u r  n a tu re . T he m ajo rity , 

unconstra ined  in  its exercise o f governm ental pow er, pa rtakes of the dua l­

princip le  -- and this circum stance p rom pts it to d isregard  the  interests of the 

m ino rity , at w hose expense it is, for a tim e, free to aggrandize itself. A nd yet, 

the opin ion  has been  w idely  en terta ined , that a governm ent of the m ajority is 

one in  w h ich  the  tendency  o f g o v ern m en t to abuse  a n d  o p p ress io n  is 

effectually  counteracted  by  the lim ited  du ra tion  of the ru le  of the  m ajority, 

and  the  uncerta in ty  of its ten u re . But this p o p u la r op in ion , too, C alhoun  

explains, is u tte rly  false and  un fo u n d ed . In tru th , the v e ry  opposite  of this 

opin ion  turns ou t to be the case, because . . .

. . . the very  uncertain ty  of the tenure, com bined w ith  the v iolent party  
w arfare w hich m ust ever p recede a change of parties under such 
governm ents, w ould  ra th e r tend  to increase than  d im in ish  the 
tendency to oppression. (20-21)

A nticipating  C alhoun 's analysis here of absolu te  dem ocracies and  the

behav io r of their ru ling  num erica l m ajorities, H um e, in  h is essay titled  "O n

the Rise of the A rts and  Sciences", described the  d isposition  and  conduct

characteristic  of a single ru ler w hose  pow er is absolu te  b u t  of uncerta in  or

lim ited tenure. H um e writes:

A rbitrary power, in all cases, is som ew hat oppressive an d  debasing; b u t 
it is altogether ru inous an d  intolerable, w hen  contracted  into a sm all 
compass; and  becom es still w orse, w hen the person, w ho  possesses it, 
know s tha t the tim e of h is au tho rity  is lim ited and  uncertain . H abet 
subjectos tanquarn  suos: v ile s . u t  a lien s.26 H e governs the subjects

26 Hume is quoting Tacitus, The Histories 1. 37: ".. .  now he keeps us under his heel as if we 
were his slaves, and regards us as cheap because we belong to another" (Loeb translation by 
Clifford H. Moore). As editor Eugene E. Miller points out, "Hume's quotation varies from the 
Latin original."

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

287

w ith full authority, as if they w ere his own; and w ith  negligence or 
tyranny, as belonging to another. A people, governed after such a 
m anner, are slaves in  the full and  proper sense of the w ord ; and  it is 
impossible they can ever aspire to any refinem ent of taste  or reason. 
They dare no t so m uch as p retend  to enjoy the necessaries of life in 
plenty or security.27

Echoing and  develop ing  this H um ean  insight, C a lh o u n 's  aim  here  is 

no t to point to a m erely incidental abuse associated w ith  absolu te  dem ocracy, 

b u t to a p rob lem  in h e ren t to th a t form  of governm en t, w h e re  tenu re  is 

lim ited  and  u n ce rta in .28 Because, w hile ru lers  of societies w ith  non- 

dem ocratic reg im ens m ay  ho ld  tenure  for a lim ited  tim e on ly , e ither by  a 

deliberate decision of the sovereign, by custom  (as in the case o f a regent) or by

27 See, Hume. Essays: Moral. Political, and Literary (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1987), 
116-117.

28 Uncertain, that is, unless term limits are in place, and the ruling major has not yet been 
elected to hold its last possible successive term.

Also, it should be duly noted that Calhoun allows that governments based on the 
principle of suffrage unaided by organism may be well suited to some smaller and simpler 
societies, while a governmental organization with both suffrage and organism would prove a 
liability for such communities. Hence:

The more numerous the population, the more extensive the country, the more diversified 
the climate, productions, pursuits, and character of the people, the more wealthy, 
refined, and artificial their condition — and-the. greater the amount o f revenues and 
disbursements — the more unsuited would the community be to . . .  a [numerical majority] 
government, and the more rapid would be the passage [through a process of 
degeneration to a more absolute form.] On the other hand, [degeneration] might be slow 
in its progress amongst small communities, during the early stages o f their existence, 
with inconsiderable revenues and disbursements, and a population of simple habits; 
provided the people are sufficiently intelligent to exercise properly, the right of 
suffrage, and sufficiently conversant with the rules necessary to govern the 
deliberations of legislative bodies. [The numerical majority government] is, perhaps, 
the only form of popular government suited to a people, while they remain in such a 
condition. Any other would be not only too complex and cumbersome, but unnecessary to 
guard against oppression, where the motive to use power for that power would be too 
feeble. And hence, colonies, from countries having constitutional governments, if left to 
themselves, usually adopt governments based on the numerical majority. But as 
population increases, wealth accumulates, and, above all, the revenues and 
expenditures become large — governments of this form must become less and less suited to 
the condition of society; until, if not in the mean time changed into governments of the 
concurrent majority, they must end in an appeal to force, to be followed by a radical 
change in its structure and character; and, most probably, into monarchy of the absolute 
form . . .  (33-34)
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accident; dem ocratic  regim es necessarily res tric t the  ruling p a rty  to a lim ited  

p e rio d  of ru le , an d  this is so w hether the  p a r ty  be rep resen ta tives or the  

m ajority  of the  genera l c itizen ry  (as in  a d ire c t dem ocracy). A nd  so the 

circum stance of lim ited  tenure, of itself, m akes the ru le rs ' abuse of the ru led  a 

necessary feature  of absolute dem ocracy, w h e reas  such  abuse is m erely  an  

incidental feature of the aristocratic and  m onarch ical regimes. This necessity 

o r inexorability of abuse and  oppression  is o n e  reason  w hy C alhoun stresses 

th a t an abso lu te  dem ocratic  governm en t h a s  the  capacity  to be  at least as 

abusive  an d  o p p ress iv e  as e ith e r  an a b so lu te  m onarchy  or an  ab so lu te  

aristocracy.

A nd so, fa r from  m itig a tin g  the n a tu ra l  tendency  of governm en t to 

abuse and oppression , lim ited tenure  and  the  large  num ber requ ired  to elect 

the  pow er-ho lders in  abso lu te  dem ocracies re n d e r  such dem ocracies m ore  

abusive than  o ther absolute form s. But such  tru th s  about absolute dem ocracy 

and  the rig h t of su ffrage u n a id e d  ~  as h ig h lig h ted  by  C alhoun  an d  o ther 

Tocquevillian educato rs of dem ocracy — have  h a d  to struggle for recognition 

ag a in st a m igh ty  tid e  of p o p u la r  and  u n critica l p rejud ice in  favor of the  

dem ocratic  fo rm .29 U nfo rtunate ly , a d is tin c tly  m odern , p o st-e ig h teen th  

cen tury  conflation of the liberty  of the in d iv id u a l w ith  dem ocracy has served , 

for the m ost p a rt, to  em otionalize  calls fo r dem ocratic  reform  a ro u n d  the  

w orld. In this w ay, the m o d em  hedonistic  rag e  for freedom  from  restrain ts of 

all kinds tends to fuel m an 's  cu rren t in fa tu a tio n  w ith  the dem ocratic form .

29 See Vemon L. Parrington, "The Master Political Mind of the South" in The Romantic

[Calhoun] was convinced that America had too thoughtlessly accepted the principle of 
political democracy as a sufficient safeguard against the danger of arbitrary 
government. Soon or late it must discover, what the South already was discovering, 
that numerical democracy, unrestrained by constitutional limitations on its will, is no 
friend to political justice.
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B ut the em o tio n a lized  calls for lib e rty -th ro u g h -d em o cracy  w h ich  have  

dom inated the post-E n ligh tenm ent political world have tended  thusfar m ore 

to the estab lishm ent of dem ocratic  and  totalitarian absolu tism s th an  to the 

securing of liberty  for the indiv idual. Indeed, precisely this paradoxical and  

tragic outcom e w as foreseen, a t least in outline, by  M ontesquieu , w here he 

writes:

As in  dem ocracies the people appear to do very nearly  w hat it w ills to 
do, liberty  has been  supposed  to reside in governm ents of the species: 
the Pow er of the people  has been  confused w ith the liberty  of the 
people.30

A nd earlie r still, w rite rs  h a d  rem arked  on those  g rea t abuses and

inconveniences w hich  n a tu ra lly  a ttend  the application of the p rincip les of

dem ocracy in their m ore ru d im en ta ry  form s. Cicero, for exam ple, ro u n d ly

condem ned absolute dem ocracy:

There is no governm ent to w hich  I should more quickly  deny  the title 
of com m onw ealth  th an  one in  w hich  everything is subject to the 
pow er of the m ultitude . For as we- have decided th a t there  w as no 
com m onw ealth  a t Syracuse or at Agrigentum  or a t A thens w h en  those 
cities w ere ru led  b y  tyrants, o r here a t Rome w h en  the decem virs w ere 
in pow er, I cannot see how  the nam e of com m onw ealth w ou ld  be any 
m ore applicable to the  despotism  of the m ultitude. For in the first 
place a  people  exists only w hen  the  individuals w ho form  it are held  
together by  a pa rtnersh ip  in  justice, according to your excellent 
definition, Scipio. But such a gathering  as you have m entioned  is just 
as surely a ty ran t as if it w ere a single person, and  an  even m ore cruel 
tyrant, because th e re  can be n o th in g  m ore  horrib le  th a n  a m o n s te r  
w h ich  falsely a ssu m es th e  n a m e  an d  appearance o f a peop le .31

So m o d em  m isconceptions concerning both the n a tu re  of liberty  and  of 

dem ocracy have  ten d e d  to reinforce one another, a n d  to p e rp e tu a te  an d  

augm en t thereby  m an 's  earlie r ignorance of the e lem ents of ed u ca ted  and

30 Montesquieu. L'esprit des lois. Book XI, chap. ii.
31 Cicero, De Republica. HI, xxxiii. Emphasis-.added.
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hum ane constitu tiona l dem ocracy. Bent on shattering  these  m isconceptions 

in  sy s tem atic  fa sh io n , C a lh o u n  w o u ld  em e rg e  as th e  p re e m in e n t 

Tocquevillian e d u ca to r o f dem ocracy, respond ing  to the  F ren ch m an 's  call 

scarcely a decade after Dem ocracy in  A m erica appeared.

But, in the cen tu ry  and  a half since C alhoun 's dea th , m en  have been 

slow  to m aster the lessons placed before them . Indeed, m o d e m  totalitarian  

regim es, b eg in n in g  w ith  the  F rench revo lu tionary  libe ra l d esp o tism  and 

includ ing  the co m m u n ist and  fascist forms of the p re se n t century , m ay be 

view ed, in  large p a r t , as logical consequences of the fa ilu re  of m odern  

democracy to becom e fully  educated.

W ith  C alhoun , as w ith  Cicero, M ontesquieu, and  o thers , the sort of 

"totalizing" political abso lu tism  that m en have inaugu ra ted  and  suffered in 

the tw en tie th  c en tu ry  w o u ld  have come as no  suprise . R em iniscent of 

A ristotle in  the Politics (Book V), C alhoun prov ides us w ith  a de ta iled  and 

system atic account of the  tendency  of the various form s o f governm ent to 

degeneration. (32-33) W ith in  this account, C alhoun describes, for example, 

the various stages b y  w hich  a governm ent of the num erical m ajority  tends to 

degenerate into d ic ta to rsh ip . From  a com bination of causes, pow er becomes 

concentrated into the  hands of few er and fewer ind iv iduals as the  m ajor and 

the m inor parties o f the dem ocracy struggle w ith  one an o th e r to secure, each 

for itself, the  h o n o rs  a n d  em olum en ts of governm en t. E ven tually , the 

conflict be tw een  th e  tw o parties m u st be transferred  from  an  appea l to the 

ballot-box to an appea l to force, and thence the dictatorship is bom .

It is p o ss ib le , o f cou rse , to m istake p o litica l d e g e n e ra tio n  for 

som ething else. For exam ple, in  a recent work, Robert N ozick  has w rongly
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attributed  p ru d en tia l "zigzag" behavior to certain dem ocratic  electorates, and  

has m istaken  th e reb y  degenera tion  for m ass p ru d e n c e .32 In  his causal 

analysis of the b e h av io r of m o d ern  dem ocratic  e lec to ra te s , and  of the  

A m erican  e lecto rate , in  particu lar, N ozick argues th a t  these  dem ocratic 

electorates ac tually  desire  a zigzag  or a lterna tion  in  the em pow erm en t of 

opposing  po litica l p a rtie s  an d  agendas, an d  th a t, m o reo v er, this z igzag  

behavior is sensible and  reflects a k ind of shrew dness an d  w isdom . Nozick 

writes:

The electorate w ants the zigzag. Sensible folk, they  realize that no  
political position  w ill adequately  include all of th e  values and  goals 
one w ants p u rsu e d  in  the political realm , so these  w ill have to take 
turns. The electorate as a w hole behaves in  this sensible fashion, even 
if significant num bers of people stay com m itted to  their previous goals 
and  favorite p rogram s come w hat may. For there m ay  be a significant 
sw ing bloc of voters tha t w ill shift to new  goals an d  m ake the 
difference — th a t the  least ideologically com m itted voters m ay 
determ ine an  election is abhorren t to the view  th a t w ishes politics to 
institute one particu lar se t of principles, ye t desirable o therw ise — and 
in  any case, a new  generation of voters w ill appear o n  the scene ready 
to seek a d ifferen t balance, eager even to try  som eth ing  new.33

O n this view , then , it is th ro u g h  the m ore or less conscious will and  

prudence  of the A m erican  electorate, for exam ple, th a t the  D em ocratic and  

Republican parties have  been  m ade to a lternate  con tro l of the  Presidency in  

recent decades. But th is analysis of the behavior of con tem porary  electorates 

is u tterly  false a n d  u n fo u n d ed , and  could  p erhaps, b y  m islead ing , prove 

pernicious. For in  the  first p lace, it is sim ply  h o t  tru e  th a t "n o  political 

position  w ill a d eq u a te ly  include  all of the  values a n d  goals one w an ts

32 See Robert N ozick , The Examined Life: Philosophical Meditations (London: Simon & 
Schuster, 1989), 286-296. - :

33 Ibid, 295.
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p u rsu e d  in the political realm ", unless b y  "ad eq u a te ly "  w e m ean a k ind of 

com prehensive  and  so p h is tica ted  p u r s u i t  of th e  good  th a t m u s t itself 

p re su p p o se  so m e th in g  ak in  to th a t m a n ife s t im p o ssib ility  — h u m an  

perfection; in w hich case w e m ay righ tly  raise the  issue of the superflu ity  of 

any  distinctly political p u rsu it of the g o o d  a t all. But also, in  ad d itio n  to 

ra is ing  such objections to N ozick 's in te rp re ta tio n  of vo ter behavior, let us 

c o n s id e r an a lte rn a tiv e  e x p lan a tio n  o f  the  rec en t "z ig zag "  p a tte rn  in  

dem ocratic rule.

A ccording to C alhoun, in  the D isq u isitio n  (32-34), one of the stages in

the process of the degeneration  of a dem ocracy  is w h en  -- after principles and

po licy  have lost all rea l influence in  e lec tions, "an d  cunn ing , falsehood,

deception, slander, fraud , and  gross appeals to the appetites of the low est and

m ost w orthless po rtions of the  com m unity , w o u ld  take the place of sound

reason  and debate"-- the  governm ent w o u ld  v ib ra te  betw een  tw o factions

(for such  will parties have become) a t each  successive election. Thus C alhoun

describes this relevant p a rt of the process:

N either [faction] w ou ld  be able to re ta in  pow er beyond som e fixed 
term ; for those seeking office and  pa tronage  w ou ld  becom e too 
num erous to be rew arded  by the offices a n d  patronage a t the disposal of 
the governm ent; and  these being th e  sole objects of pu rsu it, the 
d isappoin ted  w ould , a t the next succeed ing  election, th row  their w eight 
into the opposite scale, in  the hope of b e tter success a t the nex t tu rn  of 
the wheel. These vibrations w ou ld  con tinue  un til confusion, 
corruption, disorder, and  anarchy, w o u ld  lead  to an appeal to force — to 
be followed b y  a revolution in  the fo rm  of the  governm ent. (33)

Hence the phenom ena w hich  N ozick  describes as a sensible zigzag by 

the  p o p u lar electorate is, in  tru th , the v ib ra tio n  of pow er betw een  parties, 

tu rn ed  factions, w hich  are im pelled  by  v a rio u s causes, includ ing  the  d u a l­
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principle, to w age dead ly  legislative w arfare  against each other. The v ibration  

occurs because the honors and  em olum ents to be had  by  the victorious p a rty  

are too few to satisfy all m em bers of the coalition of interests, constituitive of 

the  party , needed  to w in  the election  th rough  a num erical majority. But the  

leg is la tiv e  w a rfa re  c o n d u c ted  b y  the  riv a l p a rtie s  or fac tions d u r in g  

succeed ing  elections is b u t  a p re lu d e  to m ilita ry  despo tism , assum ing  the  

process goes un in te rru p ted  in  its course.

So, th rough  a m isconception  of the causes determ ining  the behavior of 

dem ocratic electorates, it is possib le  to valorize — quite unw itting ly  — w hat is, 

in  fact, one stage in  a process of degenera tion  of the political arrangem ents of 

a com m unity  in to  the c ru d est a n d  p u re s t form  of absolu te  governm ent, a 

m ilita ry  despotism .

A nd so the righ t of suffrage, a lthough  an elem ent indispensable to the  

fo rm a tio n  of a c o n s titu tio n , c a n n o t, w ith o u t som e o th e r  p ro v is io n , 

counteract the tendency  of go v ern m en t to oppression  and abuse. Therefore, 

the  question  m u st be pu t: W hat is th a t o ther provision? Or: w h a t is th a t 

ad d itio n a l e lem ent w hich , to g e th er w ith  the righ t of suffrage, com bines to 

form  a constitution th a t w ill coun terac t the tendency of governm ent to abuse 

a n d  oppression? It is C a lh o u n 's  an sw er to this question  w h ich  form s th e  

substance of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER VI

ORGANISM , OR WHAT MAKES A CONSTITUTION

All organic action, as far as our knowledge extends — whether it appertain to the material or 
political world, or be of human or divine mechanism — is the result of the reciprocal action and 
reaction of the parts of which it consists. It is this which confines the parts to their 
appropriate spheres, and compels them to perform their proper functions. Indeed, it would 
seem impossible to produce organic action by a single power — and that it must ever be the result 
of two or more powers, mutually acting and reacting on each other. And hence the political 
axiom — that there can be no constitution, without a division of power, and no liberty without a 
constitution.

— John C. Calhoun
A Discourse on the Constitution and Government of the United States
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In this ch ap te r I shall address the question: W h a t is th a t add itional 

elem ent or p rincip le  w hich , together w ith  the righ t of suffrage, com bines to 

form a constitu tion  tha t w ill counteract the tendency of governm en t to abuse 

and oppression?

Lest w e sho u ld  incline to pass over the account of th is second elem ent 

of constitu tion w ith o u t g rasp ing  its im portance, C alhoun  inform s us tha t "of 

all of the  questions em braced  in  the science of g o v ern m en t, it involves a 

p rin c ip le , the m o s t im p o rta n t, and  the  least u n d e rs to o d ; and  w h e n  

understood , the m o st d ifficu lt of application  in  p rac tice ."  (21) For it is, 

indeed, this p rincip le  "w hich  m akes the constitution, in  its stric t and  lim ited 

sense." (21) This a d d itio n a l p rov ision , recall, m u s t be  o f a "charac ter 

calculated to p rev e n t any  one interest, or com bination of in terests, from  using  

the pow ers of governm en t to aggrandize itself a t the expense  of the others." 

(21) So, this is th e  n a tu re  of the  evil to be p rev en ted ; a n d  it is " ju st in  

proportion  as [this provision] shall prevent, or fail to p re v e n t it, in  the sam e 

degree it w ill effect, or fail to effect the end  in tended to be  accom plished." (21)

There is, C a lhoun  tells us, b u t "one certain  m ode" by  w h ich  the end  

intended can be accom plished; an d  that is "by the adop tion  of som e restriction 

or lim ita tion , w h ic h  sh a ll so effectually  p re v e n t a n y  one  in te re s t, o r 

com b ination  o f in te re s ts , fro m  ob ta in in g  the  ex c lu siv e  co n tro l of the  

governm ent, as to  ren d e r hopeless all a ttem pts d irec ted  to th a t end ."  (21) 

Hence abuse and  oppression  can be prevented  only by  th e  ad o p tio n  of som e 

restriction tha t w ill p rev en t m erely  a portion  of the com m unity, as regards its 

interests, from  ga in ing  exclusive control of. governm ent. A n d  so the m ark  of 

constitu tiona l g o v e rn m en t, as opposed  to an  ab so lu te  one , is th a t it  is
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in c lu siv e  as regards the  possession and  exercise of governm ental power.

Inclusion is achievable only th rough  ad eq u a te  restriction; a restric tion  

th a t successfu lly  p re v e n ts  the  exclusive  co n tro l o f governm en t. T h is 

p rev en tin g  of an  exclusive control of g o v e rn m en t by  a single in te res t o r 

com bination, may, again, be effected by only "one m ode"; and that is,

. . .  by  taking the sense of each in terest o r po rtion  of the com m unity, 
w hich m ay be unequally  and  injuriously affected by  the action of the 
governm ent, separately , th rough  its ow n m ajority, or in som e other 
w ay  by  w hich its voice m ay be fairly expressed; and  to require the 
consent of each  in terest, either to p u t or to  keep the governm ent in 
action. This, too, can be accom plished only  in  one w ay — and  tha t is, b y  
such an  organism  of the governm ent — and , if necessary for the 
purpose , of the com m unity  also — as w ill, by  d iv id ing  and  d is tribu ting  
the pow ers of governm ent, give to each d iv ision  or interest, th ro u g h  
its appropria te  organ , either a concurren t voice in  m aking and  
executing the law s, or a veto on their execution. (21)

To com prehend  the  fu ll m ean ing  of th is passage , we m u st of cou rse  

u n d e rs tan d  w h a t C a lh o u n  in tends by  " in te res t"  an d  "sense." To take th e  

sense  of a com m unity , o r som e p o rtio n  th ereo f, is to reg ister, th ro u g h  

w hatever p ro ced u re  has been  o rdained  by  th a t com m unity  as a so v ere ig n  

entity, those opin ions of its m em bers w hich  concern  their ow n good and  th e  

good of the general com m unity. "Sense", then , refers to opinion abou t w h a t 

the  h u m an  good is a n d  h o w  to a tta in  th a t good . M oreover, the  o p in io n  

reg is te red  as "sen se"  is po litica lly  re lev an t in  a w ay  th a t o ther, p r iv a te  

op in ion  is not, since it  is supp o sed  to have  som e m ore or less d irect b ea rin g  

on  the action of governm en t. This circum stance, in  tu rn , im plies th a t th e re  

is an im portan t re la tion  to be considered be tw een  op in ion  and  law. Indeed , 

th is  re la tio n  has b e en  rem a rk ed  on  b y  a n u m b e r  o f po litica l th in k e rs , 

includ ing , for exam ple , D av id  H um e, w ho  p o in te d  o u t th a t all p o litica l
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au tho rity  is roo ted  in  op in ion , and  not, as is som etim es believed , in the 

physical force exercised by  governm ent. H um e w rites: . . though  m en be

m uch  governed by in terest; ye t even  interest itself, and  all hum an  affairs, are 

entirely governed by op in ion  l." This opinion to w h ich  H um e referred is no t 

the idle, ephem eral, an d  deracinated  expression of fancy w hich so often, in 

ou r day, form  the substance  of editoria l pages a n d  op in ion  polls. Rather, 

H um e m eant by  "op in ion" th a t abiding and  slow ly  evolv ing  body  of belief 

th a t a people  have concern ing  the ir ow n id en tity  and  w ell-being  — as an 

historical com m unity  w ith  bo th  sp iritual connections to the  past and  hopes 

for the future.

Like o ther po litica l ph ilo soph ic  issues of fu n d am en ta l im port, the 

re la tio n  b e tw een  o p in io n  a n d  po litica l a u th o r ity  has b een  a lte rn a te ly  

em phasized and  neglected  as a them e in W estern political theorizing. In the 

six teenth  century, the  n o w  obscure French po litical th inker E tienne De La 

Boetie (1530-1563) observed  th a t governm ent does n o t have to be popu larly  

elected to enjoy general public  support, and  posed  the question  as to w hy 

people consent, for exam ple, to ty ranny  and to their ow n enslavem ent. Better 

know n today  for his fam ous friendship  w ith  M ichel de M ontaigne than  for 

his political thought, D e La Boetie, in his D iscours de la  S e rv itu d e  V olontaire  

(1552 or 1553), w en t so far as to issue a rad ical call for m ass nonvio len t 

resistance or civil d isobedience as a m ethod for the  overth row  of tyranny, and  

thereby underscored  th e  v iew  th a t all political au tho rity  is roo ted  in opinion. 

A  century later, Thom as H obbes — largely in agreem ent w ith  La Boetie about 

the  cen trality  of the  ro le  of o p in io n  in politics, b u t  im pelled  m ore by  a

' See "Whether the British Government Inclines More to Absolute Monarchy, or to a 
Republic" in David Hume, Essays: Moral. Political. and Literary (Indianapolis: 
LibertyClassics, 1987), 51.
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concern for the estab lishm ent and  p reservation  of o rd e r  th an  for liberty --

observed that: . . the A ctions of m en proceed from  th e ir O pinions; and in

the w ell govern ing  of O pin ions, consisteth  the  w ell g o v e rn in g  of m en's

Actions, in o rder to their Peace, and  C oncord2." Sym pathetic  to bo th  De La

Boetie's concern for liberty and  H obbes' concern for o rder, H um e, in  an  essay

titled "Of the First Principles of G overnm ent", w ou ld  w rite:

N othing appears m ore su rp riz ing  to those, w ho consider h um an  
affairs w ith  a philosophical eye, than the easiness w ith  w hich  the m any 
are governed by the few; and  the implicit subm ission, w ith  w hich men 
resign their ow n sentim ents and  passions to those of their rulers.
W hen we enquire by w h a t m eans this w onder is effected, w e shall find, 
that, as FORCE is alw ays on the side of the governed, the governors 
have noth ing  to su p p o rt them  b u t opinion. It is therefore, on  opinion 
only that governm ent is founded; and this m axim  extends to the m ost 
despotic and  m ost m ilitary  governm ents, as w ell as to the m ost free 
and m ost popular.3

But it w as from  the p e n  of Rousseau th a t the  fundam en ta l relation

betw een  opinion and  political au tho rity  w ould be g iv en  w h a t is perhaps its

m ost eloquent descrip tion here to , in  a chapter of the Social C ontract titled

"Classification of the Laws." H ere Rousseau argues th a t "to set the w hole in

o rder or to give the com m onw ealth  the best possible form , there are various

relations to consider." The fou rth  and  "m ost im p o rtan t"  of these relations is

one "not engraved on  m arble or bronze, bu t in  the hearts  of citizens", and "it

is the true constitution of the state." This relation is th a t  betw een  opin ion  and

law, w hich Rousseau describes thus:

Every day it takes on new  forces. W hen other law s grow  old and  die 
away, it revives and replaces them , preserves a peop le  in  the sp irit of its 
institution and  im perceptibly substitutes the force of hab it for tha t of 
authority . I am  speaking of m ores, customs, and  especially  of opinion,

2 Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. C. B. MacPherson (London: Penguin Books, 1985), 233.
3 See "Of the First Principles of Government" in David Hume, Essays: M oral.Political, and 

Literary. 32.
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a part of the law  u n know n  to our political theorists b u t one on  w hich  
depends the success of all the others; a  p a rt w ith  w hich the g rea t 
legislator secretly  occupies himself, though  he seem s to confine 
him self to the p articu la r regulations th a t are  m erely  the arch ing  of the 
vault, w hereas m ores, slow er to arise, form  in  the end  its im m ovable 
keystone.4

The influence o n  R ousseau  of Plato an d  M ontesquieu , as regards the 

n a tu re  of law , is so g rea t as to be in  this passage  nearly  audib le; for it is in 

o p in io n  th a t w e fin d , fo r in stance , the  " sp ir i t  o f the  law s."  In d eed , 

constitu ting  its sp ir it an d , therew ith , the p ro p e r  m ate ria l a n d  base  of its 

substance, op in ion  is th e  keystone or foundation  o f the law s. A long  w ith  

custom s and  m ores, o p in io n  is bo th  the o rig ina l source  an d  the  su sta in ing  

force of law s. As the  keystone  w hich su p p o rts  th e  "arch" o f p a rticu la r 

regulations, op in ion  generally  p roves m ore res is tan t bo th  to su d d e n  shocks 

an d  to g radual erosion  th an  do, for exam ple, the id iosyncratic  convictions of 

p riva te  will. Indeed , as a reflection of h u m an  u n d e rs tan d in g  and  feeling, 

o p in io n  m ay  be , in  w h a te v e r  deg ree , e ith e r  d a rk  w ith  ig n o ran c e  or 

enlightened, partia l or patrio tic , an d  coarse or refined.

At its best, the deep  op in ion  of a people, expressed  th ro u g h  the organs 

of their in terests and  governm ent, is a faithful an d  accurate rec ita tion  abou t 

their good. A t its w orst, op in ion  is delusional, and , if a llow ed consistently  to 

shape  the g o v ern m en t an d  to an im ate  its policies dom estic  an d  foreign , it 

w ill lead inexorably  to  the  ru ina tion  of the  com m unity , and , to the  ru in  of 

n e ig h b o rin g  c o m m u n itie s , e ith e r  th ro u g h  in fe c tio n , riv a lry , o r som e 

com bination of the  tw o. But how ever sound  o r d e lu d e d  it m ay  be in  a g iven 

instance, this op in ion  o f a people  about their ow n  go o d  is th a t phenom enon

* Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Social Contract in The Basic P olitica l Writings (Indianapolis: 
Hackett Publishing Company, 1987), 172.
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in  term s of w hich b o th  the law s and  the general h is to ry  of a com m unity  are 

u ltim ately  to be understood . A lthough its recom m endation  of the good  may 

be usu rped  by the p rivate  w ill of rulers and  therew ith  d isregarded  for a time, 

op in ion  possesses an  inertia l force by  w hich it w ill inev itab ly  re-assert itself, 

ev en  in  the w ake of a period  of p ro longed  su b m ersio n  and  of convulsions 

w hich  can rack a po lity  and  b ring  ruin  upon  its people . In  these an d  in  less 

troub led  tim es, op in ion  tends to exercise a constan t an d  stabilizing  influence 

over the institutions — political and  otherw ise — w hich  m ake up  a society.

By tak ing  the  sense of the  com m unity, th e  o rgans of in te rests  and 

governm ent, a t m ore o r less regu lar intervals, tap  into and  d raw  from  that 

re se rv io r  of liv in g  a n d  ch an g in g  b e lie f w h ic h  a lone  can  an im ate  a 

governm en t and  im bue it w ith  the sp irit an d  concerns of those for whose 

pro tection  and im provem ent it is o rdained  to exist. W hen estab lished  with 

reg ard  to the p rincip les of h u m an  nature, a n d  to  the  actualized  m oral and 

physical conditions of th a t na tu re  as possessed b y  the  liv ing  com m unity, these 

o rgans m ay serve as faithful oracles of the h u m an  good. H ow ever, in  their 

absence, or w here they  are im properly  form ed, the  deep  op in ion  of a people 

goes unregistered, and  th a t w hich form s the substance  and  gu id ing  principles 

o f governm ental policy  is n o t the in terest of the  general com m unity , but is 

in s tea d  the a lleged  in te re s t of w h a t R ousseau  ca lled  th e  d o m in a n t and
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usurpato ry  "partial associations" of the comm unity.5

So C alhoun  w o u ld  agree w ith  R ousseau th a t o p in ion  is the p roper 

source of law ; and  w ith  H um e, th a t op in ion  is the source of all political 

au th o rity

Acting on  these insights, C alhoun  — both as constitu tional theorist and 

as statesm an -- sough t to p rom ote  the  cause of justice by  exp lain ing  the 

n a tu re  of those constitu tiona l p rov isions by w hich  o p in io n  or "sense" is

5 Rousseau understood well the dangers attending partial associations :
If, when a sufficiently informed populace deliberates, the citizens were to have no 
communication among themselves, the general will would always result from the 
large number of small differences, and the deliberation would always be good. But 
when intrigues and partial associations come into being at the expense of the large 
association, the will of each of these associations becomes general in relation to its 
members and particular in relation to the state. It can be said, then, that there are no 
longer as many voters as there are men, but merely as many as there are associations. 
The differences become less numerous and yield a result that is less general. Finally, 
when one of these assocations is so large that it dominates all the others, the result is 
no longer a sum of minor differences, but a single difference.

Rousseau's command of the solution to this problem, however, was not so well 
developed, but it was nevertheless a promising beginning toward the solution that Calhoun 
would propose a century later, in the form of the doctrine of concurrent majority:

For the general will to be well articulated, it is therefore important that there should 
be no partial society in the state and that each citizen make up his own mind. Such was 
the unique and sublime institution of the great Lycurgus. If there are partial societies, 
their number must be multiplied and inequality among them prevented, as was done by 
Solon, Numa, and Servius. These precautions are the only effective way of bringing it 
about that the general will is always enlightened and that the populace is not tricked.

See Rousseau. Social Contract in The Basic Political Writings. 156. And finally, it was 
evidently Rousseau's imperfect grasp of the principle of concurrent majority which led him to 
emphasize all the more vigorously the advantages of simple government and small 
communities. In a famous passage, he writes:

When, among the happiest people in the world, bands of peasants are seen regulating 
their affairs of state under an oak tree, and always acting wisely, can one help scorning 
the refinements of other nations, which make themselves illustrious and miserable 
with so much art and mystery?

A state thus governed needs very few laws; and in proportion as it becomes 
necessary to promulgate new ones, this necessity is universally understood. The first to 
propose them merely says what everybody has already felt; and there is no question of 
either intrigues or eloquence to secure the passage into law of what each has already 
resolved to do, once he is sure the others will do likewise .

See Rousseau. Social Contract. 203-204.
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m ore  reg u la rly  a n d  th o ro u g h ly  b ro u g h t to b e a r in  p re s e rv in g  an d

transform ing the law s and  governm en ta l structures of com m unities. Also,

by  adopting  th is v iew  of the source  of p roper law  and  po litica l au thority ,

C alhoun  w as ab le to avo id , for exam ple, a v ic ious c ircle  o f reason ing

concerning the n a tu re  and  source  of law  w hich has e n sn a re d  an d  m isled

others. Rehearsing th is circle, the h istorian  Bertrand De Jouvenal w rites:

Political au tho rity  should  be just; it needs, th a t is to say, to act in 
conform ity w ith  the law. But the law, we are told, is n o th in g  m ore 
than the epitom e of the ru les given out by political au th o rity  itself. 
Therefore the au tho rity  w h ich  m akes laws is, by  definition , alw ays 
just.6

On th is v iew , the  leg is la to r is judged  to  be o m n i-co m p e ten t and

infallible. But even th is -- recall — w as no t asserted  by  one  so bo ld  and  so

seem ingly vicious as the  soph ist Thrasym achus, in  the R epub lic .7 Still, m any

thinkers have fallen in to  this error, including, as De Jouvenal po in ts  ou t, one

so able as Kant. For as he w rites in  the M etaphvsic of Ethics:

The people is never en titled  to resist the suprem e leg islator of the  state; 
for a rule of law  is only m ade possible by the subm ission  o f all to the 
legislative will. A ny rig h t of rebellion, or even of sed ition , is, 
therefore, to ta lly  inadm issible. . . .

The peop le 's  du ty  to  p u t  up  w ith abuse of the sup rem e pow er, 
even w hen  it finds it insupportab le, is based on the considera tion  that 
resistance to the  sovereign  body  of laws should  never be  regarded  as 
other th an  illegal, and  as involving, even, the  overth row  of the entire  
legal constitution. For the  people to have a righ t to resistance, there 
w ould first need  to be a public  law  perm itting them  to resist; in  o ther 
words, the sovereign  b o d y  of laws w ould need  to contain  a provision  
m aking it no longer so v ere ig n .8

A nd so, accord ing  to K an t an d  o ther legal positiv ists , "L aw s a re  the

5 See Bertrand De Jouvenal, On Power: The Natural History of.Its Growth. (Indianapolis:
Liberty Fund, 1993), 335-336.

7 See Republic. Book I, 339a-340c.
8 Immanuel Kant. M etaphvsic of Ethics fFr. tr. Bami. Paris: 1853) first part. xlvi.
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only  source of the law. Therefore, w hatever is in  a law  is law , and  there can 

be  no rem edy  ag a in st the law s9." But the e rro n eo u s c irc u la rity  of legal 

positiv ism  w hich, as K ant show s us, leads quite  logically to a den ia l of the 

righ t of resistance10, is overcom e w hen  one recognizes, as H um e, Rousseau, 

C a lh o u n  a n d  o th e rs  h a v e , th a t law  p ro p e r ly  h as  its  so u rc e  in  the 

spontaneously  evolv ing  m oral op in ion  of com m unities. A n d  so the righ t of 

resistance exists because the  dynam ic nature  of h u m an  society  and  opinion, 

as expressions of the  m o v em en t of ind iv idua ls and  of w h o le  classes and 

com m unities from  p o tency  to  act, m akes possible a d issonance  and  tension 

be tw een  ev o lv ing  o p in io n  a n d  the  inheren t stasis of law . The rig h t of 

resistance, then, is one of the  m eans by  w hich such  d issonance and  tension is 

d issipated  into a g rea ter ha rm ony  betw een evolving op in ion  an d  existing law, 

and  is therefore necessary.

Being clearer n o w  ab o u t the  m eaning  and  im p o rt of "sense" , let us 

consider now  w h a t C a lh o u n  in tends by  an " in te rest."  For as it tu rn s  out, 

som e of the m ost com m on an d  serious m isunderstand ings of the system  of 

co n cu rren t m ajority , a n d  th e re fo re  of C a lh o u n 's  p o litic a l th eo riz in g  in 

general, o rig ina te  in  a fa ilu re  to ap p reh en d  w h a t C a lh o u n  m eans by  an 

interest.

First, it has been  n o ted  th a t C alhoun does n o t p ro v id e  us w ith  a direct,

9 De Jouvenal, On Power. 336.
10 In light of Kant's understanding of the essential role of resistance between individuals 

and groups, due to man's "unsocial sociability", in improving and advancing the race, as I 
described it in Chapter HI, it is a bit suprising and disappointing that Kant would err by 
denying a role for resistance in any form to the power of the legislator.
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explicit, and system atic speculative  account of the su b je c t.11 Still, it w ould  be 

w ro n g  to conclude th a t he  does no t p rov ide us w ith  som e of the elem ents 

and  outline by  m eans o f w hich  such a specu la tive  accoun t m ight be built. 

C onsequently, in g a th e rin g  together and  o rgan iz ing  the elem ents of a m ore 

system atic account of in te rests , one is obliged to su p p lem en t w hat C alhoun 

does say expressly ab o u t in terests w ith  inferences (1) from  speculative claims 

a n d  analyses concern ing  o ther, re la ted  issues, a n d  (2) from  the concrete 

historical exam ples of in terests th a t Calhoun cites. A lso, to avoid  confusion, I 

shall refer to the so rt of " in te rest"  w ith w hich  w e are  p rincipally  concerned 

here  as a c o n s titu tio n a l in te rest, thereby u n d ersco rin g  its n a tu ra l oracular 

an d  legislative role w ith in  a governm ental s tru c tu re , and  d istingu ish ing  it 

from  ind iv idual, na tiona l, or o ther interests.

The fu n d a m e n ta l i ty  o f the  p h e n o m e n o n  o f c o n s titu tio n a l o r 

"C alhounian" in terests b o th  as a practical concern o f the sta tesm an  and as a 

theore tical sub ject of th e  p h ilo so p h er can h a rd ly  be o vers ta ted . These 

in terests are self-iden tified  social groupings w hich, as w e shall see, stand  at 

the  phenom enal c ro ssro ad , as it w ere, be tw een  evo lv ing  society and  th a t 

"controlling pow er" w h ich  is governm ent. This b e in g  the case, it appears that

11 In the words of Calhoun's most recent biographer:
Calhoun never really explains what he means by an 'interest.' He is obviously 
thinking of the conflicting interests of agrarian and manufacturing, and of slave and 
free labor communities, but it is not clear that he appreciated the importance of other 
variables such as language, religion, ethnicity, and ideology in defining and reconciling 
interests.

See Irving H. Bartlett, Tohn C. Calhoun: A Biography (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company, 1993), 353. But, judging from the variety of historical examples of interests that 
Calhoun does present — which will be illustrated shortly — it is evident that Calhoun did 
have at least something like the wider appreciation of the sheer variety of interests that 
Bartlett fails to credit him. See also Ralph Lemer, "Calhoun's N ew  Science of Politics" in Tohn 
C. Calhoun: A Profile (New York; Hill & Wang, 1968), 211: ". . .  we wonder what constitutes an 
interest."
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any substan tia l and  ab id ing  fu tu re  advances in  political p rac tice  m ust be 

predicated, in part, on som e fu rth er disclosure and  theoretical account of the 

orig in  and n a tu re  of in te res ts . But fu tu re  specu la tion  on th e  n a tu re  of 

constitutional interests w o u ld  do  w ell to pick up  w here p rev io u s advances 

have left off, and  so m ust take account of the pioneering w ork  of Calhoun, 

am ong others.

For C alhoun, an  in te re s t is a m an-m ade convention th ro u g h  w hich

ind iv idua ls and  sm aller g ro u p s , in  com bination  w ith  each o th er, p u rsue

shared  goods. Because they  a re  m eans for p u rsu ing  shared  goods, interests

are necessarily  social in  character, and , therefore , it is im possib le  for an

ind iv idual, of him self, to constitu te  an  in terest in  this (constitu tional) sense

of the w o rd .12 C om m on n a tu re , o r shared  n a tu ra l attributes, m ake  possible

the pursuance of com m on goods th rough  the vehicles of in terests, w hile that

sphere of independen t an d  free tho u g h t and  action know n as liberty , w here

this exists in a p roper p ro p o rtio n  to governm ental power, m akes possible the

p u rsu it of those goods u n iq u e  to the  ind iv idua l. We find R ousseau , for

exam ple, in the preceding century , d riv ing  tow ard  this insight ab o u t interests

w hen he wrote:

. . .  if the opposition of p riva te  interests m ade necessary the 
establishm ent of societies, it is the accord of these sam e in terests that 
m ade it possible. It is w h a t these different in terests have in  com m on 
that form s the social bond , an d  w ere there no po in t of agreem ent 
am ong all these interests, no  society could exist. For it is u tte rly  on the 
basis of this com m on in terest tha t society ought to be g o v e rn e d .13

A nd it is the successful p u rsu it of bo th  these com m only sh a red  goods

12 The mistaken view that a Calhounian interest is susceptible to a reductio ad absurdum. 
whereby every individual could logically be an interest onto himself, may be found, for 
example, in Louis Hartz, "The Constitution: Calhoun and Fitzhugh" in Tohn C. Calhoun: A 
Profile, ed. John L. Thomas (New York: Hill & Wang,1968), 164-170.

13 Jean-Jacque Rousseau, Social Contract in The Great Political Writings.153.
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and  the goods u n iq u e  to the indiv idual w h ich  toge ther constitu te , after all, 

the proper and  sa lu ta ry  actualization  of h u m an  n a tu re . Public an d  private 

goods are attained , in  large p a rt, through these  pub lic  o rgans or conventions 

know n as interests. Therefore, a constitutional or "C a lh o u n ian "  in terest is of 

the  g rea test m o m e n t for the  su rv iva l a n d  su ccessfu l a c tu a liza tio n  of 

hum an ity .

M oreover, because it is a group of in d iv id u a ls  o rg an ized  a ro u n d  the 

pu rsu it or defense of som e com m only shared  good  or set of goods, an  interest 

can  never be a m ere  ag g reg a te  of in d iv id u a ls . A s C a lh o u n 's  analysis 

indicates, w h a t is re fe rred  to here, for convenience 's sake, as " in te rest" , has 

been  variously referred  to as "order", "class", o r "po rtion"; a varie ty  of labels 

w hich  itself suggests the  g rea t variety  to w h ich  th is  form  o f association is 

susceptible. U ltim ately , th e  ex ten t of the  v a r ie ty  o f sh a re d  g o o d s, and  

therefore, of in te res ts , is lim ited  only by  th e  n a tu re  o f m an , and  by  the 

condition th a t their p u rsu it and  attainm ent are, suscep tib le  of b e in g  affected, 

either beneficially o r harm fully , by the action o r inaction  of g o v e rn m e n t.14

Historically, constitu tional interests have  b e en  fo rm ed  on  the basis of 

som e com bination  o r ad m ix tu re  of the fo llow ing  p rin c ip les: fam ily  ties, 

com m on history , com m on legal status, and  com m on econom ic, religious, or 

cu ltu ral in terests. In d eed , the  slightest reflection  o n  h is to ry  confirm s the 

g rea t va rie ty  an d  d iv e rs ity  of w hich h u m a n  assoc ia tion , in  th e  form  of 

interests, o rders, classes, or portions, is suscep tib le . For exam ple , the great 

interests a t the base a n d  cen tre  of som e of the  m ost ren o w n ed  constitu tional 

governm ents h e re to  include: the pa tric ians a n d  p leb e ian s o f the  Rom an

14 For recall from the previous chapter that even the most homogeneous community contains 
at least two interests regarding the action or inaction of government, the taxpayers and the tax- 
consumers.
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Republic (c. 500-31 BC); the king, lords, and  com m ons (G reat Britain); and, 

every ind iv idual of the  nobles and  gentry  p resen t, in  electing  the  king, and  

the  king, the senate, b ishops an d  deputies of the  nob ility  and  gen try  of the 

palatinates, in ad op ting  any  m easure or enacting any law  (Poland of the Diet). 

B ut an  in te rest, in  a d d it io n  to being  co n stitu ted  o n  th e  basis of som e 

principle, as it w ere, o f h isto ry , econom ics, cu ltu re, o r relig ion, m ay also be 

organized  on the basis  o f som e principle  of politics, inc lud ing  for exam ple, 

the facilitation of trad e  o r com m on defence. For such  in d eed  is the case w ith  

d istinc t u n ita ry  p o litica l com m unities th a t h av e  jo in e d  to g e th er to form  

e ither a confederacy o r a fe d e ra tio n .15 A nd so, ju s t as d is tin c t social and  

econom ic c lasses, o r  leg a l o rd e rs , m ay  c o n s titu te  th e  in te re s ts  of a 

constitu tional u n ita ry  state; the distinct, sovereign, an d  in d ep en d en t m em ber 

sta tes of a fed e ra tio n  o r con federa tion  constitu te  th e  in te rests  w hich  are 

characteristic of b o th  federal an d  confederal governm ental form s.

In the D iscourse. C a lhoun  is careful to d is tin g u ish  the  federal form  of 

governance both  from  a confederacy, on the one h an d , an d  from  a un itary  or 

national governm ent, on  the  o ther hand. A governm en t is federal, "because 

it is the governm ent o f States un ited  in  political u n ion , in  contrad istinction  

to  a governm ent of in d iv id u a ls  socially un ited ; th a t is, b y  w h a t is usually  

called, a social com pact."  In  o ther w ords: a g o v e rn m en t is federal and no t 

national, w hen  "it is the  governm en t of a com m unity  o f S tates, and  no t the 

go v ern m en t of a s in g le  S tate  or na tion ."  (82) O n  the  o th e r h and , the  

d ifference  b e tw ee n  a fe d e ra tio n  and  a c o n fe d e ra cy  lies n o t  in  th e ir 

foundations, b u t in  th e  superstructu res of the respective  system s. (85) A nd

15 As for example, w ith the Hanseatic League (c. 1157-1669) and the American Federal
Republic.
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so, in federal and  confederal structures alike, the ind iv idua l m em ber States

retain  "their separa te  existence, as independen t and  sovereign  com m unities."

(85) But these d istinc tions m ay  be clarified  even  m ore. T hus a federal

governm ent "d iffers a n d  agrees, b u t in  opposite  respects, w ith  a national

governm ent, and  a confederacy":

[a federal governm ent] differs from  [a national governm ent], inasm uch 
as it has, for its basis, a confederacy, and  not a nation; and  agrees w ith  it 
in being a governm ent: w hile [a federal governm ent] agrees w ith  [a 
confederal governm ent], to the extent of having a confederacy for its 
basis, and  differs from  it, inasm uch as the pow ers delegated  to it are 
carried into execution by  a governm ent — and no t by  a m ere congress of 
delegates, as in the case of a confederacy. To be m ore full and  explicit — 
a federal governm ent, though  based on a confederacy, is, to the extent 
of the pow ers delegated, as m uch a governm ent as a national 
governm ent itself. It possesses, to this extent, all the authorities 
possessed by  the latter, and  as fully and perfectly. The case is different 
w ith  a confederacy; for, a lthough it is som etim es called a governm ent — 
its Congress, or Council, or the body, representing it, by w hatever nam e 
it m ay be called, is m uch m ore nearly  allied to an assem bly of 
dip lom atists, convened to deliberate an d ’ determ ine how  a league or 
treaty betw een  their several sovereigns, for certain  defined  purposes, 
shall be carried  into execution; leaving to the parties them selves, to 
furnish their quota  of m eans, and  to cooperate in  carry ing  o u t w hat 
m ay have been  determ ined  on. (116-117)

The confederal form  is ancient, and  m ay  be illu stra ted  by  num erous 

exam ples, including, as regards their constituitive constitu tional interests: the 

O neida, O nondaga, C ayuga, Seneca, T uscarora, and  M ohaw k  tribes of the 

Confederacy of the Six N ations (founded in the sixteenth cen tu ry  by  H iaw atha 

a n d  D ek an a w id a ), a n d  th e  A m erican  s ta te s  u n d e r  th e  A rtic les  of 

C onfederation (U nited States, 1781-1789).16 But federal s truc tu res are "new,

18 Also: the seven northern provinces of the Low Countries (1581—1795), the cantons of the 
Swiss confederacy (1291-1798, and 1815-1848), the north German towns and merchants of the 
Hanseatic League (c. 1157-1669), and the Hellenic League of the Persian Wars (500-449 BC).
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peculiar, an d  unprecedented" 17, an d  include, fo r exam ple: the A m erican

states u n d e r the  C onstitu tion  of 1787 (U nited S tates, 1789-186018); and  the  

states of the  A m erican  South u n d e r the C onfedera te  C onstitu tion  of 1861 

(Confederate States of America, 1861-1865).19

So the principles on the basis of w hich  c o n s titu tio n a l interests em erge 

and  persist fall under the general categories of fam ily, com m on h isto ry  an d  

legal s ta tu s , econom ics, religion, cu ltu re, an d  politics. Also, w h a t I have  

called po litical in terests and com m on te rrito ry  are  characteristics un ique  to 

those constitu tional interests tha t m ake up  fed era l or confederal struc tu res. 

H ow ever, w h a t rem ains is to clarify our u n d e rs tan d in g  of w hat constitu tional 

in te res ts  a re  so th a t w e m ay d is tin g u ish  th e m  from  o th er fo rm s of 

association, includ ing  political parties, and  the so-called "pressure g roups" o r 

"special in terests"  of contem porary political scientific parlance. Even a t the  

ou tse t of o u r  investigation, how ever, it a p p ea rs  th a t associations of a so r t 

p roperly  fitted  to assum e the pow er and  p osition  of a constitutional in te rest 

w ith in  a com m unity  are hard ier substances th a n  the  relatively ephem era l 

phenom ena th a t are political parties, pressure  g roups, and  "special in terests." 

For the form er are actually portions of the com m unity  in ways th a t the la tter 

are  no t, b e in g  m ore d irectly  p e rp e tu a ted  across generations th ro u g h  th e

17 See A Discourse cn the Constitution and Government o f the United States in Union and 
Liberty. 117.

,a Though not commonly acknowledged, the election of Abraham Lincoln, a sectional 
candidate, signalled the end of all but the pretence and form of American federalism as 
established in 1789. Lincoln's subsequent resistance by force to secession involved in effect a 
denial of the principle of state sovereignty, and thereby, a denial of the federal character of 
American government. With his forcible suppression of the forces of federalism, both North 
and South, Lincoln did much to transform the United States into a centralized, consolidated, 
and imperial regime. For such reasons, the year 1860 may be selected as the terminus of the 
American federal republic, though it is perhaps possible to set the date earlier, say with the 
passage of the Revenue Collection or "Force" Bill, 1833.

'3 Also, the Swiss Confederation (1848-present).
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agency of the fam ily.20 Still, it should  be rem em b ered  that a de ta iled  and  

system atic account of the orig in  and nature of in terests falls beyond the scope 

of the p resen t w ork . T ow ard such  an account, how ever, I offer the p rev ious 

and follow ing observations and  elaborations from  C alhoun 's ow n lim ited b u t 

suggestive account.

As I shall ind ica te  below , tha t fu n d am e n ta l a spec t of the  n a tu re  of 

constitu tional in terests m ost neglected by  recen t w riters is w hat w e m ay call 

their m oral an d  in te llec tual elem ent. But C a lh o u n  und ers to o d  qu ite  w ell 

this m oral-in te llectual e lem ent or d im ension o f constitu tional in terests. As 

w e shall see in  C h ap te rs  VIII and  IX, in  d iscu ssio n s of the sources of a 

com m unity 's pow er and  of self-know ledge, liberty  is a rew ard  for v irtue, bo th  

m oral and  intellectual. A nd  political constitu tion, as w e shall see in  this an d  

later chap ters , is a p rin c ip a l and  ind ispensab le  m eans by  w hich  liberty  is 

secured . But, as w e  have  a lread y  begun  to a rg u e , in terests are essen tia l 

elem ents in  any  g en u in e  po litical constitu tion , a n d  so certain  fundam en ta l 

relations ex ist b e tw een  m oral and  in tellectual a tta in m en t or v irtue , o n  the 

one hand , and  the in terests of constitution, on  the  o th er hand.

Just as political an d  civil rights are no t a n a tu ra l inheritance of m an, as 

w e shall see in  C h a p te r  VIII, the  s ta tu s of co n s titu tio n a l in te re s t is n o t 

conferred on  a g ro u p  as a n a tu ra l inheritance. In te rests  are n o t m ade  by  

governm ent fiat, b u t  are in stead  those evolved a n d  m atu red  social elem ents 

from  w hich  a com m unity  m ay  fashion for itself a constitu tional governm ent. 

A nd so certa in  k in d s  of associations m ay  b eco m e constitu tiona l in te res ts

20 And so, the patricians, the plebeians, the [British] Crown, the [British] Commons, and 
the various states of the American Union were self-perpetuating, family-based associations in 
ways that, for example, feminists, homosexuals, pedophiles, the GOP, the National 
Organization of Women (NOW), the NAACP, the Christian Coalition, the ACLU, and the 
National Rifle Association (NRA) could not be.
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th rough  recognition by com m unities and  em pow erm ent th ro u g h  (but no t by) 

the organs of governm ent. Like righ ts and liberties, the recognition  by  the  

com m unity  of one of its g ro u p s or portions as a constitu tional in terest m u st 

com e as a resu lt of skillful, courageous, and successful self-assertion  on  the 

p a rt of the m em bers of th a t g roup  and  in  behalf of their com m only held  aim . 

Specifically, certain kinds o f associations can attain the form al an d  legal pow er 

of se lf-p ro tec tion  w ith in  a g o v ern m en ta l fram ew o rk , as w ill so o n  b e  

explained . A nd so, since it necessarily  involves the  recogn ition  of certa in  

g roups as constitu tional in terests , political constitu tion  p resu p p o ses  a h ig h  

level of m oral and  in tellectual a tta inm ent on the p a rt of certa in  portions of 

the com m unity.21

By o v e rlo o k in g  th is  m o ra l a n d  in te llec tu a l a sp ec t o f in te re s ts , 

dem agogues an d  w ell-in tended  ignoram uses have  been  p ro n e  bo th  to issue  

an d  to act u p o n  the  m o st ex trav ag an t, u n fo u n d ed , an d  fa tu o u s  claim s 

concerning the abilities a n d  "rig h ts"  of certain favou red  g roups to exercise 

political power. But grossly exaggerated  estimates of the actualized m oral and  

in tellectual abilities of a p o rtio n  of the com m unity to ru le  them selves an d  

o thers — if acted u p o n  — m u st lead ultim ately to the  d ires t consequences for 

all concerned. A nd  so, as w e saw  in Chapter I, fla tte ry  an d  p re tension  -- 

includ ing  self-flattery and  conceit -- show  them selves, once again , to be a t 

odds w ith  the m ethods and  aim s of the statesm anly art.

21 We noted earlier that the constitutional interests peculiarly characteristic of federal 
and confederal structures are the various distinct, sovereign, and independent communities the 
terms of whose political union form the substance and articles of their constitutional compact. 
From this, and from our discussion of the moral and intellectual dimension of interests, we may 
infer that sovereignty, as the (political) principle common to those interests peculiar to federal 
and confederal structures, involves moral and intellectual attainment. In this sense, then, 
federations and confederacies are moral and political attainments premised on that moral and 
intellectual virtue required on the part of communities to establish and maintain their 
sovereignty.
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C om m on n o w a d ay s , th is  o v e rs ig h t co n ce rn in g  th e  m o ra l and  

in tellectual character of constitu tional in terests has led  to som e of the m ost 

se rious m is in te rp re ta tio n s of the  m otives an d  ideas of C a lh o u n . This 

oversigh t is especially ev iden t, for exam ple, in an essay by Sam uel D ubois 

C ook  title d  "The A m erican  L ib e ra l D em ocratic  T rad itio n , the B lack 

Revolution, and M artin  L uther K ing, Jr."22 O blivious to the m oral aspect of 

lib e rty  an d  in te rests , C ook ch a rg es  C alhoun  w ith  so p h is try , o r w ith  

m an ip u la tin g  ideas in  o rd er to serve the narrow  ends of S ou thern  slave­

holders, and  w ith  n o t taking in to  account the w ell-being and  in terests of the 

slaves them selves. Cook w rites:

C alhoun's political theo ry  is sym bolic of a special irony  in 
A m erican political thought. H is doctrine of the "concurren t m ajority" 
is a pow erful form ulation of the  rights of m inorities and  of their 
constitutional protection against w h a t Alexis de  Tocqueville called "the 
tyranny  of the m ajority." Clearly, he makes a telling point: m ajorities 
are inclined to tram ple asu n d er the rights of m inorities, an d  hence 
they m ust be restrained by  organizations and  instrum ents of power.
The problem  is complex because the political system  does n o t 
consist of a single m inority  b u t an endless variety  of m inorities — 
including sub m inorities of identifiable interest. C alhoun w as only 
interested in the pro tection  of a particular m in o rity 23 — and  a

22 This essay forms the introduction to Hanes Walton, Jr., The Political Philosophy of 
Martin Luther King. Tr. ('ConnectJcutt: Greenwood Publishing, 1971), xiii-xviii.

23 Cook provides no substantiation for this view of Calhoun's motives and concerns. In truth, 
Calhoun was mindful of and sympathetic to the well-being of the slave. See, for example, his 
"Speech on the Reception of Abolition Petitions" [February 6,1837] in Union and Liberty, pp. 
463-476:

Never before has the black race of Central Africa, from the dawn of history to the 
present day, attained a condition so civilized and so improved, not only physically, but 
morally and intellectually. It came among us in a low, degraded, and savage condition, 
and in the course of a few generations it has grown up under the fostering care of our 
institutions, as reviled as they have been,- to its present comparatively civilized 
condition. This, with the rapid increase of numbers, .is conclusive proof of the general 
happiness of the race, in spite of all the exaggerated tales to the contrary. (473)

Significantly, then, Calhoun describes American slavery as a civilizing institution for a 
tribal people, implying, of course, that the people are capable of improvement.
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particularly cruel and  anti-dem ocratic m inority  a t  that: the 
aristocratic, sem i-feudal, slaveholding Southern  m in o rity  against the 
m ajority of the nation, and  maybe against the m ajo rity  of the South 
itself.24

But in charging C alhoun  w ith  sophistry, C ook n e v e r  goes beyond m ere

assertion .25 Instead of being  substantiated by a rg u m e n t in  term s of the actual

sta tesm anly  career of C a lh o u n  an d  the conditions o f the  tim e, the charge

m erely  hangs su spended  in  m id -a ir -- su p p o rte d  o n ly  b y  the  b lu ste ring

prejud ice  of egalitarian  dem agogy. To his cred it, h o w ev er, Cook's m ore

constructive aim  is to p o in t o u t how  C alhoun 's teach in g s  m ay  perhaps be

converted som eday into m eans of helping black A m ericans m ore directly:

One of these days, C alhoun  is going to be red iscovered , dusted  off, 
updated , and  used  in  the contem porary pow er a n d  ideological 
struggles. He m ay w ell becom e purged and "b lack ized ."  If so, the 
political theory of the  Black Revolution will be ca ta lyzed , enlarged, and

24 Hanes Walton, Jr., The Political Philosophy of Martin Luther King. Tr. fConnecticutt: 
Greenwood Publishing, 1971), xvi-xvii.

Cook continues:
Calhoun's formulation was designed and put forth with eloquence and skill to enable 
and to justify — indeed, to sanctify — the right of a regional minority to keep a racial 
minority in bondage. Thus, ironically, we have here an argument in behalf of the 
freedom and constitutional right of a white minority to keep a black minority in chains. 
Calhoun did not recognize the radical inconsistency, and in v iew  of his racist 
presuppositions, there was none. Like others, he bifurcated the human order into white 
life and black life; he made the former superior, sacred, and an end in itself while the 
latter was made inferior, profane, and a tool for the former, (p. xvii)

25 This circumstance renders Cook vulnerable to the charge of having committed the fallacy 
of ad hominem ("poisoning the well"). Here, the effort has been m ade to impugn Calhoun's 
objectivity concerning the public good by claiming that he had a vested  interest in the view he 
defended. But even if Calhoun had had a nonrational motive for supporting the 'institution of 
slavery as it existed in the South at the time, that circumstance, of itself, would not mean that 
his position was either false or vicious, and it certainly does not m ean that one can decide 
ahead of time that all of his arguments for the position can be dismissed.
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en riched .26

U nfo rtuna te ly , how ever, Cook's ap p aren t ad m ira tio n  for C alhoun and

g ra titu d e  for h is  id eas a re  o v e rw h elm ed  by  a s p i r i t  o f re sen tm en t,

v en g e fu ln ess  a n d  sp ite  th a t  has its  o r ig in  la rg e ly  in  a com m on

m isunderstand ing  of the actual conditions of the s la v e .27

It w ould  be the  height of irony if the argum ents advanced , prior to the 
C ivil War, b y  the m ost gifted and influential apo log ist for black 
enslavem ent w ere  converted, in the w an ing  decades of the tw entieth

26 Hanes Walton, Jr., The Political Philosophy of Martin Luther King. Tr. (Connecticutt: 
Greenwood Publishing, 1971), xviii. One of Cook's suppositions here appears to be that blacks, 
in order to benefit from constitutional elements like the concurrent majority, with its negative or 
veto for interests, must be able to possess and exercise that veto directly and en bloc as blacks. 
But this supposition is itself demonstrably false, and it implies, in turn, that blacks and other 
minorities who have not yet been recognized as distinct interests, have not yet benefited from 
the operations of the principles of constitutional government — a supposition that is also 
demonstrably false. Later in this chapter, I shall indicate how, according to Calhoun's account 
of organism, social groups that do not themselves possess the status of constitutional interest 
tend, in a truly constitutional regime, to reap the benefits of protection and improvement by 
virtue of being subsumed within a larger group that does have that status within the general 
society. Thus, the larger group, with its constitutional status, tends to extend a protective 
umbrella over all of its constituitive elements. Indeed, it is when this protection and assistance 
are perceived as inadequate by some smaller group within the interest that a beginning is made 
at the formation of a new  and additional constitutional interest based on the principle of that 
smaller and discontented group.

27One scholarly work that constitutes a partial redress of this misunderstanding is Robert 
W. Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro 
Slavery (Boston: Litde, Brown, and Company, 1974), 2 vols. Time on th e  Cross is a pioneering 
account of the actual living and working conditions of the slave in the antebellum South and of 
the viability of the "peculiar institution" as part of the Southern economy. In addition to 
arguing for the general economic viability of the Southern slave labor system, Engerman and 
Fogel, through sophisticated statistical method, support and corroborate such reports on the 
general well-being of the slave as were given, for example, by Calhoun, in his "Speech on the 
Reception of Abolition Petitions" [February 6,1837] in Union and Liberty. 467:

. . .  the Central African race . . .  had never existed in so comfortable, so respectable, or so 
civilized a condition, as that which it now enjoyed in the Southern States. The 
population doubled in the same ratio with that of the whites — a proof of ease and 
plenty, while, with respect of civilization, it nearly kept pace with that of the owners
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century , in to  argum ents for black lib e ra tio n .28 Ideas, som etim es, have 
strange careers, am biguous legacies, an d  com plex destinies — to the 
em barassm ent and  chagrin of their orig inators. Once afloat the 
co n tin u u m  of history, they are free agents and  often rebellious o n e s .29

A nd  m ore specifically, Cook writes:

Ideas have  a w ay  of begetting a strange b reed  of children. Calhoun is 
"re levan t" in  a corrective, creative, and  usefu l w ay to the Black 
R evolution. Perhaps this is a unique b ran d  of poetic justice designed 
by  the gods to m ock the hum an  condition. Substitu te in  his argum ent 
"black" for the  aristocratic South, the in terest he  represented. A pply 
his doc trine  of "concurrent m ajority" to the  cu rren t racial predicam ent. 
A m ong the  in teresting  conclusions is the  necessity of a black veto on 
issues of pub lic  policy in  order to p rom ote  and  pro tect black in te rest.30

29 Taking this cue is Lani Guinier, a Pennsylvania Law School Professor, in The Tyranny of 
the Majority: Fundamental Fairness in Representative Democracy (New York: The Free Press, 
1994). But, following the intimations and basic ideological agenda of Cook, Guinier's analysis 
of interests is seriously flawed, in large part due to her failure to understand and to 
acknowledge the moral and intellectual dimension of interests. But Guinier's confusion about 
the nature of interests receives no correction when the views of Calhoun and Guinier are 
wrongly conflated in R. Randall Bridwell and W ill iam  J. Quirk, Tudicial Dictatorship CNew 
Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1995), 96-100. By failing even to grasp the problem of 
majority tyranny as highlighted so well by Tocqueville, Calhoun, and others, Quirk and 
Bridwell would apparently have us bury our heads in the sand, in good Madisonian fashion, 
and "trust the majority."

29 Hanes Walton, Jr., The Political Philosophy of Martin Luther King. Tr. ('Connecticutt: 
Greenwood Publishing, 1971), xviii.

30 Cook goes too far in claiming that a black veto is necessitated according to Calhoun's 
principle of concurrence. Instead, he might argue that Calhoun's doctrine is compatible with a 
black veto, assuming that such a black interest could be formed on the basis of sufficient moral 
and intellectual attainment by blacks themselves; since, as I explained earlier, a true 
constitutional interest is not a boon or a dole to be dispensed, for example, by governmental fiat.

Indeed, there are surely individual blacks in America and elsewhere today who would 
fit the moral and intellectual criteria of full participants in a constitutional political order, 
and possibly, of leaders of an independent black interest. On the assumption that blacks as a 
whole within a nation could be recruited as members of such an interest, one happy consequence 
of such an actuality might be that these people, as members of a distinct interest possessing a 
veto power, would become self-governing, and therefore, could no longer expect help from 
whites. This new, independent condition would foster latent virtues in blacks themselves, and 
would remove them finally from the vice-inducing conditions of being managed and of living off 
the public dole.

On this view, a Calhounian constitutional interest could not, for example, be a lobby 
seeking "their" share of tax disbursements and privileges. Indeed, Calhoun would object that a 
regime of pork, as it were, dominated by such lobbies is decadent, and requires reformation.
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A dd to the equation  ano ther C alhounian  jewel: the  p lu ra l executive.31 
But, in this case, m ake one p residen t black, ano ther w hite, and  the 
th ird  an A m erican Ind ian  w o m a n .32

But such daring  p roposals for reform  beg the questions th a t w e have 

already  begun to raise in this chap ter concerning the n a tu re  of constitu tional 

interests in  general and  their m oral an d  intellectual d im ension  in  particu lar. 

For clearly, the m anner and  ju d g m e n t w ith  w hich  a co m m u n ity  gran ts o r 

confers the status of in terest on  one of its portions is no ligh t or trivial m atter, 

since ultim ately bo th  the physical an d  sp iritual su rv iv a l and  w ell-being of 

the en tire  com m unity are a t stake. In  particular, the  com m un ity  m u st be 

careful to d istinguish betw een  an  in te rest and a faction. For the m em bers of 

an  in te res t are u n ited  and  a c tu a ted  by  a com m on in te re s t w h ich  is n o t 

adverse to the indiv idual in terests of o ther citizens, or to the  general good of 

the  society; while the  m em bers of a faction are p u rsu in g  an  en d  w hich  is 

adverse n o t only to the in terests of o ther citizens and  of the  com m unity  as a 

w hole, b u t to the true interests of the m em bers of the faction them selves.33

H aving m ade a beg inn ing  at least a t describing the  n a tu re  of "sense" 

and  "in terest", let us continue o u r in q u iry  into these a n d  re la ted  topics by  

considering further their roles as elem ents of the p rincip le  of organism , or of

31 In his Discourse. Calhoun proposed that the U. S. Constitution be amended so as to have a 
dual (and not a tripartite) executive, reminiscent of.Sparta and Rome, pp. 275-278. But 
Calhoun's prescription of a dual executive was contingent upon moral and political conditions at 
the time. Consequently, Calhoun would have no objection, a priori, to, for example, a tripartite 
executive per se. so long as it is suited to a community's moral and physical circumstances.

32 Hanes Walton, Jr., The Political Philosophy of Martin Luther King, Tr. (Connecticutt: 
Greenwood Publishing, 1971), xvii.

33 Recall the accurate and concise definition of faction by James Madison (1751-1836), in The 
Federalist [1787], no. 10:

By a faction, understand a number of citizens, whether amounting to a majority or 
minority of the whole, who are united and actuated by some common impulse of passion, 
or of interest, adverse to the rights of other citizens, or to the permanent and aggregate 
interests of the community.
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w h a t m akes a constitution.

In a constitu tional sy stem  of governm ent, the  v a rio u s in te rests  of a

com m unity  are o rd ered  in  re la tion  one to another, su ch  th a t the  pow ers of

governm ent are d iv ided  an d  d istribu ted  am ong them . Each in terest is given,

" th ro u g h  its a p p ro p ria te  o rg an , e ither a co ncu rren t voice in  m ak in g  an d

executing laws, or a veto" on  the execution of the law s. (21) C alhoun  refers

to th is struc tu re  in w h ich  in te rests  are  o rgan ized  as a n  "o rgan ism ", since

each interest speaks and acts for itself and , thereby, for the  w hole  com m unity ,

th ro u g h  "its a p p ro p ria te  o rg an ."  These o rgans co m b in ed  m ake u p  the

o rg an ism  tha t is the  u n iq u e  an d  d is tin g u ish in g  fea tu re  of the  po litica l

c o n s titu tio n  of a p a rtic u la r  com m unity . T his g e n e ra l a rra n g e m e n t is

indispensable, C alhoun says, since . . .

It is only by  such an  organism , th a t the assent of each  [interest] can be 
m ade necessary to p u t  the  governm ent in  m otion; o r the  pow er m ade 
effectual to a rrest its action, w hen  p u t in  m otion  — a n d  it is only by  the 
one or the other th a t th e  different interests, o rders, classes, or portions, 
into w hich the com m unity  m ay be divided, can be p ro tec ted , and  all 
conflict and  struggle betw een  them  preven ted  — b y  rendering  it 
im possible to p u t or to keep it in  action, w ith o u t the  concurren t 
consent of all. (21-22)

H aving  p ro v id ed  a d iscussion  of the n a tu re  o f o rg an ism , C alhoun  

tu rns to a consideration of its relation  to the righ t of suffrage:

. . . organism  . . ., com bined w ith  the rig h t o f suffrage, 
constitutes, in  fact, the  elem ents of constitu tional governm ent. The 
[right of suffrage], b y  rendering  those w ho m ake a n d  execute the law s 
responsible to those on  w hom  they  operate, p rev en ts  the  ru lers from  
oppressing the ruled; an d  [organism ], by  m aking  it im possible for 
any one interest or com bination  of interests or class, o r order, or 
portion  of the com m unity , to obtain  exclusive contro l, p reven ts any 
one of them  from  opp ressing  the other. It is clear, th a t oppression  and  
abuse of pow er m u st come, if a t all, from  the one o r the  o ther quarter. 
From  no other can they  come. It fo llo w s/th a t the  tw o , suffrage and  
p roper organism  com bined , are sufficient to coun te rac t the  tendency of
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governm ent to oppression  an d  abuse of pow er; and to restric t it to the 
fulfillmen t of the great ends for w hich it is ordained. (22)

So, w hile the  righ t of suffrage thus com m ands the rulers: "Serve no t 

yourse lves, b u t  th a t  p o rtio n  of the  com m unity  w h ich  has e lected  you"; 

o rganism  com pels them  to: "Serve for the sake of the w hole  com m unity, or 

w ith o u t p rejud ice  to  any  p o rtio n  thereof." But how ever m u ch  hope  th is 

exp lanation  an d  m o d e l of c o n s titu tio n  m ay  in sp ire , C a lh o u n  is quick to 

fo llow  th a t no p an acea  for po litica l evils is be ing  p ro p o se d  o r p rom ised  

herew ith . Fully  aw are  th a t h u m an  n a tu re  suffers irrem ediab ly  from  certain  

g rave  faults, an d  d u ly  chastened  b y  the  principle of h u m an  im perfectibility; 

C a lh o u n  p o in ts  o u t  th a t, in  th e  p resen ta tio n  of c o n s titu tio n  (recoun ted  

above), he ". . . assum ed  the organism  to be perfect, and  the d ifferent interests, 

p o rtio n s , or classes of the  com m unity , to be su ffic ien tly  en lig h ten ed  to 

u nderstand  its character and  object, and  to exercise, w ith  d u e  intelligence, the 

righ t of suffrage." (22) But, "To the  extent that either m ay be defective, to the 

sam e extent the governm ent w ou ld  fall sho rt of fulfilling its end ."  (22)

So e le m e n ta ry  p rin c ip le s , h o w ev er so u n d , a re  o ften  d ifficu lt of 

app lica tion , an d  com m only  m ee t w ith  im ped im ents th a t p re v e n t any  fu ll 

an d  com plete application , a circum stance exam ined in  som e d e ta il in  C hapter 

I. This difficulty  of application , o r the  im possibility  of a fu ll app lication , 

c an n o t, how ever, im p u g n  the  p rin c ip le  of su ffrage  o r th e  p rin c ip le  of 

o rganism , because " In  reducing  th em  to p roper form , in  ap p ly in g  them  to 

practical uses, all e lem en tary  p rincip les are liable to difficulties; b u t they  are 

no t, on  the account, the less tru e , or valuable." (22) N o r is a governm ent 

w h ich  falls sh o rt of fu lfilling  its o rd a in ed  ends, d ue  to a n  incom plete  or 

defective app lica tion  of e ither o r b o th  of these p rincip les, one w hose very
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existence can "im peach  the tru th  of the principles on  w hich  it rests." (22) For 

the principles re ta in  the ir tru th  independen t of th is or that effort at practical 

application; hence th ey  suggest an ideal form  o f governm en t tha t can be 

m ore or less approx im ated  in  indiv idual historical instances, b u t never fully 

a tta ined  once and  for all. So the ideal suggested  by  these tw o principles 

possesses a practical va lue  that can in no w ay be slighted  or dim inished by  any 

defective application o f the principles or partial a tta inm ent of the  ideal itself.

W hile it is im possib le  to achieve, in  th is life, a perfect and  perpetual 

constitu tional governm ent, w e are left w ith  the assurance by  C alhoun  that, 

w hen  w e are m ost favored  by circumstances, a regim e tha t is a t the very least 

tolerably good lies w ith in  the reach of our hum ble capacities. For as m an  is 

im perfect, and  irrem ed iab ly  so, no perfect social o rd e r ever can be created. 

Thus m en are n o t m ade  for u topias, or for any  o ther perfect things. A nd of 

course, it is no m ere coincidence tha t the w ord  "u to p ia " , of G reek origin, 

translates "no place, o r no w here", since a perfect society w ith  perfect men 

could  never com e to  be  in  the  m erely earthy  rea lm  of h u m an  existence.34 

Indeed , as Russell K irk  tells u s, "All th a t w e can  reasonab ly  expect is a 

tolerably ordered, just, and  free society, in  w hich  som e evils, m aladjustm ents, 

and  suffering w ill con tinue  to lurk. [And], By p ro p e r a tten tion  to p ru d en t 

reform , we m ay p rese rv e  and  im prove th is to le rab le  o r d e r 3S." N or can 

h u m an  governm ents, how ever well constructed , o u ts trip  once and  for all

34 This insight is mirrored in a quip by the British historian Thomas Babington, Lord 
Macaulay (1800-1859), On Lord Bacon [1837]: "An acre of Middlesex is better than a 
principality in Utopia."

35 Russell Kirk, The Politics of Prudence (Bryn Mawr: Intercollegiate Studies Institute, 
1993), 21. . -
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the m achinations of knavery.36

L aboring  as sta tesm an  for the p reserva tion  and  im p ro v e m e n t of the 

"tolerable o rd er"  th a t w as, in his day, the U nited States of A m erica, C alhoun 

w ou ld  o p p o se  the sp iritu a l forbears of those id ea logues, w h o , w ith  their 

prom ise of the  perfection  of m an and society, w ou ld  convert "a  g rea t p a rt of 

the tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  w o rld  in to  a te rre stria l h e ll37." S ince h is death , 

C alhoun, th ro u g h  his w ritings, and  in  defiance of the fatal conceit of hum an  

perfectability, has u p h e ld  a practical and  sa lu ta ry  idea l o f constitu tiona l 

governm ent.

C a lh o u n 's  id e a l  of c o n s t i tu t io n a l  g o v e rn m e n t ,  e x p o u n d e d  

system atica lly  in  h is  D isquisition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t, d iffers from  a u top ian  

p roposal in  the  w isdom  it evinces about hum an  na tu re  and  a b o u t the  hum an 

cond ition  generally , a n d  in its recogn ition  of h u m a n  im p e rfec tib ility  in 

particular.3* The idea l is useful and  w orthw hile  a p a rt from  th e  im possibility  

of any  full a n d  p erp e tu a te  instantiation of it, because it serves as a gu ide for 

reform  an d  a ru le  b y  w hich  to m easure p rogress or reg ress in  the  political 

affairs of m an . H ence w e are told that "W here the o rgan ism  is perfect, every 

in te res t w ill be  tru ly  an d  fu lly  rep re sen ted , a n d  of c o u rse  the  w hole

38 As the rhetorician Richard M. Weaver has remarked in  an incisive essay titled "[Robert 
E.] Lee the Philosopher", in The Southern Essays of Richard M. Weaver (Indianapolis: 
LibertyPress, 1987), 173: "There is no political structure which knaves cannot defeat, and subtle 
analyses of the psyche may prove of more avail than schemes of world parliament."

37 Russell Kirk, The Politics of Prudence. 21.
38 Cf. Tohn L. Thomas. "Introduction" in Tohn C. Calhoun: A Profile HSTew York: Hill & 

Wang, 1968), xii: ". . . despite his self-styled realism, [Calhoun's] political thought is tinged 
with a pronounced utopian shade highlighting predicted consequences which his premises 
made unlikely." See also in the same volume Ralph Lemer, "Calhoun's N ew  Science of 
Politics", 221: "In the last analysis, the general applicability of Calhoun's system is open to 
serious question, thereby exposing him to the charge of 'closet ingenuity.'"

But what these criticisms ignore, of course, is that Calhoun's constitutional theory is in fact 
an exposition of principles of already demonstrated efficacy. So in considering the 
"applicability" of his theory, we are to judge the faithfulness and descriptive incisiveness of 
Calhoun's exposition, since we are not addressing a closet theory.
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com m unity  m ust be so." (22) But:

It m ay be difficult, or even  im possible, to m ake a perfect o rgan ism  — 
bu t, a lthough  this is true , ye t even  w hen, instead of the sense of each 
and  of all, it takes th a t of a few great and  p rom inen t in terests only, it 
w ou ld  still, in  a g rea t m easure, if n o t altogether, fulfil the  en d  in tended  
by  a constitution. For, in  such  case, it w ould require so large a portion  
of the com m unity, com pared  w ith  the whole, to concur, o r acquiesce in 
the action of the governm ent, th a t the num ber to be p lu n d e re d  w ould  
be too few, and  the num ber to be aggrandized too m any, to afford 
adequate m otives to oppression  and  the abuse of its pow ers. Indeed, 
how ever im perfect the  organism , it m ust have m ore or less effect in 
d im in ish ing  such  tendency. (22-23)

W hat is rea lizab le  so far as the  im p ro v em en t of g o v e rn m e n t is 

concerned , a lthough  sh o rt of perfection, is sufficient to ho ld  it stric tly  to its 

p ro p e r ends. W hile the possib ility  of the creation of a perfec t o rgan ism  is 

d oub tfu l, an  im perfect o rgan ism  m ay serve our needs adm irably . A nd these 

n eed s are served  w h e n  th e  p lu n d e rin g  b y  a dom in an t p o rtio n  o f ano ther 

po rtio n  th a t is w ith o u t the p o w er of self-protection is p reven ted  b y  a w ise and 

e ffec tua l ap p lica tio n  of th e  tw o p rin c ip les  of co n stitu tio n , su ffrag e  and  

o rg an ism .39

Betw een the  dark , ever-lu rk ing  possib ility  of p lu n d e r  a n d  the  u tte r 

im possib ility  of perfect go v ern m en t there  lies the realizable  p ro sp e c t of a 

" to le ra b ly  o rd e re d , ju s t, a n d  free soc ie ty40." A s th e  te ll- ta le  s ig n  of 

governm en ta l oppression , such  p lu n d erin g  occurs only  w here  th e re  are bo th

39 A concern to prevent such plundering, which must necessarily weaken the entire 
community and therefore the power at the disposal of its leader, prompted Machiavelli, in The 
History of Florence. Book VII, to remark that: "It is true that some divisions [within the 
community] are harmfull to the republic while others are helpful to it. Those that are 
accompanied by sects and partisan factions are harmful. Since, therefore, a ruler of a republic 
cannot prevent enmities from arising within it, he at least ought to prevent them from becoming 
sects." As Calhoun would explain, the means of preventing the formation of sects is to give each 
significant interest in the community the power of self-protection, and, thereby, a concurrent 
voice in the government.

40 Russell Kirk, The Politics of Prudence. 21.
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u n g u a rd e d  g o v ern m en ta l p o w ers an d  goods of q u a lity  a n d  q u an tity  -- 

holdings of the defenseless po rtio n  of the com m unity — sufficient to activate 

the im pulse to p lu n d er on  the p a rt of the ruling interests.

The d iffering  se ts  of c ircum stances in w hich  p lu n d e r in g  th ro u g h  

goverm ent e ith er occurs or is p rev en ted  are cap tu red  a n d  synopsized  in 

C a lhoun 's  fo rm ula tion , in  the passage  above, of w h a t I call h is "p lu n d er 

principle." W here those to be p lu n d ered  are too few, an d  their holdings are 

of insu ffic ien t q u a n tity , re la tiv e  to the  n u m ber a n d  a p p e tite s  of the  

p lunderers, to excite the  avarice of the  latter, and  to m ove them  thereby to 

p lunderous action; these few  and  their holdings are, for the  tim e, passed  over 

by  their p red a to r as u n w o rth y  of its in terest and effort. B ut w here, on  the 

o ther hand , the quan tity  and  quality  of spoils of an  u n p ro tec ted  po rtion  are 

sufficient to w het the appetites  of the p lunderers, no tim e is w asted  in the 

com m encem en t of th e  v ic ious a n d  u ltim ate ly  se lf-d e s tru c tiv e  p rocess 

w hereby one p a rt of the b o d y  politic feeds upon  and reduces to im potence the 

rem aining portion. Indeed , once the requisite conditions p resen t them selves, 

the process of p lu n d er proceeds w ith  an  inexorability ak in  to the  operation of 

certain  forces in  the  physica l w orld . A nd  all of th is p lu n d e rin g  is done, 

typically, under the m ask ing  form s of piety, patriotism , a n d  law , as I indicated 

in  the previous chapter in  the discussion of legislative w arfare. But w hatever 

m ay  be the p a rticu la r colorings an d  in tonations of its r ig h teo u s  guise and 

cloak, p lu n d erin g  by  recourse  to legislative w arfare is, o f course, an  act of 

sp iritua l and  m ateria l cannibalism  d irected  at one's fellow  coun trym en  and, 

therefore, ultim ately, a t one 's self. The aim  of the science of governm ent, and 

of constitution in  particular, is to p rev en t such cannibalism .
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So the law ful an d  inexorab le  opera tions sy n o p s iz e d  in  C a lhoun 's  

"p lunder princip le" are  y e t ano ther illustration  su p p o rtiv e  of his view  that 

the phenom ena of political science and  legislation are " . . .  subject to laws as 

fixed as m atter itself . . .4l." For it w as surely reflection o n  som e such law ful 

regularities and  operations in  the political w orld  w hich  p ro m p ted  the great 

M assachusetts Federalist F isher Ames (1758-1808) to offer observations such 

as the fo llow ing, in  an  an ti-Jefferson ian  trac t titled  p ro v o ca tiv e ly  "The 

D angers of A m erican Liberty." A n elder con tem porary  of C alhoun, Am es 

observed how:

The political sphere, like the globe we tread upon, never stands still, 
b u t w ith  a silent sw iftness accomplishes the revo lu tions, which, w e are 
too ready to believe are effected by our w isdom , or m igh t have 
controlled by  our efforts. There is a kind of fatality, in  the affairs of 
republicks, that e ludes the foresight of the wise, as m u ch  as it frustrates 
the toils and  sacrifices of the patrio t and the hero. E vents proceed, not 
as they w ere expected or in tended, bu t are im pelled by  the irresistible 
laws of our political existence. Things inevitable h ap p en , and  w e are 
astonished, as if they  w ere  miracles, and the course of na tu re  had  been 
overpow ered or su spended  to produce th em .42

A generation  later, C alhoun  w ou ld  echo this re fra in  of tru th s about 

the science and m atter o f politics, hav ing  w itnessed fo r h im self, tim e and 

again, the law ful b u t largely  unw ie ldy  and  uncontro llab le  operations of the 

law s of th a t science. Like A m es and  other political w rite rs , C alhoun 's ow n 

disposition tow ard such law s w as the piously studious one  w hich  Lord Bacon 

(1561-1626) expressed in  regard  to the laws of the physical w orld: "N ature, to

4' See "Speech on the Force Bill" in Union and Liberty. 434.
42 See Fisher Ames, "The Danger of American Liberty", The Portable Conservative Reader. 

ed. Russell Kirk (New York: Viking Penguin Inc., 1982), 85.
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be com m anded, m ust be obeyed 43."

As I su g g ested  in  C h a p te r  I, w hile  d isc u ss in g  th e  app lica tion  of 

m etaphysica l reason ing  to p o litica l phenom ena, the s ta te sm an  aim s at an  

ever-g rea ter m astery  of h u m a n  affairs th ro u g h  an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of those 

law s w hich govern  the po litica l w o rld , and  in  term s o f w hich  its actualized 

conditions and changes can be explained . Therefore sta tesm ansh ip  is activity 

in  accordance w ith  the laws o f politics, and  a susta ined  effort to effect the good 

of o ne 's  com m unity  th rough  a n  accurate percep tion  an d  apprehension  of the 

cu rren t direction and force o f su ch  law s as these ap p erta in  to the prospects of 

the  com m unity . O perating  in  a m an n er largely  in d ep e n d en t of the w ill of 

m an, the laws of the political w orld , like the principles of m edical science, are 

susceptible, once m astered, o f be ing  either p iously  and  deferentially  m anaged 

by  the  doctor of the polis (the sta tesm an), or m an ip u la ted  by  sophists for the 

sake of fulfilling base and  n a rro w  ends. So a m ere aw areness or theoretical 

un d ers tan d in g  of certain law s of the political w orld  is no assurance, of itself, 

o f a responsib le  and  b e n efice n t ap p lica tio n  o f su c h  know ledge; ju s t as 

expertise  in m edical science, o f itself, is no guaran tee  of a d isposition  on the 

p a rt of the physician to c u re .44

So the objects p ecu lia r to the  sta tesm an  an d  th e  so p h ist respectively 

d iffer in  at least one very  im p o rta n t respect, an d  th e  ex p lan a tio n  of th is 

d ifference is g iven  by  A ris to tle  in  Book III of the  N ico m ach ean  Ethics.45 

T here , in  a d iscussion  of w h a t  d is tin g u ish es  a v o lu n ta ry  ac t from  an  

invo lun tary  one, the crucial d is tinc tion  is m ade b e tw een  an  ignorance of the

43 Francis Bacon, Aphorisms Concerning The Interpretation of Nature and The Kingdom of 
Man. aphorism iii, in The English Philosophers From Bacon to M ill, ed. Edwin A. Burtt (New 
York: Modem Library, 1967), 28.

44 See Plato, Gorgias. 464a-467e.
45 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics. Book HI, lllO b-llllb.
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particu lars apperta in ing  to an  act, such  as w ho is doing it, w h a t he  is doing , 

an d  w hat in strum en t he is u sin g  to do it, on  the one h an d , an d  ignorance of 

the  universal, on  the o ther h an d . Aristotle teaches tha t the  fo rm  of ignorance 

distinctive of a vicious action  is no t an  ignorance of particu lars, b u t is instead  

an  ignorance of the un iversal, by  w hich  he m eans the (m oral) G ood. H ence 

the  sophist, e ither by deliberately  m anipu lating  the laws of the  political w orld  

for the sake of na rro w  a n d  base ends, or by  w ickedly  exp lo iting  conditions 

produced  by  their operation , m ay  possess som e know ledge of particu lars (the 

laws); bu t he is ignoran t o f the un iversal or good  (the w ill an d  know ledge of 

how  to m anage the law s p io u sly  and  deferentially  for nob le  ends). So the 

m astery  of these  law s b y  the  so p h is t is incom plete , w h e reas  th a t b y  the 

sta tesm an is com plete. T hus, for exam ple, w hile  the s ta te sm an 's  s tead fast 

a im  w ill be to steer the  co m m u n ity  clear o f those cond itions in  w h ich  the  

p lu n d e r p rincip le  becom es active; the  soph ist w ill be  on  h a n d  to cynically  

exp lo it w h a tev e r o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r se lf-advancem ent m a y  a rise  from  the 

violent, cannibalistic and  su ic ida l operation  of this p rincip le , an d  to give this 

principle new  im pulse and  direction, as his "in terests" dictate.

Aside from  the occasional sta tesm an an d  the m ore n u m ero u s sophists 

th a t are m et w ith  in the po litical w orld , there is, of course, th a t m u ltitu d e  of 

po liticians of the  h u m b le r so rt, a considerable p o rtio n  of w h o m  are  b o th  

co rru p t and  incom petent, an d  w ho practice w h a t one m ig h t call a political 

form  of quackery. Like h ig h e r  sophistry , this quackery typ ically  consists of 

a ttem pts to m an ipu la te  fo r n a rro w  ends the  fu n d am en ta l law s of politics, 

follow ing a partia l and  vague  apprehension  of these laws. But the  designs of 

h ig h  sophistry  an d  those o f com m on quackery  differ b o th  as reg a rd s th e ir
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degrees of ingenuity  and their probabilities for successful result — so tha t the 

quality  and quan tity  of p lunder w hich the soph ist and  quack m ay be expected 

to expropriate w ill differ accordingly. For com m on quackery typically  leads 

the petty  politician to pursue policies w hose effects are as likely to slight his 

ow n designs as they  are those of his rivals; a farcical display indeed, and  one 

th a t w ould have an  am using aspect w ere it n o t for the suffering and  hardsh ip  

caused thereby.

But the various laws of the political w o rld  are all in terrelated . A nd  

since the dual-p rincip le  is the  first p rinc ip le  or law  of politics, it m u st be  

expected tha t its developm ental fate is closely connected to the opera tional 

fate of every  other, subsid iary  princip le  o f po litics, including  the  p lu n d e r 

p rin c ip le . T hus for exam ple , w h ere  th e  p o w ers  of g o v e rn m e n t a re  

u n g u ard ed , the dua l-p rincip le  of m an 's n a tu re  m ay lead the em pow ered  

p o r tio n s  of a co m m u n ity  to  p lu n d e r  so m e  u n p ro te c te d  p o r t io n . 

C onsequently, the challenge confronting  the  sta tesm an  is to develop and  to 

re-channel the force of the dual-principle in  w ays that will redound  no t to the  

destruction of the com m unity or to any of its portions, bu t to the w elfare o f 

the  en tire  com m unity . So o u r c o n s id e ra tio n  of the d isp o s itio n  a n d  

deportm ent of the statesm an tow ard  the various law s of the political w orld , 

including the dual-principle and  the principle  of p lunder, form s an  im portan t 

p a rt of our m ore general d iscussion of the fundam en ta l relations betw een the  

tw o principles of political constitution, suffrage and  organism.

C alhoun tells us that the  effect of o rgan ism  is "neither to supersede n o r 

d im inish  the  im portance of the  righ t of suffrage; b u t to aid and  perfect it."  

(23) The object o f the r ig h t of suffrage is to "collect the  sense of th e
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com m unity"; and  "The m ore fully and  p erfec tly  it accom plishes th is, th e

m ore fully and  perfectly  it fulfils its end ."  (23) But the m ost it can do , by

itself, is to collect "the  sense o f the g reater num ber: tha t is, of the s tro n g e r

interests, or com bination of interests; and to assum e this to be the sense of the

com m unity ." (23) A nd yet, the  inequities an d  o ther d isadvantages for th e

com m unity w hich necessarily  resu lt from  the  lim ited  capacity of the rig h t of

suffrage to collect the sense  of the co m m u n ity  m ay  be o b v ia ted  w h e n

organism  is in troduced. H ence:

It is only w hen aided  by  a  proper organism , th a t [the right of suffrage] 
can collect the sense of th e  entire com m unity  — of each and  all its 
interests; of each, th ro u g h  its appropria te  organ , and of the whole, 
through  all of them  u n ited . This w o u ld  tru ly  be the sense of the en tire  
com m unity; for w h a tev e r d iversity  each  in te rest m ight have w ith in  
itself — as all w ou ld  h av e  the sam e in te rest in  reference to the action of 
the governm ent, the  ind iv iduals com posing  each w ould be fully and  
tru ly  represented  by  its o w n  m ajority o r appropria te  organ, regarded  in  
reference to the o ther in te res ts .46 In  brief, every  individual of every 
interest m ight trust, w ith  confidence, its m ajority  or appropria te  o rgan , 
against tha t of every o th er in te rest.47 (23)

The rig h t of su ffrage , then , in  a t ru ly  constitu tiona l reg im e, w ill 

operate w ith in  each ind iv idua l interest, and  on ly  by  the leave of each in terest, 

for itself, as a specific m o d e  of d e te rm in in g  the  policy p o sitio n s  a n d

48 And so lesser "interests" within empowered or constitutional interests would, short of 
seeking independent and constitutional status, be "forced to distinguish between minor wishes 
and essentials." See Ralph Lemer, "Calhoun's New Science of Politics" in Tohn C. C a lh o u n :  A 
Profile. 212.

47 There is, of course, the possibility that an outside interest could buy out the support of the 
leadership of a more parochial interest. But if the general membership of an interest allows 
its leadership to be thus corrupted, especially on an ongoing basis, then they forfeit thereby 
their status as an independent interest.
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rep re sen ta tio n  of th a t  in te re s t.48 In th is way, the  sense  of th e  en tire  

com m unity  is m ore fu lly  an d  effectually taken  th ro u g h  the  m ore  th o ro u g h  

and  n u an ced  o p e ra tio n  of th e  r ig h t of su ffrag e  com bined  w ith  p ro p e r  

organism . A nd  so if, as H u m e says, all po litica l a u th o rity  is ro o ted  in 

opin ion , th en  those a rran g em en ts  w hich  best facilitate the  reg is te rin g  and  

em p o w erm en t of o p in io n  th ro u g h o u t the com m un ity  c an n o t b u t  ren d e r 

g o v ern m en t all the  m ore  au th o rita tiv e , and  th e reb y  all th e  m ore  fit to 

discharge its great ends of protecting and perfecting society.

T here are, th en , tw o  d iffe ren t m odes by  w h ich  the  sense  of the 

com m unity  m ay  be taken; "one, sim ply by  the righ t of suffrage, unaided ; the 

other, by  the  righ t th ro u g h  a p roper organism ." (23) Each collects the sense 

of a majority. But the m ajority  resulting from  the first p rocedure  differs from  

that of the second, no t on ly  as regards its origin, b u t as regards its scope and  its 

substance. Indeed, a substan tia l and  necessary quantitative difference betw een 

the  tw o m ajo rities g iv es rise  inev itab ly  to g rea t q u a lita tiv e  differences 

betw een  the  regim es o f w hich  they  are d istingu ish ing  fea tu res. For as w e 

shall see, C a lhoun  argues th a t a political system , w hich  im plem ents the  first 

m ode w ill be  m u ch  less p o p u la r  or rep resen ta tiv e  in  charac te r th an  one

48 And so:
Calhoun rejected an infinite regress by which the sense of every portion would be 
determined by the concurrent majority of its parts. Within each portion the 
numerical majority would rule.*- This is not to assume internally homogeneous portions, 
but rather the presence of an interest that overrides many lesser interests. Whatever 
diversity of interests there may be within a given minority portion, all the people of 
that portion have the same interest 'against that of all others, and, of course, the 
government itself.'

See Ralph Lemer, "Calhoun's N ew  Science of Politics" in Tohn C. Calhoun: A Profile. 211. 
’Lemer notes that in the Discourse. Calhoun "did suggest a way of taking the concurrent consent 
of 'the more strongly marked interests' of each of the several [American] states." And so it is up 
to the members of an interest to determine amongst themselves the specific mode or majority by 
which the sense of that interest will be taken.
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w hich im plem ents the second.

The first m ode, in  w hich  the righ t of suffrage operates unaided , . . 

regards num bers only, and  considers the w hole com m unity  as a unit, hav ing  

b u t one com m on in te res t th roughou t; an d  collects th e  sense of the g reater 

num ber of the  w hole , as th a t of the com m unity ." (23) The second m ode, 

how ever, w here  the r ig h t is a ided  by p roper o rgan ism , "regards interests as 

w ell as num bers — considering  the com m unity  as m ad e  up  of different and  

conflicting in terests, as far as the action of the governm en t is concerned; and  

takes the sense of each, th ro u g h  its m ajority  or a p p ro p ria te  organ, and  the  

u n ited  sense o f all, as the sense of the en tire  com m unity ." (23-24) C alhoun 

calls the m ajo rity  p ro d u ce d  by  the first m ode the "num erica l, or absolute 

m ajority", and  th a t p ro d u ced  by  the second, the "concurrent, or constitutional 

m ajority ."  (24) The con stitu tio na l m ajority  is so called  because "it is an  

essential e lem en t in  ev ery  constitu tional governm en t — be its form 49 w hat it 

m ay." (24)

C ertain ly  one o f C alhoun 's greatest con tribu tions as a political th inker

has been his clarification of the great differences betw een  these two kinds of

m ajority . In d eed , th is  specu la tive  speech  is o f th e  g rea tes t p rac tical

im portance for m an , in  w hatever political condition  found; and  the ideal of

constitu tiona l g o v e rn m en t th a t it recom m ends has b een  achieved m ore or

less only by  a few  of the  m ost politically advanced com m unities of our tim e.50

(24-28) C larifying these differences, C alhoun writes;

So g rea t is the difference, politically speaking, be tw een  the two 
m ajorities, th a t they  cannot be confounded, w ith o u t lead ing  to great 
and  fatal errors; an d  yet the  distinction betw een  them  has been so 
entirely  overlooked, th a t w hen  the term  m ajority  is u sed  in  political

49 That is: monarchical, aristocratic, democratic, or some admixture of these.
50 One of the most noteworthy examples is the Swiss Federation.
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discussion, it is app lied  exclusively to designate the num erical — as if 
there w ere no other. (24)

In fact, the balefu l consequences of this oversigh t h ad  already proved 

v ast and  inca lcu lab le  b y  C a lhoun 's  tim e. A n d  so C a lh oun 's  general 

philosophic speech in  the D isquisition about the tw o k inds of majority owes 

its developm ent in  la rge  p a r t  to im m ediate and  o ften  p ressing  statesm anly 

concerns. In  particu lar, C alhoun  was arguing  against people  such as Justice 

Joseph Story (1779-1845) an d  Daniel Webster, w ho  w ere  rein terpreting  the U. 

S. C onstitu tion as a "num erica l m ajority" co n stitu tio n .51

But w ith  the sp re ad  of the dem ocratic ideal a ro u n d  the w orld during  

the last cen tu ry  an d  a half, the effects of this overs igh t have been perhaps 

m ore m om entous an d  h a rm fu l than  they w ere  befo re  C alhoun 's death  in

51 For example, Calhoun's "South Carolina Exposition" [1828] did much to set the terms for 
the famous two-week debate (1830) between Robert Young Hayne (1791-1839) and Webster.
For a searching philosophical re-examination of the debate, see "Two Orators" in Richard M. 
Weaver. The Southern Essavs of Richard M. Weaver (Indianapolis: LibertyPress, 1987), 104- 
133. Weaver demonstrates that — popular American folklore notwithstanding — it was Hayne 
(championing states' rights, nullification, and the compact theory of the Constitution), and not 
Webster (championing the nationalist or centralist view of the Constitution), who had the 
better or truer argument. But the myth of a Websterian-nationalist victory lives on, as in, for 
example, Garry Wills, Lincoln a t Gettysburg: The Words Th a t Remade America (New York: 
Simon & Schuster, 1992), 126-133. Webster had begun his national political career as a New  
England secessionist, but had by 1830 become an influential proponent of nationalist 
centralization. However, due in part to Calhoun's influence, Webster would move in the 
direction of recanting his earlier "nationalist" position of the "Second Reply to Hayne" (Jan. 
26-27,1830), as evidenced in one of his last speeches, "The Constitution and the Union" (March 
7,1850) at which a dying Calhoun was present. See The Papers of Daniel Webster: Speeches 
and Formal Writings, ed, Charles M. Wiltse (Hanover, N.H.: University Press of New England, 
1986), Vol. I, 285-347, and Vol. II, 513-551, respectively.

Another "nationalist" opponent of Calhoun was Joseph Story, associate justice of the 
Supreme Court from 1811, author of nine massive legal commentaries and professor of law at 
Harvard from 1829. Story did much to promote the "nationalist" view of the Constitution, as a 
justice alongside John Marshall (1755-1835), through his collaboration with Webster, and 
through his authorship of an influential textbook of the 1830's titled A Familiar Exposition of 
the Constitution of th e  United States. Story developed a nationalist theory of the Union that 
would legitimate and reinforce a pre-existing nationalist-consolidationist tendency in 
American political life. On theories of the Union and its perpetuality, see Kenneth M.
Stampp. The Imperiled Union: Essays cn the Background of th e  C iv il War flMew York Oxford 
University Press, 1980).
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1850. A nd this c ircum stance, no  doubt, m ust be a ttr ib u te d  in  som e wise to

the failure of m en  to h eed  C alhoun 's insightful and  p rophetic  w arning:

Until this d istinc tion  is recognized, and  better u n ders tood , there will 
continue to be g rea t liability to error in  p roperly  constructing  
constitutional governm ents, especially of the p o p u la r  form , and of 
preserving them  w h en  p roperly  constructed. U ntil then,
[constitutional o r "concurren t majority" dem ocracy] w ill have  a strong 
tendency to slide, first, into the governm ent o f the  num erica l majority, 
and, finally, into absolute governm ent of som e o ther form . (24)

The overlook ing  of the  d istinc tion  b e tw een  the  n u m erica l m ajority

and  the concurrent m ajority  leads, we are told, to a series of errors, the first of

w hich  is "to confound  the  num erical m ajority  w ith  the  people; and  this so

com pletely as to regard  them  as identical." (24) This false identification of the

num erical m ajority  w ith  the  people  is a "consequence th a t necessarily  results

from  considering the  num erica l m ajority as the on ly  m ajority." (24) But, as

C alhoun is quick to p o in t ou t, hum an  political ingenu ity , expressed  in  the

fo rm atio n  of h is to ry 's  m o st illu s trio u s  g o v e rn m e n ts , h a d  long  since

disp roved  the  op in ion  th a t the num erical w as the  on ly  form  of m ajority.52

Yet m en have persisted  in  this error, as C alhoun explains:

All adm it, th a t a p o p u lar governm ent, o r dem ocracy, is the 
governm ent of th e  people; for the term s im ply  this. A  perfect 
governm ent of the  k ind  w ou ld  be one w hich  w o u ld  em brace the 
consent of every citizen or m em ber of the com m unity ; b u t as this is 
im practicable, in  th e  op in ion  of those w ho reg a rd  the  num erical as the 
only m ajority, a n d  w ho can perceive no other w ay  b y  w hich  the sense 
of the people can b e  taken — they are com pelled to ad o p t th is as the 
only true  basis o f p o p u lar governm ent, in  con trad istinc tion  to 
governm ents of th e  aristocratical or m onarchical form . Being thus 
constrained, they  are, in  the next place, forced to regard  the num erical 
m ajority , as, in  effect, the entire people; tha t is, the  greater p a rt as the 
whole; and  the governm en t of the greater p a r t  as the  governm ent of 
the whole. It is th u s  the  tw o come to be confounded , and  a p a rt  m ade

52As we saw earlier, these include: the Roman Republic, the constitutional monarchy of 
Great Britain, and the American federal union.
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identical w ith  the w hole. A nd it is thus, also th a t all the rights, powers, 
and  im m unities of the  w hole people com e to be a ttrib u ted  to the 
num erical m ajority; an d , am ong others, the su p rem e, sovereign 
au tho rity  of estab lish ing  and  abolishing governm ents at pleasure. 
(24-25)

The p rac tical effects of conflating the  n u m erica l m ajority  w ith  the

people have  b een  very  g rea t. In  fact, th is con fusion  has b een  the  m ost

form idable single obstacle here to  to the effectual app lica tion  of the principles

of constitution, and  to the m aintenance of these p rincip les once established:

This radical e rro r . . . has contributed m ore than  an y  o ther cause, to 
p rev en t the form ation  of popu lar constitu tional governm ents — and 
to destroy  them  even  w hen  they have been  form ed. It leads to the 
conclusion that, in  th e ir  form ation and  estab lishm en t no th ing  m ore is 
necessary than  the r ig h t of suffrage — and  the a llo tm en t to each 
d iv ision  of the com m unity  a representation in  the  governm ent, in 
p ropo rtion  to num bers. If the num erical m ajority  w ere  really the 
people; and  if, to take  its sense truly, w ere to take the  sense of the 
people truly, a governm en t so constituted w ou ld  be a true and  perfect 
m odel of a p o pu lar constitu tional governm ent; an d  every departure  
from  it w ou ld  detract from  its excellence. But as such  is n o t the 
case — as the num erica l majority, instead of be ing  the people, is only a 
po rtion  of them  — su ch  a governm ent, instead  of be ing  a true  and  
perfect m odel of the peop le 's  governm ent, that is, a people self- 
governed , is b u t the governm ent of a part, over a  p a r t  -- the m ajor over 
the m inor portion. (25)

But the evils 53 th a t h ave  a ttended this e rro r have  been  due  n o t sim ply 

to a fa ilu re  to id en tify  a n y  k in d  of m ajo rity  o th e r th a n  the  num erical; 

resulting in  a d isposition  to  settle, for w ant of any  discern ib le alternative, for 

a p o p u la r governm en t of a p a rt  over the w hole. T hey  have, in  addition , 

resu lted  from  a fundam en ta l failure to und ers tan d  a n d  apprecia te  organism , 

or m ore specifically, the restric tions or lim itations characteristic  of organism .

53Recall the evils: political degeneration that includes.the formation of rival factions, 
legislative warfare, the plundering of unguarded portions, and revolution in the direction of 
absolutism and military despotism.
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This failure has lead to  the  ironic and tragic spectacle of sincere, devoted, and 

intelligent friends of p o p u la r  and  constitutional governm ent opposing, w hen 

proposed , and  a ttack ing  and  destroying , w hen  once estab lished  -- quite 

u n w ittin g ly  -- the  p rac tica l p rov isions of tru ly  c o n stitu tio n a l form s of 

governm ent. This trag e d y  has p layed tim e and  again  in  h istory , and  w ith  

particu lar frequency since the daw ning in the late e igh teen th  century  of the 

m odem  dem ocratic age. But, as C alhoun points ou t, this opposition  to and 

attack  on the e lem ents of constitu tion  has resu lted  from  a case of m istaken 

identity.

M oreover, the  e rro r  of confusing  the  nu m erica l m ajo rity  w ith  the

people leads to other errors, ". . . equally false and fatal, in  reference to the best

m eans of p reserv ing  a n d  perpe tua ting  [the true  e lem ents of constitu tional

governm ent], w hen, from  som e fortunate com bination of circum stances, they

are correctly form ed":

For they w ho fall into these errors regard the  restrictions w hich 
organism  im poses on  the w ill of the num erical m ajority  as restrictions 
on the w ill of the  people, and, therefore, as n o t only useless, bu t 
w rongful and  m ischievous. A nd hence they  endeavor to destroy 
organism , u n d e r the  delusive hope of m aking  governm ent m ore 
democratic. (25)

But the dam age to the cause of popu lar and  constitu tional governm ent 

inflicted unw itting ly  b y  its frien d s54 has been su p p lem en ted  by  the dam age 

deliberately  w ro u g h t b y  the  banefu l m ach ina tions of rea l (bu t typically

54 A recent example of friends of popular government attacking the very elements of 
constitution which popularize government is Quirk and Bridwell, Tudicial Dictatorship. 63-111. 
Rightly concerned to counter-act an over-concentration of power in the American federal 
judiciary, the authors reject the sort of Calhounian organism which predominated in the 
original Constitution, prior to the 14th Amendment in particular They propose popularizing 
the Congress without the use of organism. But this scenario was anticipated and thoroughly 
criticized by Calhoun in the Discourse (264-277), where he shows that such false 
"popularization" of the Congress would lead eventually to a dictatorial Executive.
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unavow ed) enem ies of constitu tion and  th e  people. I refer to those w illfu l 

obstructionists and  usurpers of just au tho rity , found  in  w hatever com m unity  

considered , w hose  in te rest it has been  to ob tain  and  retain  control o f the 

governm ent th ro u g h  a strictly num erical m ajority. In  all of this folly, be the 

intentions of its perpetra to rs w hat they m ay, is to "be found the reason w hy 

so few p o p u la r  governm ents have been  p ro p e rly  constructed , and  w hy, of 

these few, so sm all a num ber have p roved  du rab le ."  (26) A nd "Such m ust 

continue to be the resu lt, so long as these e rro rs continue to be p revalen t."  

(26)

H aving  considered the error of conflating  the num erical m ajority  w ith  

the  people, an d  of thus taking a p a rt for the  w hole, C alhoun  p roceeds to 

exam ine an o th er erro r, "of a k indred  character, w hose influence con tribu tes 

m uch  to the  sam e resu lt": it is the o p in io n , p rev a len t in  h is tim e, b u t

p e rh ap s  m ore  p rev a len t still in  o u r o w n , th a t a w ritte n  co n stitu tio n , 

containing su itab le  restrictions on the p ow ers  of governm ent, is sufficient, of 

itself, w ith o u t the a id  of any organism  — "except such  as is necessary  to 

separate its several departm ents, and  ren d e r them  independen t of each o ther 

-- to counterac t the tendency of the n u m erica l m ajority  to oppression  and  

abuse of p ow er."  (26) This d iscussion  in  the  D isqu isition  of a w ritte n  

c o n s titu tio n , fa r  from  b e in g  a s u p e r f lu o u s  d ig re s s io n  o r a m ere  

em bellishm ent even  of a central them e, serves as a fu rther im portan t m eans 

of illustrating  the natu re , elements, and  p ro p e r  role of political constitution. 

The relative novelty  and  vast p ro liferation  o f w ritten  constitutions since the 

e igh teen th  century , indeed , m ade im p era tiv e  an  exp licit trea tm en t o f the  

subject. In a recent w ork  titled T he O rig ins of A m erican  C o n stitu tio n a lism .
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D onald Lutz writes:

A m erican political theory is fundam en ta lly  grounded  in the n o tio n  of 
constitutionalism , and  the U nited  States is above all a constitu tional 
political order. Even more, the A m erican  people, bu ild ing  u p o n  their 
British heritage  and  their ow n experience, invented m o d em  
constitu tionalism  and  bequeathed it  to the world. The im portance of 
this con tribu tion  can be easily sum m arized . In 1787 the only w ritten  
constitutions in  the w orld  existed in  English-speaking A m erica; today, 
alm ost every na tion  feels it necessary  to have such a docum ent. Even 
though  m ost na tions do not have tru e  constitu tional g overnm en t 
despite their h av in g  constitutions, those living u n d er a constitu tional 
governm ent n u m b er alm ost one b illion  people, and  ano ther b illion  
and  a half live in  countries strugg ling  to achieve co n stitu tio n a lism .55

So the A m erican  state  constitu tions w ere  the first w ritten  constitu tions 

in  history. A nd C alhoun , w riting  d u rin g  the  early  years of this sh in n in g  and  

unprecedented  p ro lifera tion  and sp read  o f constitutionalism , w as am ong  the 

first to exam ine a n d  criticize how  w ritten  constitu tions w o rk .56 In assessing 

its strengths and w eaknesses, C alhoun 's overrid ing  concern w as to exhibit 

fu rther the in d isp en sab le  n a tu re  of the  ro le  o f organism  in  fo rm in g  and  

m aintain ing  a political constitu tion "w o rth y  of the nam e."

A friend of w ritte n  constitution p ro p erly  understood  and  appropria te ly  

rendered , b u t an x io u s to po in t up  its lim its and  its liab ility  to  ab u se  in 

particular, C alhoun observes:

A w ritten  constitu tion  certainly has m any  and considerable

“ Donald S. Lutz, The Origins of American Constitutionalism (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1988), 1. Lutz also recognizes how a people can be known, to some 
degree, through their constitution:

A constitution provides a definition for a way of life. It contains the essential political 
commitments of a people and is a collective, public expression of particular importance. 
One can read a letter to gain insight into the mind of an individual, or read a set of 
treatises and pamphlets to obtain a sense of the range of positions on a particular issue. 
A constitution, a document of political founding or refounding, however, amounts to a 
comprehensive picture of a people at a given time, (p.3)

561 am indebted to Dr. Donald Livingston for calling my attention to this important point.
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advantages; b u t it is a great m istake to suppose, tha t the m ere insertion 
of provisions to restrict and lim it the pow ers of the governm ent, 
w ithou t investing  those for w hose p ro tec tion  they  are inserted w ith  
the m eans o f enforcing their observance, w ill be sufficient to p reven t 
the m ajor a n d  dom inan t party  from  abusing  its pow ers. (26)

A nd the g re a t m istake refe rred  to h e re  is one of d isreg ard in g  the  

n a tu ra l and  inexorab le  opera tion  of the  " tw o -fo ld  constitu tion"  o r d u a l­

principle of m an 's  na tu re . For as w e have seen, in  tak ing  its d irection  and  

force from  the particu lar circum stances in w h ich  it m u st develop and  operate, 

the dual-princip le  tends alw ays to bestow  on every  ind iv idua l and  g roup  a 

d isposition to self-p reservation  and se lf-prom otion  w hich  itself tends to spill 

over, th ro u g h  a n  u n ch eck ed  in ten s ifica tio n  of in d iv id u a l fee ling , in to  

d isregard  for the in terests and  w ell-being of o thers. In this particular instance, 

we find the m ajor an d  dom inan t party, u n d e r a governm en t of the num erical 

m ajority , feeling a n d  acting in the only w ay in  w hich  they  m ay reasonably  be 

expected to act. T hus w e are told that:

Being the p a rty  in  possession of the governm ent, they  will, from  the 
sam e constitu tion  of m an w hich  m akes governm en t necessary to 
protect society, be in  favor of the pow ers g ran ted  by  the constitution, 
and  opposed  to the restrictions in tended  to lim it them . As the  m ajor 
and dom inan t party, they have no  need  o f these restrictions for their 
protection. The ballo t box, of itself, w ou ld  be am ple protection to them . 
N eeding  no other, they  w ould come, in  tim e, to regard  these 
lim itations as unnecessary  and im proper restra in ts -- and  endeavor to 
elude them , w ith  the view  of increasing  their pow er and  influence.
(26)

H ere w e see yet again  how  external or in s titu tio n a l circum stances effect 

h u m an  behav io r, th ro u g h  their influence on the  dual-princip le. In  this way, 

n a tu re  and  circum stances com bine as h is to ry  to illu stra te  the g rea t law s of 

social and  po litica l association  w hich  constitu te  the essence of the  subject
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m a tte r  of po litical science. A s w e saw  in C h ap te r II, the  p a rtic u la r  

in s titu tio n a l c ircum stances in  w h ic h  w e find o u rse lves ten d  to  effect 

decisively how w e conceive bo th  o u r in terest as regards the action o r inaction 

of governm ent, and  the m eans by  w hich  th is in terest m ay be served . N ot 

on ly  individuals, b u t w hole com m unities, as well as self-identified  portions 

thereof, tend  to be anim ated an d  ac tuated  by  an instinct for self-preservation  

th ro u g h  partak ing  of the d u a l-p rin c ip le . A nd in  the  s tru g g le  fo r self- 

p re se rv a tio n  and  se lf-p ro m o tio n  b y  in d iv id u a ls , g ro u p s , a n d  w h o le  

com m unities, the control of the  p o w ers  of governm ent and  the m an n e r in 

w h ich  these pow ers are exercised  are, as w e no ted  earlier, of the  g rea test 

im portance . Hence, u n d e r a g o v e rn m e n t of the num erica l m ajo rity , the 

d o m in an t and  m ajority  p a rty  a n d  the m inor and  w eaker p a rty  a re  alike 

an im ated  by  the dual-princip le, b u t  their w idely  differing circum stances as 

regard s the possession and  exercise of governm ental p ow er cause th em  to 

behave in  very different w ays. Far from  enjoying the security, le isu re , and  

physical advantage tha t com es w ith  such  power, the m inor or w eaker party  

w ou ld  take the opposite d irec tion  an d  a ttitu d e  as regards the  lim ita tions of 

po w er enum erated  and  su g g ested  in  a w ritten  constitu tion . T hey  w ou ld , 

C alhoun  says,

. . . regard [these lim itations] as essential to their protection against the 
dom inant party. A nd, hence, they  w ould  endeavor to defend  an d  
enlarge the restrictions, an d  to lim it and  contract the pow ers. But 
w here there are no m eans b y  w hich  they could com pel the m ajor p a rty  
to observe the restrictions, the  only resort left them  w ould  be, a strict 
construction of the constitu tion , th a t is, a construction w hich  w o u ld  
confine these pow ers to the  n arrow est limits w hich the m ean ing  of the 
w ords used in  the gran t w o u ld  adm it. (26-27)

But to this strict construction  of the  m inor party,
. . . the major pa rty  w ould  oppose a liberal construction — one w hich
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w ould  give to the w ords of the g ran t the b ro ad e s t m eaning of w hich  
they w ere susceptible. It w ould then be construction  against 
construction; the  one to contract, and  the o th e r  to enlarge the pow ers of 
the governm ent to the utm ost. (27)

A nd so, by  un fo rtunate  turns, a w ritten  constitu tio n  — as the  sacred 

and oracu lar u tte rances of a sovereign c o m m u n ity  -- m ay  be ren d e red  a 

debased and  debasing  instrum ent of a despotic m ajority. Ironically, bo th  the 

noblest and  m ost vicious of hum an passions com bine  in  their influence to 

render the once clear and  com pelling w ords of the  com m unity m u dd led  and  

uncertain. The m in o r p a rty  and the m ajor p a rty , actuated  by  necessity  of 

protection and  n arrow ness of in terest respec tive ly , conspire, as it w ere, to 

exploit the natu ra l pliability  of language in  behalf o f  their respective causes, a 

circum stance w hich , itself, presages an  end  to a ll in te lligen t and  responsib le  

public discourse a n d  in terpretation  concerning th e  constitution. M oreover, 

the m ajor party , w h ere  it does not se t aside b o ld ly  and  forthrightly  the now  

em pty  form s of c o n s titu tio n a l go v ern an ce , c o u n ts  on  the s lo th  a n d  

inatten tion  of the generality  while it p roceeds th ro u g h  w hatever in trigues 

and false e loquence  is necessary, to cloak  th e  in ju s tice  of its agg ressive  

advances against th e  rem ainder of the  com m unity . But, C alhoun asks: "o f 

w hat possible avail could the strict construction of th e  m inor party  be, against 

the liberal in te rp re ta tio n  of the m ajor, w h en  th e  one w ou ld  have all the  

powers of the  governm ent to carry its construction  into effect — and the o ther 

be deprived  of all m eans of enforcing its construction?" (27) To w hich  the  

answer given is: u ltim ately  none.

For no d o u b t recalling his ow n inability, d u r in g  the 1830's and  40's, to 

tu rn  the A m erican states back to their orig inal a n d  p ro p er republican course,
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a n d  sp eak in g  there fo re  from  h is  o w n  b itte r  an d  trag ic  e x p erien ces  as

sta tesm an, C alhoun writes:

In  a contest so unequal, the resu lt w ou ld  not be doubtful. The p a rty  in  
favor of the restrictions w o u ld  be overpow ered. A t first, th ey  m igh t 
com m and som e respect, an d  do som ething to stay the m arch  of 
encroachm ent; b u t they w ou ld , in  the  progress of the contest, be 
regarded  as m ere abstractionists; and, indeed, deservedly, if  they  shou ld  
indulge the folly of supposing  th a t the party  in  possession of the ballo t 
box and  the physical force of the country, could be successfully resisted  
by  an  appeal to reason, tru th , justice, o r the obligations im posed  by  the 
constitution. For w hen  these, of them selves, shall exert sufficient 
influence to stay  the hand  of pow er, then  governm ent w ill be  no 
longer necessary to protect society, no r constitutions n eed ed  to p rev en t 
governm ent from  abusing its pow ers. (27)

A nd, in a p rivate  letter C alhoun  w rote:

. . . the phan tom  of strict construction  -- a thing good in  the  abstract, b u t 
in  practice n o t w orth  a farth ing , w ithou t the righ t of in terposition  to 
enforce it; as the experience of m ore than  forty years has show n. E very 
body  is for strict construction; . . . b u t in  fact, it w ill ever be  found  to be 
the construction of the p e rm an en t m inority  against the  p e rm an en t 
m ajority , and  of course of itself v a lu e less .57

So here, w ith  characteristic  in s ig h t and  unassailable rea lism , C a lhoun  

inform s us of the u tte r  folly of try in g  to stay  "the m arch  of encroachm en t"  

w ith  m ere  w ords. W ords, a t best, a re  sufficient to m eet only  th e  w o rd s  of 

ano ther; b u t tendency  m ust be m e t b y  tendency. T herefore, acco rd ing  to 

C a lh o u n , one w h o  a p p ea ls  to  m ere  w o rd s  in  re s p o n d in g  to  su c h  

en c ro ac h m en t ev inces an  ig n o ra n c e  w h o se  p ro p e r  p u n is h m e n t  is th e  

despo tism  that such  ignorance m u st inev itab ly  allow. W ith  h is  fo rm u la tio n  

w h ich  states that "Pow er can only  be resisted  by  pow er — an d  tendency  by  

ten d en cy "  (12), C alhoun  w as re fin in g  a p o in t w h ich  H u m e h a d  m ad e  a 

cen tu ry  earlier, in  the Treatise. A n tic ip a tin g  C alhoun w ith  his em p lo y m en t

57 To Duff Green, 20 September 1834.
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of a sim ile com paring  forces in  the political w orld  to those in  the physical,

a n d  a d d re s s in g  c e r ta in  u n c o m p re h e n d in g  e n e m ie s  o f th e  B ritish

C onstitu tion, H um e h ad  declared  that:

As m atter w o u 'd  [sic] have been created in  vain, w ere it d ep riv 'd  [sic] of 
a pow er of resistance, w ithou t w hich no p a rt of it cou 'd  [sic] preserve a 
distinct existence, an d  the w hole m ight be crow ded  up  into a single 
point: So 'tis a gross absurd ity  to suppose, in any  governm ent, a righ t 
w ithou t a rem edy, o r allow, that the suprem e p o w er is sh a r 'd  [sic] w ith 
the people, w ithou t allow ing, that 'tis law ful for them  to defend their 
share  against every  invader. Those, therefore, w ho w o u 'd  seem  to 
respect our free governm ent, and yet deny the righ t of resistance, have 
renounc 'd  [sic] all pretensions to com m on sense, and  do no t m erit a 
serious answer.58

M ounting  the  k in d  of v igorous defense of o rgan ism  b y  w hich  H um e 

h a d  sou g h t a cen tu ry  earlie r to conserve the British constitu tion  and  British 

liberties, C alhoun, in  the  D iscourse, strode forw ard  to defend  the A m erican 

constitu tion  and A m erican liberties:

. . .  in  [a governm ental system ] constituted as ours, it w ould  seem  
neither reasonable n o r philosophical to look to  the governm ent of the 
U nited  States, in  w h ich  the  delegated pow ers are vested, for the m eans 
of resisting encroachm ents on the reserved pow ers. It w ould  n o t be 
reasonable; because it  w ou ld  be to look for pro tection  against danger, to 
the  quarter from  w hich  it w as apprehended, an d  from  w hich only  it 
could  possibly come. It w ou ld  not be philosophical; because it w ould  be 
against un iversal analogy. All organic action, as far as ou r know ledge 
extends — w hether it apperta in  to the m aterial o r political w orld , o r be 
of hum an  or d iv ine m echanism  — is the resu lt of the  reciprocal action 
and  reaction of the  p a rts  of w hich it consists. It is th is w hich  confines 
the parts to their app rop ria te  spheres, and  com pels them  to perform  
their p roper functions. Indeed, it w ould  seem  im possible to p roduce  
organic action by  a single pow er — and tha t i t  m u st ever be the resu lt of 
tw o or m ore pow ers, m utually  acting and reacting  on  each other. A nd 
hence the political axiom  — tha t there can be no  constitu tion, w ith o u t a 
d iv ision  of pow er, an d  no liberty w ithou t a  constitu tion. To this a 
k indred  axiom m ay  be added  — that there can be no division of pow er,

58 See Hume. A Treatise of Human Nature . ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1990), 564.
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w ithou t a  self-protecting pow er in each of the parts into w hich it m ay 
be d iv ided; or in a superior pow er to p ro tect each against the o th e rs .59 
W ithou t a d iv ision  of pow er there can be no organism ; and w ithou t 
the pow er of self-protection, or a superio r pow er to restrict each to its 
app ropria te  sphere, the stronger w ill absorb the weaker, and 
concentrate all pow er in itself. (168)

A nd in the  sam e w ork, C alhoun em ploys an  ap t simile to drive hom e

the point. To w it:

. . . w here  the pow ers of governm ent are d iv ided , nothing short of a 
negative -- e ither positive, or in effect -- can  protect those alloted to the 
w eaker, against the stronger — or parts  of the com m unity against each 
other. The p a rty  to whom  the pow er belongs, is the only party  
in terested  in  protecting it; and  to such p a rty  only, can its defence be 
safely tru sted . To in trust it, in this case, to the party  interested in 
absorbing  it, and  possessed of am ple pow er to do so, i s , . . .  to tru st the 
lamb to the  custody of the wolf. (218)

A nd so, b o th  H um e and C alhoun understood  tha t there can be no righ t 

on the p a r t  of a p o rtio n  of the com m unity  w ith o u t its possessing too a 

rem edy in  the form  of a pow er of resistance sufficient to protect itself against 

every invader.

So the  in te rp re ta tio n  or sem antic construction  of a w ritten constitu tion 

by rival parties m ay  be distinguished from  a d isin terested  interpretation of it 

by an in d iv id u a l, or, as w e shall see shortly , from  an  in terest w ith in  the 

governm ental sy s tem  know n as the co n cu rren t m ajority. For construction  

occurs, w hen  it occurs, m ore frequently  in  a governm ental system  in w hich

59 An example o f a superior power which is interested in and disposed to protect the parts of 
a realm may be found, for example, in those hereditary kings of old who held titles 
simultaneously to several lands. The inclination and common practice of such a monarch was to 
protect each portion of his realm from depredation from the others, and from other rival states. 
That such an arrangement may be considered organism attests to the variety of concrete forms of 
which this principle of constitution is susceptible.
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ab so lu te  e lem en ts a re  p re d o m in a te  o v er the  c o n s titu tio n a l60, a n d  th is 

c ircu m stan ce  in e v ita b ly  re n d e rs  in te re s te d  the  in te rp re ta t io n  o f the

60 This suggests, however, that those governments with written constitutions in which 
constitutional elements predominate are also vulnerable to the corrosive effects of construction. 
Indeed, as Calhoun shows in his Discourse, the United States enjoyed such a constitution at its 
founding. For the fate of communities with written constitutions depends in large part upon 
underlying social, cultural, and intellectual trends.

This critically important point was made by the Italian philosopher Vico, in the 1730 
edition of his New Science. (See Cinque Iibri d i Giambattista Vico de' principv d'una scienza 
nuovad'intom oaliacom unenaturadellenazionifNaples: Felice Mosca, 1730), 457. Translated 
by Donald Phillip Verene.) Describing that degenerate condition of the human mind and soul 
which he calls the "barbarism of reflection", Vico writes:

Because, unlike in the time of the barbarism of sense, the barbarism of reflection pays 
attention only to the words and not to the spirit of the laws and regulations; even worse, 
whatever might have been claimed in these empty sounds of words is believed to be 
just. In this way the barbarism of reflection claims to recognize and know the just, what 
the regulations and laws intend, and endeavors to defraud them through the 
superstition of words.

In his Philosophy and the Return to Self-Knowledge (Yale University: N ew  Haven, 
1997), 48-49, Donald Phillip Verene elaborates on this passage from Vico:

In the age of ultimate civil disease, the law, which makes man a social animal, is 
corrupted into a "superstition of words." The law unconnected to justice becomes a 
repository of wit. The law can be whatever anyone clever enough with words can 
convince us it is. This is a world without reason or shame. . . .

. . . Modernity is a state in which the soul has lost the internal proportion of its 
faculties. The intellect and wit walk the world without natural connections to images 
formed by the imagination, the passions arising in the body, and the turns of events 
caused by the gods. The senses and spirit are indulged but are not involved in life as 
sources that guide it. The intellect has become perverse, living off its own reality of 
facts and thoughts, seeing only itself in the world. In society this becomes a quest for 
certainty and luxury, for strategies of the ego, careers, and means of control and 
accomplishment. The barbarian within is released through the circuits of critical 
reflection that run through all forms of thought and evaluate all forms of conduct. It is 
a joyless business. It is a shallow heart.

So the limitations and liabilities attending a written constitution are especially 
pronounced in our modem, barbaric age. Indeed, Vico's historical account, if true, has sobering 
and chilling implications for our understanding of the theory .and practice of modem  
constitutionalism, and of American constitutionalism in particular. Some of these implications 
have been suggested recently by a former United States Court of Appeals judge and nominee to 
the U. S. Supreme Court, Robert H. Bork, in Slouching Towards Gomorrah: Modem Liberalism  
and American Decline fNew York: ReganBooks, 1996). Bork describes how the U. S. Supreme 
Court has set aside the original republican spirit of the American constitution, and has, during 
the last several decades of judicial activism, distorted and misinterpreted that document so as 
to promote and instantiate the social and cultural agenda of modem liberalism, contrary to the 
wishes of a powerless majority, and contrary to the true interests of all Americans.
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com m unity 's w ritten  constitu tion . This interested or partia l in terp reta tion  is

construction; and  be ing  th u s  in terested , construction  reveals itself bo th  as a

sym ptom  of g o v e rn m e n ta l d istem per, and as a n  au g u ry  o f  even  greater

despotism . U nless the n a tu ra l progress of th is tendency  to degenera tion  is

reversed, the struggle  betw een  the m ajor party  and  the m inor p a rty  m ust end

in the subversion and  ov erth ro w  of the constitution.

In h is p io n e e r in g  acco u n t of how  w rit te n  c o n s titu tio n s  m ay  be

subverted, C alhoun  describes how  such subversion m ay occur by  any  one or

som e com bination of th ree  d istinct processes. H e lists them  as:

the u n d erm in in g  process of construction -- w here  [the constitu tion 's] 
m eaning w ou ld  ad m it of possible doubt — or by  substitu ting  in  practice 
w hat is called party -usage, in place of its provisions, or, finally, w hen  
no o ther contrivance w ou ld  subserve the pu rpose , by  open ly  and  
boldly setting  them  aside. By the one or the other, the restric tions 
w ould u ltim ately  be  annulled , and  the governm ent be converted  into 
one of unlim ited  pow ers. (27)

Various scenarios of subversion  can be read ily  im agined  and , of course, 

docum ented . For in stance, the  first tw o processes, construction  an d  party- 

usage, m ay be used  e ith e r in  succession or in com bination  one  w ith  another 

to achieve their p u rp o se  of subversion. Or, these tw o m ay be u sed  to prepare 

the  w ay for the  th ird , b y  m islead ing  and confusing  a com m unity , and  by 

w eakening its w ill to resist. Typically, a period of p iecem eal u su rp a tio n  and 

m oral obscuran tism  p reced es  a final subversion , or an  o p e n  an d  avow ed 

replacem ent of the constitu tion  by  som ething e ls e .61 A nd so, as a dead  letter, 

a w ritten  constitu tion  can  rem ain  for an  indefin ite  pe riod  as a cen tra l part 

even of the form al s tru c tu re  of a com m unity 's governm ent.

61 Cp. James Madison, in his "Speech in the Virginia Convention" [June 16,1788]: "I believe 
there are more instances of the abridgement of the freedom of the people by gradual and silent 
encroachments of those in power than by violent and sudden usurpations."
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So long as the  orig inal docum en t subsists, how ever, as an  intelligible 

speech capable of eliciting m em ories and  sym pathies for the concerns tow ard 

w hich it w as originally  d irected , it poses a th rea t to the existing, usurpatory  

order.62 This circum stance, in  the eyes o f the ru ling  party , necessitates a 

cam paign of sp iritua l expurgation  and eradication  that includes an attack on 

these  now  su b v e rs iv e  m em o ries , a n d  a fu r th e r  c o n s tru c tio n  of the 

constitution. So long as the p retence of constitu tional g overnm en t is to be 

kep t up , and  the form  of the orig inal docum en t retained, the  usurpers m ay 

find that, to achieve their ends an d  to rest secure in  their possession  of pow er, 

it m ay be necessary  n o t m erely  to render the original w ritte n  constitu tion  a 

d ead  letter, b u t  to  tran sfo rm  it  in to  an  in s tru m e n t of a u th o rity  w hose 

in te rp reta tion  and  app lica tion  is the exclusive perogative  o f the ru ling  and  

u su rp a to ry  party. In  th is w ay, a w ritte n  co n stitu tio n  m ay  subserve the 

p u rp o ses  of the u su rp e r  n o t so m uch  as a d ead  le tte r b u t  as a liv ing 

in strum en t of ty ran n y  th a t is itself capable o f d ead en in g  th e  independen t 

sp irit and historical iden tity  of the com m unity.63 There are, then , a variety of 

w ays to subvert a w ritten  constitu tion  an d  to convert thereby  a governm ent 

from  one of lim ited  in to  one of un lim ited  pow ers; w here  those  for w hose 

pro tection  the  prov isions to restric t and  lim it the pow ers o f governm ent are 

inserted  are no t vested  w ith  the m eans of enforcing their application.

62 And so a dead letter may be resurrected, as it were, as happened in the late Soviet Union, 
whose now defunct constitution allowed for secession by member republics. Lying dormant from 
the period of the establishment of the Soviet constitution until the 1990's, this article of 
secession was still available during the recent breakup as a source of legitimacy for newly 
independent republics.

63 Thus, the states and citizens of the American Union have suffered a steadily intensifying 
barrage of jurisprudence aimed at transforming American society root and branch, and without 
the consent of the American people themselves. Much of this jurisprudence is said to be 
derived from the dubiously adopted 14th amendment, and especially from its "due process" and 
"equal protection" clauses. See Raoul Berger, Government by Tudiciarv: The Transformation of 
the Fourteenth Amendment ('Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1997).
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But a w ritten  constitu tion , b y  v irtue  m erely of be ing  w ritten , is no t

alone in being  insufficient to p re v e n t the m ajor and  dom in an t p a rty  from

abusing its pow ers. C hallenging a w idely  held view, and  again, in ten t on

dem onstrating  the ind ispensab ility  of organism , C alhoun  po in ts o u t th a t "a

d iv ision  of g o v ern m en t in to  se p a ra te , an d , as it  reg a rd s  each  o ther,

independent departm ents . . w ill n o t p reven t such abuse either. (27)

For the  last tw o and  a half centuries, the m ost influential varian t of the

idea of separate  and  in d ep en d en t departm en ts has been , of course, th a t of

M ontesquieu .64 Em braced by  m an y  earnest friends of p o p u la r constitu tion,

including the  A m erican Fram ers, th e re  has prevailed  a tendency, C alhoun

observes, to assum e th a t a d iv is io n  of go v ern m en t in to  sep ara te  and

in d ep en d en t d ep a rtm en ts  w o u ld , of itself, be su ffic ien t to p re v e n t the

conversion of governm ent into o n e  of un lim ited  pow ers. As in his critical

treatm ent of w ritten  constitution, C alhoun  show s how  the benefits th a t m ay

reasonably be expected from  such a  p rovision  have been  greatly  exaggerated,

especially by  its ardent, w ell-m eaning, b u t som ew hat careless proponents. By

contrast, C alhoun, gaug ing  no t o n ly  the  v irtues of the  p rov ision , b u t  its

limitations as well, explains how  . . .

Such a division m ay do much, to facilitate [governm ent's] operations, 
and to secure to its adm in istra tion  greater caution and  deliberation; bu t 
as each and all the departm ents — and, of course, the entire 
governm ent -- w ou ld  be u n d e r  the control of the num erical majority, it 
is too clear to require explanation, that a mere d istribu tion  of its 
pow ers am ong its agents or representatives, could do little or no th ing  
to counteract its tendency to oppression  and abuse of power. To effect 
this, it w ould be necessary to go one step further, and  m ake the several 
departm ents the organs of th e  distinct interests or portions of the 
com m unity; and  to clothe each  w ith  a negative on  the others. But the 
effect of this w ould  be to change the governm ent from  the 
num erical into the concu rren t majority. (27-28)

64T heSpiritof the Laws fl748t
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So a single constituency, w hose sense is taken  a t regu la r intervals in 

accordance w ith  the p rincip le  of the num erical m ajority, w ou ld  control, all a t 

once, each of the d ep artm en ts  of governm en t -- leg islative, executive, and  

judicial — form ed b y  th e  d iv ision . But th is  con tro l of each  and all the 

departm ents of governm en t by a single constituency  — or ra ther, a num erical 

m ajority po rtion  of th a t constituency  — w o u ld  p re se n t on ly  an  illusion  of 

independence  on  the p a r t  of these d ep a rtm en ts . For the  dom inan t m ajor 

party, h av ing  m u stered  a num erical m ajority  th ro u g h  the  righ t of suffrage, 

w ould control every  b ran ch  or departm en t of th e  governm ent, and  the m inor 

p arty  w o u ld  be d e n ie d  any  effectual p o w er o f se lf-p ro tec tion  th rough  its 

exclusion from  the p o w ers  of governm ent, w h e th e r  legislative, executive, or 

judicial. A nd  so a m ere  d iv ision  of the pow ers of governm en t into separate 

d ep a rtm en ts , even  if it  is a d iv is ion  n o ted  in  th e  a rtic les of a w ritten  

constitution, is no t sufficient, of itself, to p rev e n t the  governm en t from  being 

converted into one of un lim ited  pow ers.

There are, then , as C alhoun  poin ts out, m an y  obstacles to form ing and 

p reserv ing  p o p u la r co n stitu tio n a l g o v ernm en t, so long  as " the  d istinction  

betw een the  two m ajorities", num erical an d  co n cu rren t, is overlooked, and  

the false opinions p rev a il (1) th a t the num erica l m ajority  is identical to the 

people, and  (2) th a t a w ritte n  constitu tion , w ith  su itab le  restrictions and  a 

p roper d iv ision  of the  pow ers of governm ent, is sufficien t to  counteract the 

tendency  of .the n u m erica l m ajo rity  to  a b u se  its p o w er. H av ing  thus 

considered C alhoun 's account of these obstacles, w e are p rep a red  to exam ine, 

in greater detail, h is claim s tha t "the concurren t m ajority  is an  indispensable
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elem ent in  form ing constitu tiona l governm en ts" , an d  th a t " th e  num erica l 

m ajority , of itself, m ust, in  all cases, m ake governm ents abso lu te ."

Earlier, it w as said  that the necessary  consequence of tak ing  the sense of

the com m unity  by  the concurrent m ajority  is "to give each in te res t or portion

of the com m unity  a negative on the o thers."  It is p rec ise ly  th is negative  on

the p a rt  of the various interests of the  society, as C alhoun  p o in ts  out, th a t is

the crucial and d istingu ish ing  e lem ent of all constitu tional governm ent.

It is this m utual negative am ong  . . . [the] various conflicting interests 
[of the com m unity], w hich invests each w ith  the  p o w er of p ro tecting  
itself — and places the rights a n d  safety of each, w here  on ly  they  can be 
securely placed, u n d e r its ow n guard ianship . W ithout th is there can be 
no system atic, peaceful, or effective resistance to the n a tu ra l tendency 
of each to come into conflict w ith  the others: an d  w ith o u t this there 
can  be no constitution. It is this negative pow er — the pow er of 
p reven ting  and  arresting  the action  of the governm ent — be it called by 
w h a t term  it m ay  -- veto, in terposition , nullification, check, or balance 
of pow er — w hich, in  fact, form s the constitution. T hey are all b u t 
d ifferent nam es for the negative pow er. In all its form s, and  under all 
its nam es, it resu lts from  the concurren t majority. W ithout this there 
can be no negative; and, w ith o u t a negative, no constitu tion . (28)

A s w e have seen , the in te res ts  o r po rtions of the  com m unity , like 

ind iv idua ls , are unavo idab ly  an im ated  by  the dual-p rincip le . Each in terest 

o r p o rtio n , therefore, w h ere  p o w e r is u n g u a rd e d , w ill n a tu ra lly  have"a  

greater regard  for his ow n  safety or happ iness, than  for the  safety  o r happiness 

of o thers; and , w here  these com e in  opposition , is re a d y  to  sacrifice the 

in terests of others to h is ow n." (7) The genius of the  co n cu rren t m ajority is 

that it p revents tha t conflict betw een portions th a t w o u ld  arise  na tu ra lly  from  

the o p e ra tio n  of the  d u a l-p rin c ip le  o f o u r n a tu re  w h e re  the  p o w ers  of 

g o v e rn m e n t are  u n g u a rd e d , as in  a sy stem  of a b so lu te  g o v ern m en t.
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A lthough still, of course, an im ated  by the dual-p rincip le , the  interests of the 

com m unity , w ith in  a constitu tiona l system , each enjoy the  pow er of the 

negative th rough  w hich  the o thers are p revented  from  sacrificing its interest. 

Possessing the p o w er of self-protection, each po rtio n  is m oved by  the dua l­

principle bo th  to actively defend  itself and  to unite  w ith  the o ther portions to 

protect and perfect the entire  com m unity. In this w ay, political constitution 

"w orthy of the nam e" is a so lu tion  to the fundam en ta l p rob lem  of politics — 

that of effectually  an d  beneficially  coo rd ina ting  th e  w ills of ind iv iduals 

th ro u g h  a m ore im m ed ia te  an d  prox im ate  c o o rd in a tio n  of the w ills of 

d istinc t in te res ts  o r p o rtio n s  of the com m unity . This co o rd in a tio n  is 

achieved by  reco u rse  to those  devices C a lh o u n  calls th e  "concu rren t 

m ajority" and  the "m u tu a l negative" of interests.

M oreover, these  devices characterize all co n stitu tio n a l governm ents, 

"be their forms w h a t they  m ay" (29). For it is, indeed,

. . . the negative pow er w hich m akes the constitu tion  — and  the 
positive w hich  m akes the governm ent. The one is the pow er of acting 
-- and  the o ther the pow er of preventing or a rresting  action. The two, 
com bined, m ake constitutional governm ents. (29)

T hrough th is accoun t of the rela tion  of co n stitu tio n  to the negative

power, and of the negative  pow er to the concurrent m ajority, C alhoun show s

that a governm en t fo rm ed  strictly  and exclusively on  the princip le  of the

num erical m ajority is necessarily  an absolute governm ent. Hence:

. . .  as there can be no constitution w ithou t the  negative power, and  no 
negative pow er w ith o u t the concurrent m ajority  — it follows, 
necessarily, th a t w here  the num erical m ajority has the sole control of 
the governm ent, there can be no constitution; as constitu tion  im plies 
lim itation o r restriction  — and, of course, is inconsisten t w ith  the idea 
of sole or exclusive power. A nd hence, the num erical, unm ixed w ith  
the concurren t m ajority, necessarily forms, in  all cases, absolute 
governm ent. (29)
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A nd so, d e p en d in g  on  w h e th e r the governm ent of a co m m u n ity  is 

abso lu te  or co n stitu tio n a l in  character, the po rtions or in te res ts  o f  th a t 

com m unity  w ill be b o u n d  e ith e r to violently  con tend  fo r an  ex c lu siv e  

control of the pow ers o f governm en t, or to be constrained  to exercise those 

pow ers in  open  and  peaceful collaboration w ith  the o ther interests.

W hereas the  e ffec tua l lim ita tio n  of the possession  a n d  exercise  of 

governm ental pow er is the  ha llm ark  o f every constitu tional governm en t; an  

exclusive possession  a n d  exercise of these pow ers is the ha llm ark  o f  every  

ab so lu te  g o v ern m en t. T h ere fo re , th e  d u a l-p rin c ip le  h as  e ith e r  to  be  

constrained  and  developed  b y  lim ita tion , and m ade thereby  to su b serv e  the  

in te res ts  of the g en era l co m m u n ity ; or it is to be left u n fe tte re d  a n d  

undeveloped  w here p o w er is he ld  and  exercised in  an exclusive m anner, and  

allow ed thereby  to serve m erely  the  p rivate  w ill and  appetites of the  ru lin g  

portion.

L im ited pow er a n d  exclusive pow er, and  no t the num ber of those  w ho

h ap p en  to ho ld  and  exercise governm en ta l pow er, are the fea tu res w h ich

m ark  the g rea t and  b ro a d  d is tin c tio n  am ong all the  varie ties of h u m a n

governm ent, constitu tional and  abso lu te  respectively. As C alhoun  explains,

It is, indeed, the single, o r o n e  pow er, w hich excludes the negative , an d  
constitutes abso lu te  governm ent; and  no t the n u m b e r in  w hom  the 
pow er is vested. The num erical m ajority is as tru ly  a sing le  p o w er, and  
excludes the negative  as com pletely as die absolute governm ent of one, 
or of the few. The form er is as m uch the absolute governm ent o f  the 
dem ocratic, o r p o p u la r  form , as the  latter of the m onarchical or 
aristocratical. It has, accordingly, in com m on w ith  them , the sam e 
tendency to oppression  an d  abuse of power. (29)

Penetra ting  be low  surface appearances, C alhoun  has iden tified  those
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characteristics w h ich  d istingu ish  all absolu te governm ents, on  the one hand , 

from  all c o n s titu tio n a l o n es, on  th e  o th e r; a n d  w h ic h  e s tab lish  the  

fundam en ta l k insh ip  betw een  governm ents falling  w ith in  these two d istinc t 

classes respectively. T hus the sh a red  ch arac te ris tic  of exclusive p o w e r 

u n d e rsco re s  the  n a tu ra l  k in sh ip  o f all th e  v a rio u s  a b so lu te  form s — 

dem ocratical, aristocratical, an d  m onarchical — th a t are ostensib ly  dissim ilar. 

A nalogously , there  has to be considered  the  n a tu ra l k in sh ip , based  on  the  

shared  characteristic of lim ited  power, am ong the  co rrespond ing  and again , 

ostensively  dissim ilar, constitu tional form s — dem ocratical, aristocratical, and  

m onarchical. H ence,

C onstitu tional governm ents, of w ha tever form , are, indeed, 
m uch  m ore sim ilar to each other, in  their s truc tu re  and  character, th an  
they  are, respectively, to the absolute governm ents, even  of their ow n 
class. All constitu tional governm ents, of w ha tever class they  m ay be, 
take the sense of the com m unity b y  its parts  — each th rough  its 
appropria te  organ; and  regard the sense of all its parts, as the sense of 
the w hole. T hey all rest on the rig h t of suffrage, and  the responsibility 
of rulers, d irectly  or indirectly. O n the contrary, all absolute 
governm ents, of w hatever form, concentrate  pow er in  one 
uncon tro lled  an d  irresponsible in d iv id u a l o r body, w hose w ill is 
regarded  as the  sense of the com m unity. A nd , hence, the great and 
b road  d istinction  betw een governm ents is — n o t th a t of the one, the 
few, o r the m an y  -- b u t of the constitu tional and  the absolute. (29- 
30)

But th is accoun t leads us to a t least one unexpected  im plication. T hat 

is, that con tra ry  to  com m on opin ion  — so far as their form al struc tu res and  

distinctive opera tional tendencies are concerned — a constitu tional m onarchy 

is a m ore p o p u la r  form  of governm en t th an  a dem ocracy  of the  abso lu te  

variety, because in  the  m onarchy  the sense of the  w hole  com m unity  is taken  

by  taking the sense in  all its pa rts  separately, w hereas, in  the dem ocracy, the
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sense  of the m ajor and  d o m in a n t po rtio n  alone is taken . A nd  so, in 

reg istering  the sense of the com m unity, a constitu tional m onarchy  considers 

the g reat interests of the com m unity  directly and  num bers indirectly , whereas 

the absolu te  m ajority  considers num bers only. By con trast, a constitu tional 

democracy, by v irtue  of its form ally  constitu ted structure , involves the direct 

consideration  of bo th  in terests and  num bers. To use an  expression  em ployed 

b y  L inco ln  fo r so p h is tic a l p u rp o se s  in  th e  G e tty sb u rg  A d d ress ; all 

constitu tional governm ents, regard less of regim en, are governm ents "of the 

p eo p le , by  the  peop le , a n d  for the  p e o p le 65." By c o n tra s t, all absolu te  

governm ents, regard less of reg im en , are governm ents of, by, and  for som e 

po rtion  of the people only.

A long w ith  the p r im a ry  princip les of exclusive p o w e r an d  lim ited 

p o w e r  w h ic h  c h a ra c te r iz e  ab so lu te  a n d  c o n s titu t io n a l  g o v e rn m e n ts  

respectively, and  w hich jo in tly  form  "the great and  b road  d istinction  betw een 

governm ents"; there are, C alhoun  says, principles secondary  in  na tu re , w hich 

"v e ry  strong ly" m ark  th e  d ifference betw een  these form s of governm ent. 

These secondary  princip les a re  the  respective conservative princip les of the 

tw o types of governm ent, abso lu te  and  constitutional, or: "the  principle by  

w h ich  they  are u p h e ld  a n d  p reserved . This p rin c ip le , in  constitu tiona l 

governm ents, is co m p ro m ise  -- and  in absolute governm ents, is force . . .."

(30)

C o n stitu tio n a l g o v e rn m e n ts  are p re se rv e d  b y  co m p ro m ise , and

85 See Garry Wills, Lincoln a tGettysburg: The Words That-Remade America (p r e v io u s ly  
dted). In his textual analysis of the "Gettyburg Address", MU approves of Lincoln's remaldng 
of America.
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absolute governm ents, by  force.66 These conservative principles have their

origin in and  correlate  directly to the m eans of resistance to oppression  by

governm ent availab le  to the com m unity. W here no m eans other than  force

is available, governm en t, in o rder to p reserve  itself in  the face of forcible

resistance, m u st itself have recourse to force. W here, on the other hand , an

"au thorized  and  effectual resistance" by recourse to the organism  of poliitical

constitu tion  is availab le, governm ent is ab le  to uph o ld  and preserve itself

th rough  a com prom ise of interests. As C alhoun  explains,

. . . the sam e constitution of m an w h ich  leads those who govern to 
oppress the  governed — if no t p reven ted  — will, w ith  equal force and 
certainty, lead  the latter to resist oppression, w hen  possessed of the 
m eans of d o ing  so peaceably and  successfully. But absolute 
governm ents, of all forms, exclude all o ther m eans of resistance to 
their au tho rity , th an  that of force; and , of course, leave no other 
alternative to the governed, b u t to acquiesce in oppression, how ever 
great it m ay  be, or to resort to force to p u t dow n  the governm ent. But 
the d read  of such a resort m ust necessarily lead the governm ent to 
p repare  to m eet force in order to p ro tec t itself; and  hence, of necessity, 
force becom es the conservative princip le  of all such governm ents. (30)

Recall from  C hap ter IV, tha t constitu tion , " in  its m ost com prehensive

66 Calhoun does not overlook what is ostensibly an exception to his view that absolute 
governments "exclude all other means of resistance to [their] authority than that of force", 
namely, absolute democracies, or governments of the numerical majority. He writes:

It is true that, in such governments, the minor and subject party, for the time, have the 
right to oppose and resist the major and dominant party, for the time, through the 
ballot box; and may hum them out, and take their place, if they can obtain a majority of 
votes. But, it is no less true, that this would be a mere change in the relations of the two 
parties. The minor and subject party would become the major and dominant party, with 
the'same absolute authority and tendency to abuse power; and the major and dominant 
party would become the minor and subject party, with the same right to resist through 
the ballot box; and, if successful, again to change relations, with like effect. But such a 
state of things must necessarily be temporary. The conflict between the two parties 
must be transferred, sooner or later, from an appeal to the ballot-box to an appeal to 
force . . . .  See the Disquisition. 31-32.
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sense", includes all of those m eans by w hich  the p o w ers of governm ent m ay 

be p re v e n te d  from  b e in g  converted  in to  in s tru m e n ts  to o p p ress  th e  

co m m un ity . (9) This defin ition  com p rehends, th en , forcible resistance, 

constitu tion in  its strict sense, and  any other artifice of an  individual or g roup  

by w hich  the  p reven tion  of such conversion m ay be effected. Hence general 

rebellion , n o n v io le n t civil d isobedience, ty ran n ic id e , an d  a com m unally  

au thorized  p ro p o sa l of secession, for exam ple, are, in  th is sense of the  term , 

ju s t as "co n s titu tio n a l"  as the  righ t of su ffrage  p ro p e r ly  com bined w ith  

organism . A n d  yet, obviously, m eans of resistance differ in  their degrees of 

expediency, or in  the  practical short-term  an d  long-te rm  benefits w hich they  

m ay reasonab ly  be expected to confer on the com m unity  in  a given situation , 

as w ell as in  the  costs that naturally  a ttend  their application . Put another w ay: 

each m ean s p o ssesses  its ow n  d istinc tive  p re c o n d itio n s , s treng ths, a n d  

lim itations. A n d  it is the  a rt of the statesm an only, w h ich  can determ ine, in  a 

g iven instance, w h a t m eans are best su ited  to co n stra in  governm ent to the  

fulfillm ent of its p ro p er ends.

T y rann ic ide , for exam ple, can confer the  b e n e fit of im m edia te  o r 

in s ta n ta n e o u s  re lease  from  o p p ressio n , b u t  th e  cost of such  s u d d e n  

e x trica tio n  of a p e o p le  m ay  be the  m a rty rd o m  o f th e  ty ran t an d  the  

valo riza tion  -- th ro u g h  som e perverse tu rn  of the  h u m a n  im agination — of 

the m annerism s and  vices th a t d istinguished his ru le . M oreover, the practical 

and  pern icious effects of such m artyrdom  an d  v a lo riza tio n  m ay w eigh on  the 

race for g en era tio n s . In  con trast to sha llow  p o litica l expediency a n d  

u n th in k in g  v in d ic tiv en ess , then , s ta te sm an sh ip  is concerned  w ith  b o th  

short- a n d  long-te rm  consequences in  its selection  o f the  various m eans of
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resistance to be em ployed  against governm ental oppression .

Before the  a d v en t of political "constitu tion" in  the  "strict an d  m ore

u sua l sense", m en, confron ted  w ith  and to rtu red  by oppressive  governm ent,

w ere  constrained  to a n  unavo idab ly  difficult an d  w oefu l choice betw een

forcible resistance and  acquiscence in oppression. (12) But the sheer agony

and  general d isco m fo rtu re  w hich  inev itab ly  a tte n d  th is  choice, com bined

w ith  the  grave p rob lem s w hich  na tu ra lly  a ttend  the  active p u rsu it of either

o p tio n , have g iv e n  r ise , o v e r tim e, th ro u g h  e ffo r ts  of th e  h u m a n

im agination , o p era tin g  u n d e r  a k ind  of necessity, to  the  innovation  th a t is

po litica l constitu tion  in  its "s tric t and  m ore u su a l sense ."  In th is  w ay,

recourse to the c rude  a n d  ru d im en ta ry  contrivance th a t is arm ed resistance

ten d s to give w ay, w ith  th e  advance  of po litica l u n d e rs ta n d in g , to the

cultivation  of the m ore refined  and  sophisticated a rt of political constitution.

As C alhoun suggests, th e  developm ent of this a rt m akes possible n o t m erely

resistance to oppression  th a t is already present or actualized , b u t an exclusion

of the very possibility of oppression:

. . . the governm en t o f the concurrent m ajority, w here  the organism  is 
perfect, excludes the  possibility  of oppression, b y  g iving to each interest, 
or portion, or o rd er — w here there are established classes — the m eans 
of protecting itself, b y  its negative, against all m easures calculated to 
advance the pecu liar interests of others a t its expense. Its effect, then, 
is, to cause the d ifferen t interests, portions, or o rders — as the case m ay 
be — to desist from  a ttem pting  to adopt any  m easure  calculated to 
prom ote the p ro sperity  of one, or m ore, by  sacrificing that of others; 
and  thus to  force th em  to unite  in  such m easures only  as w ould  
prom ote the p ro sp e rity  of all, as the only m eans to p reven t the 
suspension of the  action  of the governm ent — a n d , thereby, to avoid  
anarchy, the g rea test o f all evils. It is by  m eans of such  authorized  and 
effectual resistance, th a t oppression is p reven ted , an d  the necessity of 
resorting to  force superseded , in  governm ents o f the  concurrent 
m ajority — and, hence, com prom ise, instead  of force, becomes their 
conservative princip le . (30-31)
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A nd  so the  conservative p rincip le  of co n stitu tio n a l governm ents is

com prom ise. But the principle  of com prom ise, C alhoun  intim ates, can  be

traced  to y e t an o th e r princip le  -- a p rinc ip le  w hich , to be "m ore strictly

correct", is itse lf the conservative p rincip le  of constitu tional governm ents.

Standing in  back  of com prom ise, this m ore correct principle is:

. . . the  necessity w hich compels the d ifferent interests, or portions, or 
o rders, to com prom ise — as the only w ay to prom ote their respective 
prosperity , and  to avoid anarchy — rather th an  to the com prom ise itself.
(31)

But in  o rd er to understand  how  and  w h y  the provisions of political 

constitu tion  function  so w ell w hen p roperly  im plem ented , it is necessary to 

apprecia te  th e  p ro d ig io u s and  unequalled  p rac tica l force of this necessity. 

Indeed,

No necessity  can  be more urgen t an d  im perious, than  that of avoiding 
anarchy. It is the sam e as that w hich  m akes governm ent indispensable 
to p reserve  society; and  is not less im perative  than  th a t which com pels 
obedience to superio r force. Traced to this source, the voice of a people 
— u tte red  u n d er the necessity of avoiding the  greatest of calamities, 
th ro u g h  the organs of a governm ent so constructed  as to suppress the 
expression  of all partial and selfish interests, and  to give a full and  
faithful u tterance to the sense of the w hole com m unity, in reference 
to its com m on w elfare -- may, w ithou t im piety, be called the  vo ice  of 
G od. To call any  other so, w ould be im pious. (31)

C o n stitu tio n , then , a lthough  a h u m a n  artifice, takes on a d iv ine  

character w h e n  it operates successfully as an  ongoing  force for the perfection 

of D iv inely  o rd a in e d  society and  g o v ernm en t. For constitu tion  m akes 

possible an  ongo ing  and  perm anent -- if n o t a  p e rp e tu a l — realization of the 

com m on w elfare. As a hum an  artifice w ith  a d iv ine character, constitu tion is 

the practical an d  existential opposite of anarchy, w hich  C alhoun labels "the
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greatest of all ev ils/' (30) C om m only  believed the opposite  of governm en t,

since it translates literally, "no governm ent", or "the absence of governm ent",

anarchy, m ore co rrectly  sp e ak in g , is a nega tion  and  absence o f those

conditions w hich m ake possible the protection and perfection of society, and

th ro u g h  th is , the  p ro te c tio n  a n d  p erfec tio n  of the race. B u t m ere

governm ent, indifferently constitu ted , is not, as has been show n, sufficient of

itself to achieve, as fully as it m ight, the great ends for w hich  it w as ordained .

This fu lle r  and  m ore  co m p le te  ach iev em en t is p o ss ib le  o n ly  w h e re

governm ent has been  rendered  constitu tional. For this reason, then , a m ore

d irec t and  precise opposite  of a n arch y  is no t governm ent, in d iffe ren tly

organized, b u t constitu tiona l governm en t in  its various forms.

C a lh o u n , then , co u ld  a p p re c ia te  th e  " lib e rta r ian "  c ritic ism s of

g overnm en ta l abuse and  o p p ress io n  by  anarch ists such  as h is y o u n g e r

co n tem p o ra ry  (P ierre Joseph) P ro u d h o n  (1809-1865), w hile  re jec tin g  as

tragically ill-considered their fundam enta l assum ption tha t governm ent is, by

its very  n a tu re , w icked , h a rm fu l to  m an, and  beyond  red em p tio n . For

exam ple, in  his G eneral Idea o f th e  R e v o lu tio n  in  the  N in e te e n th  C en tu ry

(1851), P roudhon , w ho has b een  called the father of anarchism , p e n n ed  the

follow ing scintillating criticism  of governm ent:

To be GOVERNED is to be w atched, inspected, spied upon , directed, 
law -driven, num bered , regu la ted , enrolled, indoctrinated, p reached  at, 
controlled, checked, estim ated , valued, censured, com m anded, by  
creatures who have neither th e  righ t nor the w isdom  nor the  v irtue  to 
do so. To be GOVERNED is to be at every operation, at every 
transaction noted, registered, counted, taxed, stam ped, m easured , 
num bered, assessed, licensed, au thorized , adm onished, p reven ted , 
forbidden, reform ed, corrected, punished. It is, under pretext o f public 
u tility , and in the nam e of the general interest, to be  placed u n d e r 
contribution, drilled, fleeced, exploited, m onopolized, ex torted  from , 
squeezed, hoaxed, robbed; then , at the slightest resistance, the first w ord
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of com plaint, to b e  rep ressed , fined, vilified, harrassed , h u n ted  dow n, 
abused, clubbed, d isarm ed , bound , choked, im prisoned, judged , 
condem ned, shot, dep o rted , sacrificed, sold, betrayed; an d  to crow n all, 
mocked, rid icu led , d e rid ed , outraged , dishonored. T hat is governm ent; 
that is its justice; th a t is its m orality.67

But, w hile  P ro u d h o n  a n d  o th e r  an arch is ts , in c lu d in g  G odw in , 

T horeau , Spooner, T ucker, an d  m ore recently, R othbard and  F riedm an, have 

v iew ed  governm ent, o r  the  sta te , as an  unnecessary  evil; C a lh o u n  v iew ed 

governm ent as bo th  n ecessa ry  and  good, though susceptib le  to co rrup tion .68 

A ccord ing  to C a lh o u n , th e  an arch is ts , how ever w e ll- in te n tio n e d , e rr  by 

m istaking  corrup t ac tualiza tion  for fundam ental essence. A nd  so, against the 

a n a rc h is t's  c a teg o rica l c o n d e m n a tio n  of g o v ern m en t, w e  can  im ag ine  

C alhoun  citing A risto tle , as d id  R ousseau  (though for a so m ew h at d ifferent 

reason), on the title p ag e  o f his D iscourse o n  the  O rig in  o f In equa lity  (1755). 

In  the  Politics. A risto tle  sa id : "N o t in  dep raved  th ings b u t  in  those well

o rien ted  according to n a tu re , are  w e to consider w h a t is n a tu ra l."  69 B ut 

p ro ffering  a practical id e a l of governm en t involves, of course , m uch  m ore 

th an  refuting the anarch ist.

In explaining the  conservative  principles of absolu te an d  constitu tional 

govern m en ts  re sp ec tiv e ly , C a lh o u n  em p loys th e  u se , fo r  illu s tra tiv e

67 See P. J. Proudhon. General Idea of the Revolution in the Nineteentv Century, trans. John 
Beverly Robinson (London: Free Press, 1923), 293-294, with1 some alterations from Benjamin 
Tucker's translation in Instead of a Book (New York, 1893), 26. If one first accepted the 
fundamental assumption of anarchism that the state is evil, or at least hopelessly inept in 
promoting the human good, one might then be inclined to add to this list of the domestic 
"infelicities" of the state those which attend its efforts either to defend society or to 
aggrandize itself at the expense of other communities, including war, conquest, subjugation, the 
expansion of state power, and so on.

68 See William Godwin, Inquiry Concerning Political Tustice (1793): Henry David Thoreau, 
"Civil Disobedience" (1849); Lysander Spooner, No Treason: The Constitution of N o Authority 
(1870); Benjamin Tucker, Instead of a Book (1893); Murray N. Rothbard, Fora N ew  Liberty: The 
Libertarian Manifesto 119731: and David Friedman, The Machinery of Freedom (1973).

69 Aristotle, Politics. Bk. II.
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purposes, of ideal or p u re  form s. He does so self-consciously, how ever, being

keenly  and fully  aw are  th a t all h istorical governm en ts d o  a n d  m u st fall

b e tw een  the ex trem es o f p u re  abso lu tism  a n d  p u re  c o n s titu tio n a lism

respectively. Hence he says:

In stating that force is the conservative princip le  of abso lu te , and  
com prom ise of constitu tional governm ents, I have a ssu m ed  b o th  to be 
perfect in their kind; b u t n o t w ithou t bearing  in  m ind , th a t few  or 
none, in  fact, have ever been  so absolute as no t to be u n d e r  som e 
restraint, and  none so perfectly  organized as to rep resen t fully  and  
perfectly the voice o f the w hole comm unity. Such b e in g  the case, all 
m ust, in  practice, d e p a r t m ore or less from  the princip les by  w hich  they 
are respectively u p h e ld  and  preserved; and  depend  m ore  o r less for 
support, on force, o r com prom ise, as the absolute o r th e  constitu tional 
form predom inates in  their respective organizations. (31)

So pure  and ideal political identities, of the sort described , are n o t to be 

m et w ith  in  history, w h e re  in stead  w e can find an d  create o n ly  adm ixtures 

from  the v a rio u s e le m e n ts  d is tin c tiv e  of these  p u re  a n d  id ea l form s. 

Significantly, pu re  form s of the various regim es — m onarchy , aristocracy, and 

dem ocracy — are realizab le , w hereas the pure and  id ea l70 fo rm s of absolute 

a n d  constitu tiona l g o v e rn m e n t respec tive ly  a re  no t. H ence  a pure  

m onarchy  is p o ssib le , b u t  n o t a p u re  ab so lu te  m o n a rc h y  o r a p u re  

constitu tional m onarchy. A n d  likew ise as regards the tw o  o th er regim ens, 

aristocracy and  dem ocracy. For exam ple, the g o v e rn m e n t o f th e  U nited  

States, as form ally co n stitu ted  — a lthough  not a direct dem ocracy, as existed 

for a time in several G reek  city-states — is a p u re  dem ocracy, in  the  sense that 

it consists of no aristocratical an d  m onarchical elem ents. T his circum stance 

is further evidence, su p p o rtiv e  of C alhoun 's claim  th a t " th e  g rea t an d  broad 

d istinction  betw een  g o v ern m en ts  is — no t th a t of the  one , th e  few, or the

70 Hence, pure absolute government may be understood as a pure negative ideal; while pure 
constitution may be upheld as the transcendent and positive governmental ideal.
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m any — but of the constitutional and  the absolute." (29-30)

H istorical governm en ts , of necessity, invo lve  so m e  ad m ix tu re  of 

absolute elem ents w ith  constitu tional elem ents, b u t they  do not, of necessity, 

involve any adm ix ture  of the elem ents w hich d is tin g u ish  the dem ocratical, 

aristocratical, m onarch ical fo rm s respectively. A n d  so  a lth o u g h  the 

governm en t of the U nited  S tates m ay  be form ally  c o n s titu te d  an d  even 

su b sis t, for a tim e, as a p u re ly  dem ocratic  reg im e, as o p p o sed  to an 

a ris toc ra tica l o r m o n arch ica l one; it cou ld  n e v e r su b s is t  as a p u re ly  

constitutional regim e.

Finally, it ap p ea rs  th a t the  perenn ia l an d  in ce ssan t o p p o sitio n  in 

h u m an  affairs betw een  opp ression  and  resistance, as d iverse  and  opposing 

m anifestations of the dual-princip le, excludes the possib ility  of any  com plete 

an d  final victory either for absolu tism  or for constitu tionalism  in  this earthly 

life. Indeed, so far as this life is concerned, pe rh ap s th e  b e s t th a t can be 

reasonably hoped for is a m ore frequent occurrence of those periods in  which 

co n s titu tio n  en joys a d u ra b le  an d  p e rm an en t, th o u g h  n o t p e rp e tu a l, 

ascendancy over absolutism . Still, d u rin g  even  such  h a p p y  periods , w hen 

m en  m ake the ir g rea tes t advances in  cu ltu re  an d  in  science, abso lu tism  

persists  in an  a ttenua ted  form  -- relatively  d o rm an t fo r a tim e, b u t ready 

nonetheless to m ake its ow n b id  for ascendancy w h en  h u m a n  vigilance in 

defense of ordered liberty subsides.
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CHAPTER VII

UNITY OR DIVISION,

AND THE ELEVATION AND DIFFUSION OF VIRTUE OR OF VICE

That which corrupts and debases the community, politically, must also corrupt and debase it 
morally.

Calhoun, A Disquisition on Government
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In the rem ainder o f this w ork , w e shall see how, in  e x p la in in g  the 

varie ty  and  im plications o f the d ev e lo p m en ta l fate of the d u a l-p rin c ip le , 

C alhoun has succeeded in  answ ering  som e of the m ost vexing an d  therefore  

long-stand ing  questions of the science of politics. In  th is chap ter, the 

questions to be add ressed  include: W hat are the fundam en ta l causes of a

sa lu tary  unification of a political com m unity?; and, W hat are  the  p rin c ip a l 

causes of the m orals of a people, and  o f their governm ental leaders?

As I sha ll ind ica te , C a lh o u n  offers a deep causal a cco u n t o f w h y  

com m unities enjoy u n ity  and  a v irtu o u s citizenry and leadersh ip , o n  the  one 

hand , o r suffer the afflictions of d iv ision , degeneracy, and  co rrup tion , on  the 

o ther h and . C alhoun  u n d e rs to o d  th a t the  g rea t questions concern ing  the 

m oral character and  u n ity  of a com m unity  are intim ately related, a n d  indeed , 

cannot be fully  u n d ers to o d  w hen  considered  in  isolation from  each  other. 

Indeed, C alhoun believed an d  unders tood  th a t the political and  the m oral are 

intim ately  and  necessarily  connected. H e recognized, for exam ple, the  close 

causal connections b e tw e e n  social u n ity  a n d  the m o ra l v ir tu e  of th e  

in d iv id u a l, on  the one h a n d , and  b e tw ee n  vice and  the  d iv is io n  of the  

com m unity , on  the o ther hand .

In the  D isqu isition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t. C alhoun 's account o f th e  m oral 

character of ind iv iduals and  of the u n ity  o r d ivision of com m unity  (36-40) is 

situated  a longside o ther re la ted  accounts w hich  together form  a com parison  

of absolute to constitu tiona l go v ern m en t (24-67). His ex p lan a tio n  o f w h a t 

determ ines the m orals o f a people an d  th e ir leaders comes in  the w ak e  of his 

explanation of those fundam en ta l forces w hich  tend  either to the  un ification  

or to the d iv ision  of the  com m unity ; a n d  it is in  the sam e o rd er th a t  these
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subjects w ill be trea ted  here. M aking no claim  to trea t in  exhaustive fashion 

the various rou tes by  w hich  m en  attain excellence of character, or fail in  this 

regard , C alhoun  isolates and  describes the principal th o u g h  heretofore m ost 

neglected avenue by  w hich  the  mass of m en in  an y  society  tend to m oral 

excellence, an d  thereby , to a general cond ition  of flou rish ing , or to their 

opposites, dep rav ity  and  w retchedness. C alhoun 's specific concern as regards 

m orals in  the D isqu isition  is to explain the process by  w hich  either v irtue  or 

vice is e levated  to positions of pow er and  d iffu sed  th ro u g h o u t an  entire  

com m unity .

M id w a y  th ro u g h  th e  D isquisition, a fte r h a v in g  p re se n te d  and  

explained  the v a rious elem ents w hich m ake up constitu tiona l and absolute 

governm en ts respectively , C alhoun  begins a com parison  of these opposing  

governm ental form s w hich  carries th rough  to the en d  of the  work. O ne of 

his p rinc ipal aim s in  th is section is to exhibit, by  m eans of com parison, the 

v irtues of constitu tiona l governm ent as the h ighest po litica l form  of w hich 

hum an  na tu re  is susceptible.

To begin  w ith , w e are to ld  that governm ents of the concurrent m ajority 

"have g rea tly  the  ad v an tag e"  over governm ents of the num erical m ajority 

"in  respect of their respective tendency, in  reference to  d iv id ing  or uniting  the 

com m u n ity ."  (36) The tendency of governm ents of the  concurrent m ajority is 

"to u n ite  the  com m unity , let its interests be  ever so d iversified  and opposed; 

w hile th a t of the  num erica l is to divide it into tw o conflicting portions, let its 

interests be, na tu ra lly , ever so united  and  identified. " (36) From  C hapter V, 

in  the d iscu ssio n  of the  necessary  effects of the  p ro cess  of taxation  and  

d isb u rsem en t, a n d  of th e  necessarily  lim ited  s u p p ly  o f the  honors and
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em olum en ts o f g o v ern m en t, we lea rn ed  th a t th e  n u m erica l m ajo rity ,

operating in  isolation from  organism , w ill tend  to d iv ide the com m unity, " let

it be ever so hom ogeneous." (36) So now, let us focus m ore directly on  the

causes of the unification or division of com m unities as these appertain to the

concurrent and  num erical maj'orities.

The num erica l m ajority  will tend  to d iv ide the  com m unity into tw o

great p a rties  "w h ich  w ill be engaged in  p e rp e tu a l s trugg les to obtain  the

control of the governm ent":

The g rea t im portance of the object a t stake, m ust necessarily form 
strong p a rty  attachm ents and party  antipathies — attachm ents on the 
p a rt of the  m em bers of each to their respective parties, through w hose 
efforts they  hope to accomplish an  object dear to all; and  antipathies to 
the opposite  party, as presenting the only obstacle to success. (37)

The a tta inm en t of a num erical m ajority in o rder to carry elections and  

to ob ta in  thereby  con tro l of the pow ers of g o v ern m en t becomes the all- 

consum ing aim  and  preoccupation of the two g reat parties. Once ob tained , 

this p o w er m ay  be w ie ld ed  by the d o m in an t or m ajor party  w ith o u t 

incum brance o r restriction . The force of the p a rty  attachm ents and  p a rty  

antipathies thus form ed is sufficient to d ivide the com m unity  and to render 

it th ereby  su scep tib le  to all the dangers a n d  inconveniences th a t m u s t 

n a tu ra lly  a tte n d  such  d iv is ion . The force of th ese  a ttachm en ts a n d  

antipathies, then , m ay be sufficient to place in jeopardy n o t only the prospects 

of the com m unity  for im provem ent, b u t its very  su rv ival as an independen t 

and iden tifiab le  political entity . A d v ertin g  to the  n a tu ra l and  in tim ate  

connections b e tw ee n  h u m a n  n a tu re  a n d  p o litica l ac tualities , C a lh o u n  

explains the  o rig in  and  extent of these attachm ents a n d  antipathies in  term s 

of the strength  of w hich certain passions are susceptible:
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In order to have  a just conception of [the force of these passions], it 
m ust be taken  into consideration, tha t the  object to be w on o r  lost 
appeals to th e  strongest passions of the hum an  heart — avarice, 
am bition, an d  rivalry. It is not then  w onderfu l, that a form  o f 
governm ent, w hich  periodically stakes all its honors and  em olum en ts, 
as prizes to be  contended for, should  d iv id e  the com m unity  in to  tw o 
great hostile parties; and  that party  attachm ents, in the p rog ress of the 
strife, shou ld  becom e so strong am ong the m em bers of each 
respectively, as to absorb almost every  feeling of our nature , b o th  social 
and  ind iv idual; or tha t their m utual an tipath ies should  be ca rried  to 
such an excess as to destroy, alm ost entirely, all sym pathy be tw een  
them , and  to substitu te  in  its place the  strongest aversion. (37)

So a g o v e rn m e n t of the  num erica l m ajority , by  v irtu e  o f  its very  

s truc tu re , and  in d e p e n d e n t of the m otives and  sen tim en ts o f in d iv id u a l 

m en, causes the  social an d  ind iv idual feelings to becom e ab so rb ed  in  a 

struggle betw een the  tw o great w arring parties into w hich the com m un ity  has 

been  d iv id e d . I t  is th is  g o v e rn m en ta l s tru c tu re  w h ich  d iv id e s  th e  

com m unity th ro u g h  an  absorp tion  of the  ind iv idua l and  social feelings, and  

this absorp tion  takes the concrete form of an  extinction of sy m p a th y  betw een  

m em bers of the  tw o  parties respectively, a n d  the creation of feelings of the 

greatest aversion be tw een  them .

In re la ting  h is  account of how  vices such  as avarice, am b itio n , an d  

rivalry tend  to be encou raged  and  developed  u n d e r the g o v ern m en t of the  

num erical m ajority , C alhoun  had  bu t to iden tify  an d  to describe  a process 

then ru n n in g  its cou rse  in  the U nited  S tates. W riting in  the  la te  1840's, 

Calhoun w as the m o st d istinguished  an tagon ist of the process of th e  d iv ision  

of the A m erican U n ion  th a t h ad  been advancing  m ore or less s te ad ily  since 

the M issou ri C o m p ro m ise  of 1820. Je ffe rso n  h im se lf  d e sc r ib e d  th e  

C om prom ise as com ing  like a "fire-bell in  the  n ig h t"  th a t a w ak e n ed  h im
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from  the h ap p y  con ten tm en t of his retirem ent years a t M onticello and filled 

him  w ith  terror.1

Indeed, the p e rio d  in Am erican history  from  1820 un til the outbreak of 

w ar in  1861 s ta n d s  as a classic illu s tra tio n  o f h o w  a governm en t w ith  

elem ents of the n u m erica l m ajority  th a t are insuffic ien tly  counterbalanced  

can tend  to the fo rm ation  of strong p a rty  a ttachm ents and  m utual antipathies 

w hich, in  tu rn , can  even tually  d ivide and  d estro y  a com m unity. In his las t 

speech before the Senate (M arch 4, 1850), less th a n  a m on th  before his death , 

C alhoun — in a final despera te  a ttem pt to p rese rv e  b o th  A m erican liberties 

and  the U nion — h a d  som berly  recounted  the sev erin g  of the religious and  

po litical cords and  the  b o n d s of affection w h ich  h a d  he ld  the A m erican 

U n ion  to g e th e r  s in ce  its e s tab lish m en t w ith  th e  ra tif ic a tio n  of th e  

C onstitu tion  of 1787. 2 U nable to reverse  the inexorab le  opera tions of th is 

process, C alhoun  p red ic ted , alm ost to the exact year of its outbreak, the w ar 

w hose costs w o u ld  include  nearly  one m illion  A m erican  casualties3 and the 

C onstitu tion .

U nder the  jo in t influence of p a rty  a ttachm ents an d  m utual antipathies,

C alhoun tells us, it is n o t suprising  th a t "the co m m u n ity  shou ld  cease to be

the com m on centre of attachm ent, or th a t each p a rty  shou ld  find that centre

only in  itself" (37):

It is thus, tha t, in  such  governm ents, devo tion  to p a rty  becomes 
stronger th an  devo tion  to country  — the p ro m o tio n  of the interests of 
p a rty  m ore im p o rtan t than  the p rom otion  of the com m on good of the

' See Thomas Jefferson, letter "to John Holmes" in The Portable Thomas Tefferson. ed.
Merrill D. Peterson (New York: Penquin Books, 1975), 567-569.

2 See "Speech on the Admission of California — and the General State of the Union" in 
Union and Liberty. 586-588.

3 See Th e N ew  American Desk Encyclopedia (New York: 'New American Library, 1989), 273.
About 600,000 Northern and 300,000 Confederate casualties, with around 600,000

Americans killed.
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w hole, and  its trium ph  and ascendency, objects of far greater solicitude, 
than  the safety and  prosperity  of the com m unity. It is thus, also, that 
the num erica l m ajority, by regarding  the com m unity  as a unit, and 
having, as such, the sam e interests th roughou t all its parts , m ust, by  its 
necessary operation, divide it into two hostile parts , w aging, under the 
form s of law, incessant hostilities against each other. (37)

The g o v e rn m e n t o f the  ab so lu te  or n u m e ric a l m ajo rity  ten d s , 

therefore, to d iv ide  the com m unity  by  d iverting  a n d  by  transform ing  our 

in d iv id u a l an d  social feelings in negative  w ays. By its absorp tion  and  

transform ation of our feelings, we tend to becom e d e lu d e d  as regards our real 

in terests b o th  as ind iv idua ls and  as m em bers o f som e class, in terest, or 

po rtion  of the general com m unity. In  th is w ay, g o v e rn m en ta l struc tu res, 

w hen  u n su ited  to the  com m unity  for w hich  they  are  estab lished , ten d  to 

becom e a p r in c ip a l cause of the  e n co u rag e m en t a n d  p e rp e tu a tio n  of 

ignorance in  th a t com m unity. A nd w hile it is, of course, true  that individual 

persons in  such  a com m unity  may, th rough  streng th  of m ind , pierce th rough  

the  veil of de lusion  that befuddles and m isleads o thers, as C alhoun d id  in his 

tim e, an d  to  a p p re h e n d  the  fu n d am e n ta l cau ses  o f th e  co m m u n ity 's  

d istem per; it is equally  true  that the task  of challeng ing  an d  reversing the 

p e rn ic io u s  e ffec ts  o f th is  g o v e rn m e n ta l s t r u c tu r e  o ften  p ro v e s
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overw helm ing .4

In contrast, how ever, to the governm en t of th e  n u m erica l m ajority,

w hich tends to d ivide the  com m unity, the g o v e rn m en t o f the  concurren t

majority tends to unite it. Specifically,

The concurrent m ajority . . . tends to un ite  the m ost opposite  and  
conflicting interests, and  to b lend the w hole in  one com m on 
attachm ent to the country. By giving to each in terest, o r portion , the 
pow er of self-protection, all strife and  struggle be tw een  them  for 
ascendency, is prevented; and, thereby, no t only  every  feeling calculated 
to w eaken the attachm ent to the w hole is suppressed , b u t the 
indiv idual and the social feelings are m ade to u n ite  in  one com m on 
devotion to country. (37-38)

As I explained in C hapter IV, every governm ent m ay  be conceived and 

understood as a distinctive system  of incentives and  discentives. Every actual 

or historical governm ental structure  is d istinctive n o t m erely  because of its 

ow n peculiar design, b u t because of its m an n e r o f in te rac tin g  w ith  and  

influencing the in terests a n d  in stitu tions th a t m ak e  u p  a society. A

* Adam Smith has eloquently described how faction tends to corrupt the moral sentiments, 
and what life is like for those few reasonable, moderate, and candid individuals who continue 
to struggle in lonely isolation within a society thoroughly distempered by factionalism. In The 
Theory of Moral Sentiments (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1984), 155-156, he writes:

It is needless to observe, I presume, that both rebels and heretics are those unlucky 
persons, who, when things have come to a certain degree of violence, have the 
misfortune to be of the weaker party. In a nation distracted by faction, there are, no 
doubt, always a few, though commonly but a very few, who preserve their judgment 
untainted by the general contagion. They seldom amount to more than, here and there, 
a solitary individual, without any influence, excluded, by his own candour, from the 
confidence of either party, and who, though he may be one of the wisest, is necessarily, 
upon that very account, one of the most insignificant men in the society. All such people 
are held in contempt and derision, frequently in detestation, by the furious zealots of 
both parties. A true party-man hates and despises candour; and, in reality, there is no 
vice which could so effectually disqualify him for the trade of a party-man as that 
single virtue. The real, revered, and impartial spectator, therefore, is, upon no 
occasion, at a greater distance than amidst the violence and rage of contending parties. 
To them, it may be said, that such a spectator scarce exists any where in the universe. 
Even to the great Judge of the universe, they impute all their own prejudices, and often 
view that Divine Being as animated by all their own vindictive and implacable 
passions. Of a 11 the corrupters of moral sentiments, therefore, faction and fanaticism
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governm ental s tru c tu re  effects a com m unity , for good or ill, according  to its

su itability  for th a t com m unity . Specifically, it is a m atter of w h e th e r or no t

the pow ers of the governm en t, bo th  as regards their na tu re  and  ex ten t, are

suited to the in ternal and  external c ircum stances of the particu lar com m unity

in question. H ence a governm en ta l s tru c tu re  w hose opera tional effects on

one com m unity  are sa lu ta ry  m ay be, for ano ther com m unity, d e trim en ta l in

the extrem e. W hat m a tte rs  th en  is n o t th e  s tru c tu re  o f g o v e rn m e n t,

considered in  isolation from  the com m unity  for w hich it is in tended , b u t the

favorable or un favorab le  in te rre la tio n  of the tw o, governm en ta l s tru c tu re

and  com m unity . A d istinc tive  fea tu re  of constitu tional go v ern m en ts , or

governm ents of the  c o n cu rren t m ajo rity , w hen  they  are w ell su ited  to the

com m unity for w hich they  are  in tended , is thus described by  C alhoun:

Each [interest or p o rtio n  of the com m unity] sees and feels th a t it can 
best prom ote its o w n  prosperity  b y  conciliating the goodw ill, an d  
p rom oting  the p ro sp e rity  of the others. A nd  hence, there w ill be  
diffused th ro u g h o u t the  w hole com m unity  k ind feelings b e tw een  its 
different portions; an d , instead of antipathy, a rivalry am ongst th em  to 
prom ote the in terests of each other, as far as this can be done 
consistently w ith  the  in terest of all. U nder the com bined influence of 
these causes, the in terests of each  w ould  be m erged in  the  com m on 
interests of the w hole; and  thus, the  com m unity  w ould  be a u n it, by 
becom ing the com m on centre of a ttachm ent of all its parts. A n d  hence, 
instead of faction, strife, and strugg le  for p a rty  ascendency, there  w ou ld  
be patrio tism , nationality , harm ony , and  a struggle only for suprem acy  
in  p rom oting  the com m on good o f the w hole. (38)

A nd  so w e see th a t  the  co m m u n ity  m ay  be un ified  and  th e re fo re  

rendered  a u n it by  a governm en t of the  concurren t majority. But recall tha t 

in C hapter V, in ou r d iscussion  of the ro le  of the  righ t of suffrage, w e saw  tha t 

the governm ent of the num erica l m ajo rity  is p rem ised  on  the v iew  th a t the 

com m unity is a single u n it, o r of on ly  one in terest as regards the  ac tion  of
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governm ent. A nd so th a t w h ich  is the starting  a ssum ption  of the num erical 

m ajority system  is the  causal re su lt of the concurren t m ajo rity  system . For 

Calhoun saw  tha t u n ity  is a resu lt of first acknow ledging a necessary  plurality  

a n d  d ivers ity  of in te re s ts  w ith in  the com m un ity ; a n  ack n o w led g em en t 

effectually conveyed  th ro u g h  the  o rgan ization  of its g o v e rn m en t so as to 

register the sense of each  in te res t separately, an d  of g iv ing  each significant 

in terest in  the com m unity  the  pow er of self-protection. O n  the o ther hand , 

says C a lhoun , d iv is io n  re su lts  from  assu m in g , a t  th e  s ta r t, th a t the  

com m unity  consists o f m ere ly  a single in te res t as re g a rd s  the  action or 

inac tion  of g o v e rn m e n t, a n d  in  m an ife s tin g  th is  a s su m p tio n  in  an  

organization of the  g o v ern m en t th a t d isregards the necessary  p lu ra lity  and  

diversity of the com m unity 's  interests.

This p o in t b rin g s  u s to a considera tion  of one  of the  m ost fateful 

shortcom ings of m o d e m  m ainstream  political theorizing . This theorizing, as 

evinced, for exam ple, in  the  influential w ritings of H obbes, Locke, and, to 

som e degree, R o u sseau , ten d s  to reg a rd  th e  c o m m u n ity  as a single, 

u n d iffe ren tia te d  u n it ,  a n d  fails thereby  to  a c k n o w le d g e  the  po litica l 

com m unity 's  n a tu ra l an d  unavo idab le  d iv e rs ity  of in te res ts . The m ost 

notable exception to  th is m ainstream  trad ition , in  th is  reg a rd , has been, of 

course, the po litica l th o u g h t th a t has em erged  in  re sp o n se  to A m erican 

colonial, confederal, a n d  federal political experience, a trad itio n  th a t includes 

the  w ritings of th e  so -ca lled  Federalists and  an ti-F ed era lis ts , as w ell as 

C alhoun 's  ow n  w o rk s , in c lu d in g  his D iscourse o n  th e  C o n stitu tio n  and  

G o v e rn m e n t of th e  U n ited  States 118511.

But once the fact of the necessary diversity  and  p lu ra lity  of interests is
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conceded, the question  m ay be raised  as to the ultim ate com m ensurab ility  or 

incom m ensurability  of these in terests. A lthough a question  C a lhoun  d id  not 

treat directly and  explicitly, he d id , one m ay read ily  surm ise , h o ld  th a t any 

natu ra l in terests of a com m unity  w ill be ultim ately  com m ensurab le  one to 

another, and  each to all. As ev idence for this view, w e m ig h t expect him , 

w ere he called  u p o n , to cite ac tu a l h isto rical exam p les in  w h ich  the 

cooperation betw een  interests, redound ing  to their m u tua l benefit and  to tha t 

of the entire com m unity , w as p roduced  by  the system  of concurren t majority. 

Such cooperation  and  benefit, he  m igh t argue, is suggestive  o f an  u ltim ate  

natural or m etaphysical com m ensurability  betw een ind iv idua l in terests . For 

C alhoun, such exam ples w ou ld  serve as proof of a g lorious a n d  beneficent 

Divine P rovidence th a t has estab lished  com m ensurability  of in te res ts  as a 

possib ility  to be  ac tu a lized  by  m an  th ro u g h  the  a rt of s ta te sm a n sh ip .5 

H ow ever, o n  th e  is s u e  o f  th e  u ltim a te  c o m m e n s u ra b i l i ty  o r 

incom m ensurab ility  of in te rests , C alhoun 's  clear-eyed o p tim ism  an d  p ie ty  

appears to contrast sharp ly  w ith , for exam ple, the om inous pessim ism  and 

im p ie ty  of h is y o u n g e r G e rm a n  con tem porary , K arl M arx , w ith  h is

5 Cf. Francis Hutcheson. An Inquiry Concerning Beauty. Order. Harmony, and Design, p. 67 in 
An Inquiry in the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue fLondon: 1753):

Interest  must lead Beings of limited Powers, who are uncapable of a great D i v e r s i t y  of 
Operations, and distracted by them, to choose this frugal Oeconomy of their Forces, 
and to look upon such Management as an Evidence of W isdom  in other Beings  like 
themselves.
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c o n cep tio n  of in e v ita b le  c lass conflict. 6 B u t, M a rx  a n d  o th e rs  

no tw ithstand ing , C alhoun  w o u ld  poin t o u t th a t the  p a rtic ip an ts  in  a well- 

o rdered  constitu tional regim e possess a pa rtic ipa to ry  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of the 

com m ensurability  of in terests; an  u n d ers tan d in g  w h ich  serves b o th  as the 

g ro u n d  of a b s trac t u n d e rs ta n d in g  an d  th eo re tica l e x p la n a tio n  o f this 

com m ensu rab ility  b y  the  p o litica l p h ilo so p h er, a n d  as th e  g u id e  and 

inspiration of the sta tesm an  occupied w ith  reform  or p reservation .

It is n o tew o rth y  too th a t the system  o f the  c o n cu rren t m ajority , 

p ro p erly  im p lem en ted , does n o t m erely  m in im ize  or e lim in a te  conflict 

betw een interests, b u t  d isposes them  to friendly com petition  to p rom ote  the 

com m on good  th ro u g h  the  p rom o tion  of o th e r in te res ts . B ut how ever 

im probable m ay  seem  the  no tions of u ltim ate  com m ensurab ility  o f in terest 

and  friendly com petition  be tw een  the d ifferen t p o rtio n s of the com m unity,

6 A more systematic comparison between these two thinkers should be quite instructive, and 
has yet to be carried out. Calhoun anticipated Marx in providing an account of class struggle, 
for example. Calhoun placed more emphasis on the causal role of the structure of government in 
aggravating or resolving such conflict, whereas Marx tended to view government as merely part 
of the ideological superstructure residing on the foundation of material productive forces. See, 
for example, in A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy (International Library 
Publishing Company Inc., 1904), 12, where Marx writes:

At a certain stage of their development, the material forces of production in society 
come in conflict with the existing relations of production, or — what is but a legal 
expression for the same thing — with the property relations within which they had 
been at work before. From forms of development of the forces of production these 
relations turn into their fetters. Then comes the period of social revolution. With the 
change of the economic foundation the entire immense superstructure is more or less 
rapidly transformed. In considering such transformations the distinctions should 
always be made between the material transformation of the economic conditions of 
production which can be determined with the precision of natural science, and the 
legal, political, religious, aestetic or philosophic — in short ideological forms in which 
men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out.

A bare and highly problematic beginning in comparing the ideas of Calhoun and Marx 
on class struggle has been made in two studies hostile to Calhoun: Richard N. Current, "John C. 
Calhoun, Philosopher of Reaction" Antioch Review. Vol. 3, No. 2 (Summer 1943), 223-234; and 
Richard Hofstadter, "John C. Calhoun: The Marx of the Master Class," in The American 
Political Tradition fNew York. 19481.
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their reality and  possib ility  becom e clearer w h en  w e exam ine, for exam ple, 

th a t po rtion  of the D isq u isitio n  p e rta in in g  to th e  ex tension  of the  rig h t of 

suffrage, or of w hat w e called in C hapter V, the firs t princip le  of constitu tion . 

(35-36)

Here w e are to ld  ab o u t ano ther advan tage  w hich  governm ents of the

concu rren t m ajority  h a v e  over those of the  n u m erica l m ajority, one th a t

does m uch to exp la in  th e ir  respective tendencies to u n ite  and  d iv id e  the

com m un ity , and  w h ich  "strong ly  illustra tes" the  m ore p o p u la r character of

c o n c u rre n t m ajo rity  g o v e rn m e n ts . A cco rd in g  to C a lh o u n , c o n c u rre n t

m ajority  governm ents "ad m it, w ith  safety, a m u ch  g rea te r extension of the

righ t of suffrage." (35) H e writes:

[The righ t of suffrage] m ay  be safely ex tended  in  such  governm ents to 
universal suffrage: th a t is — to every m ale citizen  of m ature age, w ith  
few ord inary  exceptions; b u t it cannot be so far ex tended in those of the 
num erical m ajority , w ith o u t p lacing them  u ltim ate ly  under the 
control of the m ore  igno ran t and  dependen t portions of the 
com m unity . For, as the com m unity  becom es popu lous, wealthy, 
refined, and h igh ly  civilized, the difference b e tw een  the rich and  the 
poor w ill becom e m ore strongly  m arked; an d  the num ber of the 
ignorant and  d ep en d en t g reater in p ropo rtion  to the rest of the 
com m unity . W ith the increase of this difference, the tendency to 
conflict betw een  them  w ill becom e stronger; and , as the poor and  
dependent becom e m ore num erous in  p ro p o rtio n , there  w ill be, in 
governm ents of the  num erica l m ajority, no w an t of leaders am ong the 
w ealthy and  am bitious, to excite and d irect them  in their efforts to 
obtain the control. (35-36)

This highly  suggestive  passage goes far tow ards explain ing no t only the 

ten d en cy  to w ard s  d e m a g o g u e ry  in  ab so lu te  dem o crac ies , b u t  a lso , the  

persistence and  vo latility  o f class conflict d u rin g  o u r m o d em  dem ocratic era. 

In  particu lar, it u n d e rsco re s  th e  v u ln erab ility  o f dem ocracies in  w h ich
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abso lu te  elem ents p redom inate  to socialistic-com m unistic revo lu tion .7 Also,

the  fact th a t class conflict has ten d ed  no t to reach  v io len t revo lu tionary

p ro p o rtio n s  in o th er com m un ities 8 is h a rd ly  m ere co incidence . For as

C alhoun  says of governm ents o f the  concurrent m ajority:

There, m ere num bers have  no t the  absolute control; an d  the w ealthy  
and  intelligent being iden tified  in  interest w ith  the  po o r an d  ignorant 
of their respective po rtions or interests of the  com m unity, becom e their 
leaders and protectors. A n d  hence, as the latter w o u ld  have neither 
hope nor inducem ent to ra lly  the form er in o rder to ob tain  the control, 
the right of suffrage, u n d e r  such  a governm ent, m ay  be safely enlarged 
to the extent stated  [i.e., un iversa l male suffrage], w ith o u t incurring  the 
hazard  to w hich such en la rgem en t w ould  expose governm ents of the 
num erica l m ajority. (36)

So the degree to w hich  a com m unity  is susceptib le to  class conflict and 

to the  convulsions and  inconveniences w hich n a tu ra lly  a tten d  such  conflict 

m ay  be determ ined, in large p a rt, b y  reference to the p ropo rtion  of absolute to 

constitu tional elem ents w ith in  th a t com m unity 's governm ent. In  particu lar, 

absolu te  dem ocratic governm ental structures tend  to b reed  class conflict due 

to  their inability  to extend su ffrage  safely, w hile co n stitu tio n a l dem ocracies 

te n d  to enjoy m ore h a rm o n io u s  re la tions be tw een  th e ir  v a rio u s  classes. 

T h ere fo re , the s tru c tu re  of a co m m u n ity 's  g o v e rn m e n t -- th ro u g h  its 

d istinctive  operational tendencies — is a principal cause o f e ither conflict or 

harm ony  betw een classes.9

B ut a lth o u g h  g o v e rn m e n ts  of the c o n c u rre n t m a jo rity  te n d  to

7 The Provisional Government (Jul. to Oct. 1917) of Alexander Kerensky (1881-1970) and the 
Weimar Republic (1919-1933) were two such ill-fated democracies.

8 For example, the United States, Canada, and Great Britain.
8 Evidently then, Calhoun's "structuralist -governmental" explanation of class conflict 

constitutes a refutation — ahead of time — of the Marxian view that class conflict arises 
primarily from the workings of material productive forces. And so communities with the same 
productive forces may fare differently as regards their susceptibility to and experience of class 
conflict, due to their possessing fundamentally different governmental structures.
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harm onize the various portions of a com m unity, and  thereby underscore the 

ultim ate com m ensurab ility  of ind iv idual in terests, they  neither prom ise nor 

bring about the sort of radical re-constituting of h u m an  natu re  proposed , for 

exam ple, by M arx, w ith  his idyllic  M arxian M an ap p ea rin g  a t the end of 

history.10 In s te a d , C a lh o u n , as w e h a v e  se en , re je c te d  all su ch  

prognostications of the infinite perfectibility  of m an  as so m any  dangerous 

delusions ro o ted  u ltim ate ly  in  h u m an  a rrogance  an d  conceit. W ith an  

A ugustin ian  apprecia tion  of h u m an  frailty, C alhoun  v iew ed ou r hum an, all- 

too -hum an  p assio n s as u n transcendab le  fea tu res capable of on ly  lim ited  

developm ent an d  im provem ent, and  our general h u m an  condition, indelibly 

m arked by  orig inal sin, as susceptible, in this earth ly  life, of palliation  at best. 

T hus C a lh o u n , th e  C h r is t ia n  s ta te sm an , w o u ld  g ive  a c h asten ed  

recom m endation of life. To his daughter, the beloved A nna M aria, he wrote:

You m ust no t suppose, that in contending  ag[ai]nst corruption & 
interest, th a t I am  im pelled by  the hope of success. H ad  tha t been the 
case, I w ou ld  long since have retired from  the conflict. Far higher 
m otives im pel me; a sense of duty; to do our best for our country, & 
leave the rest to Providence. I hold, the du ties of life, to be greater than 
life itself, and  that in  perform ing them  m anfully, even ag[ai]nst hope, 
our labour is no t lost, b u t w ill be productive of good in  after times. 
Indeed, I regard  this life very  m uch as a struggle ag[ai]nst evil, & that to 
him , w ho acts on  p roper principle, the reward is in the struggle, more 
than in the victory itself, although-that greatly  enhances it. So strong is 
m y faith  in  this belief, m y dear Daughter, tha t no appreciation  of my 
efforts, e ither by  the present, or after tim es, is necessary to sustain  me 
in strugg ling  to do m y  du ty  in  resisting w rong, especially w here our

'°As we are told in Capital, private property and the proletariat are opposites forming an 
antagonistic "whole." But this whole is bound ultimately for dissolution, since private 
property possesses an inherent tendency to generate more and more proletariat, and the 
proletariat is "conscious of itself as a dehumanization and hence abolishes itself." See Karl 
Marx, Capital in The Marx-Engels Reader, ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: W. W. Norton & 
Company,1978). And for an excellent critical summary of Marx's economics and philosophy, see 
Thomas Sowell, Marxism: Philosophy and Economics fNew York: William Morrow and 
Company, Inc., 1985).
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country  is concerned, although I p u t  a h igh  value on  re n o w n .11

W ith in  the  lim its of h um an  n a tu re  as estab lished  by  G od, how ever, 

m uch  can be accom plished  for w hich  it is the  d u ty  of all m en  to strive. 

T hrough  the  con trivances of constitu tiona l a rt, as it w ere , the  various 

passions are susceptib le  of being p u t in  the service of m an. For exam ple, the 

riv a lry  e lic ited  b y  the  g o v ern m en t of th e  c o n c u rre n t m ajo rity  d iffers 

fundam en ta lly  from  th a t incited and  p ro m o te d  by  the governm en t of the  

num erical m ajority . The latter is a b itter struggle  for the control of the pow ers 

of governm ent, m ark ed  by  lack of sc rup le , b e tw een  tw o g rea t hostile an d  

irreconcilable parties; w hile the  form er is a  friend ly  com petition  in  w hich the 

various in te rests of the  com m unity, secure in  them selves th ro u g h  the pow er 

of self-protection, v ie  w ith  one another am iab ly  an d  w ith  m u tu a l deference 

to prom ote  the  in terests of each other and  of the  whole. T hus rivalry as a 

passion  developed  o r actualized w ith in  the concu rren t system  is rendered  a 

force for u n ity  ra th e r  th an  d ivision. H en ce , th ro u g h  the  o p e ra tio n  or 

influence of the  s tru c tu re  of the governm en t of the  co n cu rren t majority, the 

h um an  d isp o sitio n  or passion  of rivalry  is tu rn ed  to the  good  of m an, and  

aw ay from  his destruction .

This influence of the structure of governm en t on  the passions suggests, 

of course, the in tim ate  relation betw een the political and  the  m oral, and m ore 

specifically, the  re la tion  betw een unification  an d  v irtue , an d  betw een  public  

and  p rivate  m orals. H aving  described the  d ifference in  the  opera tion  of the  

concurren t an d  nu m erica l system s from  a m ore  s tric tly  po litica l p o in t of 

view , or as re g a rd s , in  p articu lar, the. u n if ic a tio n  o r d iv is io n  of th e  

com m unity  (36-38); C alhoun  tu rn s to consider tlie ir effects from  a m oral

"To Anna Maria Calhoun Clemson, 7 March 1848; Clemson University.
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point of v iew  (38-40). D oing so, he finds that the effects of the two d ispara te

system s, num erica l and  concurrent, w ould  be as g rea t from  the m oral po in t of

view  as from  the political:

Indeed , public  and  private  morals are so nearly  allied, tha t it w ould  be 
difficult for it to be otherwise. That w hich  corrup ts and  debases the 
co m m u n ity , politically, m ust also corrup t and  debase it morally. The 
sam e cause, w hich, in  governm ents of the num erica l m ajority, gives to 
p a rty  attachm ents and  antipathies such force, as to place party  trium ph  
and  ascendency above the safety and  p ro sperity  of the comm unity, w ill 
ju s t as certainly  give them  sufficient force to overpow er all regard  for 
tru th , justice, sincerity, and m oral obligations of every description. It is, 
accordingly, found  th a t in the violent strifes be tw een  parties for the 
h igh  an d  g littering  prize of governm ental honors and  em olum ents — 
falsehood, injustice, fraud , artifice, slander, a n d  breach  of faith, are 
freely resorted  to, as legitim ate w eapons -- follow ed by all their 
co rrup ting  and debasing  influences. (38)

Such, th en , are the effects on public  m orals of the opera tion  of the

go v ern m en t o f the  num erica l majority. O n the o th er h an d , the effects on

public m orals of the  opera tion  of the governm ent o f the concurrent m ajority

are qu ite  different:

In the  governm en t of the concurrent m a jo rity ,. . . ,  the same cause 
w hich  p reven ts such strife, as the m eans of ob tain ing  power, and  
w hich  m akes it the  in terest of each portion  to  conciliate and prom ote 
the in terests of the others, w ould exert a pow erfu l influence tow ards 
pu rify ing  and  elevating  the character of die governm ent and the 
peop le , m orally, as w ell as politically. (38-39)

So g o v e rn m en t effects com m unity  through, its various operations, or 

th rough  the exercise of its pow ers. Also, governm ents m ay differ am ong each 

other as reg ard s bo th  the au thorized  an d  u n au th o rized  pow ers they possess 

and exercise. A nalogously, com m unities differ am ong  one another as regards 

their in te rnal and  external conditions, or as regards the ir m aterial, m oral, and  

physical c ircum stances. W hen governm ent and  com m unity  are com bined, as
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they m ust be for the p reservation  of the latter, the struc tu re  and operations of

governm ent can n o t b u t effect the com m unity, as w e have seen, in various

and im portant w ays.

T h a t g o v e rn m e n ta l a rra n g em e n ts  in flu en ce  the  m o ra ls  of the

com m unity h ad , of course, been  a m uch  d iscussed  them e of som e political

w riters p rio r to  C alhoun . K ant, for exam ple, u n d e rs to o d  in  a very general

w ay the sa lu ta ry  effects of political constitu tion  on  a com m unity  su ited  for

that governm enta l form . In his "Idea for a U niversal H isto ry", speaking of

constitution as a "sta te  of restriction", he observed:

M an, w ho is otherw ise so enam ored w ith  un res tra ined  freedom , is 
forced to en ter this state of restriction by sheer necessity. A nd this is 
indeed the m ost stringen t of all form s of necessity, for it is im posed by 
m en u p o n  them selves, in that their inclinations m ake it im possible for 
them  to exist side by side for long in a state of w ild  freedom . But once 
enclosed w ith in  a precinct like th a t of civil, un ion , the sam e 
inclinations have the m ost beneficial effect. In  the  sam e way, trees in a 
forest, by  seeking  to deprive each other of air an d  sunlight, compel each 
other to find  these by  upw ard  grow th, so tha t they  grow  beautiful and 
straight — w hereas those which p u t ou t branches a t w ill, in  freedom  
and in  isolation from  others, grow stun ted , ben t and  tw is te d .12

W ith  h is  a rb o re a l s im ile , K an t e x p la in s  h o w  c o n s titu tio n a l 

governm ent is a m eans by  w hich  m an disciplines h im self w ith  an eye to a 

fuller developm ent of his n a tu ra l capacities. The sam e n a tu ra l inclinations 

that existed before the  adven t of constitutional governm ent exist w ith it. Yet, 

the struc tu re  p ecu lia r to th a t form  of governm ent channels an d  conditions 

these in c lin a tio n s  in  sa lu ta ry  w ays, w h ereas  b e fo re , in  the  s ta te  of 

unrestra ined  freedom , these inclinations tended  to m is-developm ent and  to 

social dissolution.

,zSee Immanuel Kant, "Idea for a Universal History" in Great Political Thinkers . ed. 
William Ebenstein and Alan O. Ebenstein (Austin: Harcourt Brace Jovanich, 1988), 536.
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K ant's sim ile concerning the influence of governm ent on m orals is ap t 

and instructive as far as it goes; b u t the p rob lem  w ith  his account, of course, is 

that there is no  explanation of precisely  h o w  the  structu re  of g o v ern m en t 

effects m oral developm ent. Like o ther po litica l w riters p rio r to C a lh o u n 13, 

Kant d id  n o t exp la in  the specific p rocess w hereby  m orals are effected  by  

governm ental arrangem ents. As w e shall, see, it w as discoveries such  as this 

w hich m ade it possible for C alhoun  to d ra w  m ore sharply  w h a t h a d  been  

thereto a very  vague and  im perfectly d ra w n  distinction betw een absolu te  and  

co n stitu tio n a l fo rm s of governm ent. T h is theo re tical d ev e lo p m en t an d  

clarification, in  tu rn , served to h igh ligh t the  advantages and d isadvan tages of 

each form , th e reb y  p reparing  the w ay  fo r the  im provem ent of p o litica l 

practice.

It is in  h is discussion of the effects o n  public  and private m orals of the 

operation of the  num erical and concurren t system s that Calhoun discloses an  

in sigh t w h ich , in d ep en d en t of any  o th e r  co n trib u tio n  or co n sid e ra tio n , 

w arrants for its au tho r a place alongside th e  best m oral and political th inkers

13 There is Aristotle, for example, who came as close perhaps as anyone prior to Calhoun to 
describing this process. In Book DC of the Nicomachean Ethics, he says that "law is reason that 
proceeds from a sort of intelligence and understanding" (1180 a). Also, at 1179b-1180a:

. . .  it is hard for someone to be trained correctly for virtue from his youth if he has not 
been brought up under correct laws, since the many, especially the young, do not find it 
pleasant to live in a temperate and resistant way. Hence laws must prescribe their 
upbringing and practices; for they will not find these things painful when they get used 
to them. Presumably, however, it is not enough to get the correct upbringing and 
attention when they are young; rather, they must continue the same practices and be 
habituated to them when they become men. Hence we need laws concerned with these 
things also, and in general with all of life. For the many yield to compulsion more than 
to argument, and to sanctions more than to what is fine.

See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics. Trans, by Terence Irwin. (Indianapolis:
Hackett Publishing Company, 1985), 293.
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of the West. This d isclosure begins w ith  his observation  th a t the concurrent

and num erical system s differ so dram atically  in their effects on  public  m orals

because the  tw o  system s, by v irtue  of the ir d iffe ren t s tru c tu re s , involve

different m eans of acqu iring  governm ental pow er o r influence. H ence "the

m eans of acqu iring  pow er — or, m ore correctly, in fluence" — in  governm ents

of the c o n cu rren t m ajo rity  is the reverse  of th a t in  g o v e rn m en ts  of the

num erical m ajo rity  (39):

Instead  o f the  vices, by which it is acquired in tha t of the num erical 
m ajo rity , the  opposite  virtues — tru th , justice, integrity, fidelity, and  all 
others, b y  w hich  respect and  confidence are inspired , w o u ld  be the 
m ost certa in  and  effectual m eans of acquiring it. (39)

The d isc lo su re  proceeds as C alhoun  tracks the good  effects of the 

concurrent system  and  the bad  effects o f the num erical system  from  the public 

realm  in to  the p riv a te  realm , or from  their effects on  the m o ra l behav io r of 

political lead ers  to the ir effects on the  character o f o rd in a ry  citizens and 

subjects. H ence, the  effects on m orals of these governm ental system s extend 

beyond  those  w h o  take an  active p a rt  in  the g o v ern m en ta l affairs of the 

com m unity . T he final revelation of the insigh t com es w h en  C a lhoun  turns 

to consider governm en ta l system s or struc tu res as one am ong  all the  various 

causes of the fo rm ation  of the m oral character of the people.

C om paring  these various causes, he finds that:

For all th e  causes w hich contribute to form  the character o f a people, 
those b y  w h ich  pow er, influence, and  s tand ing  in  the governm en t are 
m ost certain ly  and  readily obtained, are, by  far, the m ost pow erfu l.
These a re  the  objects m ost eagerly sought of all o thers b y  the talen ted  
and  aspiring; and  the possession of w hich  com m ands the  g rea test 
respect a n d  adm iration. But, ju st in  p ropo rtion  to th is respect and  
adm ira tion  w ill be their appreciation by  those, w hose energy, intellect, 
and  position  in  society, are calculated to exert the  g reatest influence in 
form ing th e  character of a people. (39)
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In  a sse rtin g , as he  d o es , th a t  the  in flu en ce  o f g o v e rn m e n ta l 

arrangem ents on  m orals ten d s to exceed the com bined influences of religion 

and education , C alhoun  does n o t in tend  to deny  th a t -- so far as the m oral 

developm ent of particu lar ind iv idua ls , groups, o r classes w ith in  a society are 

concerned — there are instances in  w hich  the latter causes, e ith e r singly or in 

com bination , h ave  o v e rp o w ere d  th e  form er.. C a lh o u n 's  a rg u m e n t here, 

typical of the D isqu isition , is one ro o ted  in  an  o b se rv a tio n  of genera l 

tendencies, or of the o p e ra tio n  of law s of h u m an  association . H ence, any 

apparen t counter-exam ples m ay  be explained in  term s of som e account of an 

in o rd in a te  or a ty p ica l in flu en ce  of som e c o u n te r-v a ilin g  ten d en cy , or 

com bination of tendencies. In d iv id u a l historical instances, th en , in  w hich 

religion and  m oral education , generally  conceived, have been  fo u n d  to be the 

p repondera te  m oral in fluence on  ind iv iduals or g ro u p s, are  recogn ized  as 

rem arkable, or as som eth ing  extraordinary .

C ertainly there have b een  and  w ill continue to be n u m ero u s  instances 

h istorically  in w hich  re lig ion  an d  m oral education , w elling  u p , as it w ere, 

either in  som e influential leader or in  som e group, have  succeeded  for a tim e 

in overpow ering  the  m oral in fluence  of governm enta l s tru c tu re . But like 

those instances, described in  C hap ter II, in  w hich the  social feelings are for a 

tim e fe lt m ore in te n se ly  th a n  the  in d iv id u a l fee lings, th e  u n u su a l or 

exceptional character of such  instances is evinced in  o u r  reactions to these 

occurrences. As p a rtic ip a n ts  o u rse lves in som e p o litica l o rder, w e are 

acquain ted  w ith  w h a t w e m ig h t call the  norm al, inertia l, a n d  unreflective 

course of h um an  po litica l behavior. For this reason , w e te n d  n a tu ra lly  to
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view  instances in  w hich  re lig ion  or m oral education  p reva il as rem arkable 

an d  ex trao rd inary . R e flec tin g  on  such  e x tra o rd in a ry  in s tan ces , o r 

pa rtic ip a tin g  in  one o u rse lv es , w e are  at least d im ly  aw are  th a t som e 

fundam ental law  of h u m an  behav io r and association has been  overpow ered , 

for a time, by  som e coun ter-vailing  force. Thus the deep im pression  m ade 

w ith in  a g en era l soc ie ty  b y  the  behav io r of m o ra lly  " in d e p e n d e n t"  

individuals or g roups, w henever such  countervailing tendencies prevail for a 

tim e, is the strongest p roof, C alhoun  m ight say, tha t such instances are to be 

regarded as exceptions to som e general though vaguely  understood  law  of ou r 

nature. A nd this law  of the  political w orld  declares th rough  its operation  tha t 

the  stru c tu re  of g o v e rn m en t, o r the m anner in  w h ich  the  in te rests  o r 

portions of the com m unity  are  o rganized  politically, is the principal cause of 

the m oral character of a people.

M oreover, the  p a r tic u la r  m eans requ ired  to  o b ta in  go v ern m en ta l 

pow er and  influence, in  a g iven  instance, tend to receive the  sanction  and  

ap p rova l of those "w h o se  energy , in tellect, and  p o sitio n  in  society, are  

calculated to exert the g rea test influence in  form ing the character of a people." 

(39) This sanction  an d  a p p ro v a l, issued  from  w hatever reasons, tends to 

prove, in every instance, m ora lly  decisive for the entire com m unity. H ence 

the means by  w hich pow er is obtained sets the m oral exam ple and  tone, as it 

w ere , for the  en tire  com m un ity . Respect and  ap p rec ia tio n  for pow er, 

influence, and  s tan d in g  in  the  governm ent tend to confer legitim acy on  the 

m eans by w hich these goods are obtained, w hatever those m eans m ay be, and  

independen t of w he ther th is respect an d  appreciation are w ell-placed or ill- 

p laced  in  a g iven  in s tan ce . For the  considera tion  o f w h e th e r  or n o t
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g o v e rn m en ta l pow er, in f lu e n c e , a n d  s ta n d in g  d e s e rv e  re s p e c t  and  

appreciation in a given instance requires a feat of reflection  to w ard s w hich 

the m ass of ind iv iduals in an y  com m unity, being  essentially  unreflective by 

habit, are indisposed.

The sta tesm an, then , m u s t be thorough ly  acq u a in ted  w ith  and  ever 

m indful of the full force of w h a t w e m ay call the exam ple of governm ental 

power. For recall, as w e a rg u e d  earlier, th a t D av id  H u m e  w as correct in 

teaching that all political a u th o rity  is rooted in  op in ion , an d  in  underscoring  

thereby  a perenn ial c ircum stance  w hich  n a tu ra lly  p ro m p ts  one concerned 

w ith  the origin and  legitim acy of political arrangem ents to a consideration  of 

the various causes of op in ion . Follow ing up  on  H u m e 's  insigh t, C alhoun 

teaches that a m ajor influence on  opin ion  and behavior, especially  am ong the 

politically  unreflective p o rtio n  of the  com m unity, is the  m eans by  w hich 

pow er is gained and  h e ld .14

W ere the m ass o f m e n  co n stitu ted  d ifferen tly , so as to  be m ore 

reflective and  de libera tive , one sh o u ld  expect th a t the  in fluence  of the 

struc tu re  of governm ent, re la tiv e  to the o ther causes w h ich  de te rm ine  the 

m oral character of a people, inc lud ing  education an d  relig ion , w o u ld  n o t be 

so great. But, lest w e fall u n d e r  the  delusion th a t the actions of the  m ass of 

m en are determ ined and  d irec ted  by  their ow n su sta in ed  an d  self-conscious 

reasoning, H um e rem inds us th a t " . . .  m ankind are a lm ost en tirely  gu ided  by 

[internal] constitu tion  a n d  tem p er, and  . . . g en era l m ax im s h av e  little 

influence, b u t so far as they  affect ou r taste or sen tim en t."15 T aking h um an

14 Although our focus here is on the example of political power and its influence on morals, 
other kinds of power exist which provide public examples that tend to influence morals, 
including, for example, economic or financial power.

15 See David Hume, "The Sceptic" in Essays: Moral. Political, and Literary (Indianapolis: 
Liberty Fund, 1987), 169.
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n a tu re  as it is, how ever, the exam ple of political pow er, for good o r ill, tends

to overw helm  all o th er influences on  m orals com bined  th ro u g h  its continual

presence, sheer palpab ility , and  the  deep and  u n fad in g  im pression  these sear

into the aw areness of every  p o rtio n  of the com m unity. So governm enta l

pow er, standing , an d  influence ten d  to hold a fascination  an d  p res tige  in  the

eyes of m en that are, in  the end , all b u t unassailable and  insuperab le; and  this

circum stance is p e rh a p s  as fru s tra tin g  and  vex in g  to the  in fo rm ed  and

patrio tic  reform er as it is to the careless and inchoate revo lu tionary  or to the

self-consciously m alevo len t enem y of order.

In any com m un ity , the  m ass of m en, a lo n g  w ith  the  ta len ted  and

a sp irin g , ten d  to live  a n d  to ac t u n re flec tiv e ly  w ith in  a n e tw o rk  of

overlapp ing  system s of incentives an d  d isincen tives of w h ich  th a t political

com m unity  consists. T ypically  forem ost am ong  these  sy stem s, b o th  as

regards its v isib ility  an d  its influence on the com m unity , is th a t struc tu re  of

incentives an d  d isincen tives, o r o f rew ards an d  p u n ish m en ts , th a t is the

p rin c ip a l co n tro llin g  p o w e r o f society  th a t is g o v e rn m e n t. W ith in  a

com m unity , governm en t is a system  of incentives a n d  d isincentives over and

am ong  o ther system s, w h ich , in  its influence, w h e th e r  d irec t o r ind irect,

reaches every com er of th a t general com m unity and  beyond.

T hus, says C a lh o u n , th e  m eans by  w h ic h  g o v e rn m e n ta l pow er,

stand ing , and  in fluence are  ob ta ined  are the p rin c ip a l causes o f th e  m oral

character of a people:

If know ledge, w isdom , patrio tism , and  v irtue , be  the m ost certain  
m eans of acqu iring  them , they  w ill be m ost h igh ly  app recia ted  and  
assiduously  cultivated ; and  th is w ould cause them  to becom e 
prom inent tra its  in  the  character of the people. But if, on  the  contrary, 
cunning, frau d , treachery, an d  party  devotion be the m ost certain , they 
will be the m o st h igh ly  p rized , and becom e m arked  features in  their
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character. (39)

So the v irtues tend to becom e m arginalized  and  scarce w here they  lack 

u tility  in  ga in in g  or reta in ing  governm en ta l pow er: A nd likew ise w ith  the  

vices. S ound  constitu tion  m akes the v irtu e s  usefu l in the acqu isition  of 

pow er, s tand ing , an d  influence; a n d  by ren d erin g  them  thus useful, d iffuses 

them  th ro u g h o u t a  com m unity.

Recalling o u r discussion in  the  p rev ious chap ter of w hat an  in terest is; 

in a governm ental system  in w hich  every significant 16 constitu tional in te res t 

in  the com m unity  has the p o w er of self-protection, the ind iv idual m em bers 

of the in terests, acting  together, w ill e levate  to places of tru s t and  pow er, 

those w ho  w ill, th ro u g h  their w isdom  an d  experience, no t only  rep re sen t 

that in terest faithfully  and skillfully, bu t w ho  w ill be honoured and  respected  

by  m em bers of the  o ther in terests, because of their elevated m oral character 

an d  the ir m an ifes t d isp o sitio n  to jo in  w ith  those  ou tside  th e ir  p e cu lia r  

in te res t in  p u rs u it  of the com m onw eal. The exam ple of such  w ise  a n d  

v irtuous leadersh ip , in  turn , inspires im itation  on the part of the generality ,

18 Although Calhoun does not state explicitly and directly what makes an interest 
significant, one may responsibly surmise from his account in the Disquisition that a significant 
interest is one which, were it to be excluded from governmental power to the point that it is 
unable to protect itself against the depredations of other, empowered interests; the quantity of 
its material holdings, and the extent to which these holdings excite the avarice of the 
powerful, are such that the plunder principle, discussed in Chapter VI, would become active.
In the Discourse, for example, Calhoun describes the process whereby the Southern states, by 
degrees, lost their power of self-protection and were thereby rendered vulnerable to 
depredations originating in the Northern and Western sections of the Union. (See the Discourse 
in Union and Liberty. 224-239.1 More recently citizens of several northern Italian provinces, 
chafing under disproportionate fiscal exactions and interference in provincial affairs by the 
central government in Rome, have formed the Lega Norde (Northern League), a decentralist- 
secessionist organization. Around the world, scores of decentralist movements now exist among 
interests or portions of communities, whether unitary or confederal, whose members are bent on 
escaping the operation of the plunder principle as described by Calhoun. And the United 
States, of course, are the most striking and momentous illustration in modem times of such a 
movement, being themselves bom in secession and founded on the principle of decentralized 
power.
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and  the v irtues, th ro u g h  their new  association w ith  pow er and the prestige 

th is im p arts  to them , becom e w id esp read . In th is way, a g enu ine ly  

constitu tional po litical o rd er elevates v irtue  and  diffuses it th ro u g h o u t a 

com m unity . O n the  o ther h an d , the  circum stances and the forces at w ork  

characteristic of a com m unity  w ith  an  absolute form of governm ent are quite 

different.

U n d e r  a b so lu te  g o v e rn m e n ta l  fo rm s, w h e th e r  m o n a rc h ic a l, 

aristocratic, or dem ocratic, all of the d isparate , significant in terests of the 

com m unity  do no t enjoy the pow er of self-protection th rough  the use of a 

veto  or negative  on  the  actions of o ther in terests. W here there  is no 

institu tional p rov ision  of p ro tec tion  th rough  such a power, each interest w ill 

seek to obtain  control of the pow er of governm ent to defend itself from  the 

others. In  the absence of constitu tional elem ents such as the pow er of the 

veto or negative, a strugg le  for pow er inevitably occurs betw een the various 

in terests of the  co m m u n ity  w h ich  resu lts in  control for one do m in an t 

in terest or g roup  of in terests, w ith  the  other interests being excluded from  

effectual p o w er and  possib ly  even  from  partic ipation  in  the governm en t 

itself. In  such  a s ta te  — w here  self-preservation  is the despera te  and  all- 

consum ing  p re-occupa tion  of the  pow erless, and  w here a desire  for self- 

aggrandizem ent becom es, inevitably, the seducer of the pow erful — both  those 

w ho possess pow er an d  those excluded  from it for a tim e w ill, it m ust be 

expected, resort to any  m eans, includ ing  slander, fraud, and  deception of any 

sort, e ither to ob tain  or to re ta in  pow er, as their situation  dictates. Such a 

desperate  and  c o rru p tin g  sta te  of affairs cannot, in  its influence, b u t react 

dangerously  u p o n  the  fo rm ation  of the  m oral characters of the m ass of the
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com m unity . U nder su ch  cond itions, lead ers  or re p re se n ta tiv e s  w ill be 

selected from  the va rious in te res ts  w ho  w ill, by th e ir exam ple, p ro m p t 

w idespread  and  vicious im itation .

A nd so, w here vicious m eans are requisite  to gain  o r to reta in  political 

pow er, the exam ple of governm en ta l p o w er hangs over th e  com m unity  like 

an  en erv a tin g  pa ll -- se d u c in g , im p lica ting , c o rru p tin g , a n d  deaden ing . 

H ow ever, w here v irtue  is a  necessary  qualification  for p o litica l office and  

influence, the exam ple of p o w e r attains a lum inous brilliance  an d  enlivening 

force w hich penetrates, like the  w arm ing  an d  n u rtu rin g  rays of the sun , to 

every com er of the com m unity  — inspiring, exhorting, a n d  purifying.

N or is the  m oral force of the exam ple of g o v e rn m en ta l pow er and  

influence restricted  to the po litical or governm ental realm . Indeed , pow er is 

acquired and  retained  a t th e  various levels of society by  v a rio u s m eans, and  

these m eans are com m only determ ined , in  no slight degree, e ither directly or 

indirectly  by  the political o rgan iza tion  of the  society 's in te res ts . Thus there  

a re  s tru c tu res  of p o w e r in te rn a l to w h a t I called , in  C h a p te r  IX  the 

in term ediate  institu tions of th e  com m unity, and  these s tru c tu res  are form ed, 

to  som e degree, th rough  th e  influence of the  m oral exam ple  of governm ent. 

H ence  the v a rio u s  eco n o m ic , re lig ious , an d  c u ltu ra l  in s titu tio n s  an d  

behavior patterns of the com m unity  are u ltim ately  and  inev itab ly  effected, in 

various w ays, by  the m oral exam ple of governm ent. T he p rec ise  na tu re  of 

the  influence of governm en t's  exam ple here  depends u p o n  h o w  the various 

in te rm ed iate  in stitu tions re sp o n d  to th is exam ple. T h a t is, w h e th er they  

respond, generally speaking, w ith  acquiescence,, im itation, o r  defiance, or w ith  

som e com bination  of these . T hus a p eo p le  are  n o t m e re ly  co rru p ted  or
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uplifted  directly  by  the  vicious or v irtuous exam ples of their political leaders,

bu t by the responses of the interm ediate institu tions of the com m unity w hich

m ade the  ascendency  of these leaders to p o sitio n s  of pow er and  pub lic

prom inence possible in  the first place. M oreover, there is to be considered the

form ation of those quasi-govem m ental o rganizations w hose principal aim  is

the e x p an sio n  a n d  a llo ca tio n  of g o v e rn m e n ta l p a tro n a g e  — in c lu d in g

lobbying g roups characteristic  of spoils system s -- w hich  are only the m ore

apparen t m anifestations of the process w hereby  the exam ple of governm ental

pow er effects the genera l com m unity. Indeed , on  a general review  of the

m atter, the full effect and  im portance of the m o ra l exam ple of governm ental

p ow er -- itse lf a n  effect of som e ba lance  o r  im balance  in  the  po litica l

organization of the interests of a com m unity -- is im possible to calculate w ith

precision, and  can h a rd ly  be over-estim ated. H av ing  then  suggested the range

of the effects of the  m oral exam ple of governm ent, w e are p repared  to re tu rn

to the m ain  th read  of ou r discourse and  to consider C alhoun 's v iew  of the

full pow er or causal force of w hich this exam ple is susceptible.

Being the  p rin c ip a l causes of the  charac ter of a peop le  and  of the ir

leaders, the  m eans of ob ta in ing  pow er an d  in fluence , once fundam en ta lly

altered, th ro u g h  w hatever circum stances, w ill b rin g  sw eeping  changes:

So pow erfu l, indeed , is the operation  of the  concurren t majority, in  th is 
respect, that, if it w ere possible for a co rru p t and  degenerate com m unity  
to establish  an d  m ain tain  a w ell-organized governm ent of the kind, it 
w ou ld  of itself pu rify  and  regenerate them ; w hile, on  the other hand , a 
governm en t based  w holly  on the num erica l m ajority, w ould  just as 
certainly co rru p t and  debase the m ost pa trio tic  and  v irtuous people.
(39)

So if pow er corrup ts, and  absolute pow er tends to co rrup t absolutely, as
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Lord Acton sa id 17; it is also true  that the  restrictions on  pow er p rov ided  by- 

sound  constitution purify  public and private  m orals, and  that constitutionally 

exercised pow er tends to purify  them  absolutely. A ccording to Calhoun, then, 

w holesale transform ations of the m oral character of the  com m unity, effected 

th rough  som e a ltera tion  of the struc tu re  of go v ern m en t in  relation  to the 

various in terests or portions of the com m unity, m ay  be w rough t w ith in  the 

course of a single generation  or so. W hole com m unities can rise or fall on 

"the  scale of patrio tism  an d  v irtue", as C alhoun called it, w ith in  the span  of 

b u t a few years. (40) Less dram atic b u t ju st as ev iden t are the operational 

tendencies of these two d isparate  system s w here a single governm ent consists 

of som e adm ix tu re  of the ir elem ents. There w e find  th a t so great is the 

difference betw een the effects on  m oral character of these d isparate  elem ents, 

that:

. . . ju st as the one or the other elem ent p redom inates in  the 
construction of [the] governm ent, in the  sam e p ropo rtion  will the 
character of the governm ent and the people rise or sink in the scale of 
patrio tism  and virtue. N either religion nor education  can counteract 
the strong tendency of the num erical m ajority to co rrup t and  debase

17 See Lord Acton, letter to Bishop Mandell Creighton [April 5, 1887].

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

389

the peop le .18 (39-40)

From  the in sigh ts ju s t p re se n te d , w h ich  C a lh o u n  re la te s  in  h is 

articu lation  of w hat m ay be called his "pow er principle" of m orals, a num ber 

of n a tu ra l and ready  inferences m ay  be m ade. For exam ple , in  m ixed  

regim es, or w here the political a rrangem en ts of the com m unity  consist of 

som e adm ixture of absolute and  constitu tional elem ents, som e co m b in a tio n  

of b o th  vices and virtues w ill serve as the m ost certain an d  effectual m eans 

of ob tain ing  governm enta l pow er. T herefore, som e p e cu lia r  a n d  u n h o ly  

b lend  of vices and virtues — or m u ted  and  attenuated  forms of each — w ill yet 

p rove m ore effective than  its m orally  p u re r alternatives, bo th  good  and  bad. 

H ence, on the one side, this m ixed or m u te d  m oral character w ill possess 

m ore u tility  than  a m ore pu re ly  vicious character w hen the latter, th ro u g h  an

18 At first glance, Calhoun's observation that governmental structure tends to be the 
principal determinant of moral character appears to diminish the positive role of religion in 
society by relegating religion to a role that is morally subsidiary to government. In truth, 
however, religion's role in society would be thus diminished only if it turned out that this role 
is necessarily restricted to efforts to save individual souls through direct religious instruction. 
As it turns out, though, the role of religion in society involves much more. In fact, Calhoun's 
insight that the structure of government tends to be the principal cause of the morals of a 
people suggests that religion may have an additional and critically important role to play in 
establishing and maintaining beneficent and salutary governmental structures. Put another 
way: Although the salvation of individual souls through effective religious instruction is the 
most direct and visible aspect of religion's role in society, there is another less direct and far 
less visible aspect of religion's role or duty in society which is often overlooked. This less 
visible and less direct aspect is the part that religion is intended by the Creator to play 
directly in the establishment and preservation of a governmental form that is suited to the 
moral and physical circumstances of its community. Here, religion operates either as a 
revolutionary force for change or as a conservative force, depending on whether or not a 
community, in a given instance, has a government suited to its peculiar internal and external — 
or moral and physical — circumstances. (See the Disquisition in Union and Liberty. 41.1 But 
regardless of whether sound religion, in a given instance, assumes a more revolutionary or a 
more conservative posture, it always serves to cultivate and to perfect the statesmanly art in a 
community by infusing that art with Divine wisdom. And so, as it turns out, there are at least 
two indentifiable aspects of religion's role in society: a paedeutic aspect, where the soul of the 
individual is to be saved through direct educative and proselytizing efforts; and a statesmanly 
aspect, where religious doctrine is brought to bear on the human condition indirectly for the 
sake of establishing and preserving sound government.
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excess of vice, w ould  offend, once exposed, the m oral sensibility of the public, 

and  thereby  suffer setback o r failure in  his b id  for power. O n the  o ther side, 

the m ixed character w ill be  a t a p rem iu m , for the p u rpose  o f ob ta in in g  or 

re ta in ing  pow er, w here a m ore  v irtuous character, w hose unw illingness and  

re fu sa l to reso rt to all th e  v a rio u s  p o p u la rly  accep tab le  m ean s for the  

acquisition  of pow er m u st ren d er h im  ineffectual in  com parison  to one less 

scrupulous. In tu rn , the public , especially its less reflective portions, w ill tend  

to suffer, condone, and  ev en  im itate, in  their private  m orals, th is  m ix tu re  of 

vice and  virtue.

A nother easy  inference from  these insights is that w h en  vice is usefu l 

in  ob ta in in g  pow er, ex h o rta tio n s to th e  generality  to ren o u n ce  it a n d  to 

em brace v irtue instead  typically  am oun t to little m ore than  so m an y  va in  and  

futile pleas w hich m ust m ee t w ith  failure m ore often than  not. So one m ay 

lam ent the  presence of vices in  in d iv id u a l men; d ispositions w h ich  issue in  

large p a r t  from  u n c o n stra in ed  governm en t. But, C alhoun  w o u ld  say, to 

en d le ss ly  castigate  su ch  m en  ab o u t th e ir  degenera te  co n d itio n , a n d  by  

fecklessly exhorting  th em  to im prove , w ith o u t ad d ress in g  the  u n d e rly in g  

cause of their infirm ity , bespeaks an  ignorance b o m  of slo th  w hose  p roper, 

na tu ra l, and  inevitable rew ard  is despotism .

Vice, once em pow ered , cannot be effectively m et by  vap id  exhortations 

to v irtu e  or by appeals to justice u n su p p o rte d  b y  physical force. In stead , 

effective resistance to ty ran n y  begins w ith  a sense of sligh ted  in te res t in  the 

h e a r t  of the o p p ressed  in d iv id u a l, a n d  culm inates in  the fo rm atio n  of a 

successful confederacy w ith  o thers of like feeling ., Thus appeal to in d iv id u a l 

in terest is a t the core of resistance to tyranny. So the very roo t of resistance to

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

391

tyranny  is n o t a d is in te res ted  v irtue , w ere su c h  a th in g  possible, or even  

benevolence, b u t  is in stead  the selfish in te res t of the  oppressed . Therefore 

virtue and  in terest cannot be  understood  in d ep en d en tly  of one another.

W hereas a political constitu tion w orthy  o f the  nam e establishes v irtue  

as the ru le  and  vice as the  exception, ab so lu tism  ten d s to the opposite  by  

m aking vice the  ru le  and  v irtue  the  excep tion . In  com m unities w ith o u t 

genuine constitu tion , the  v irtues and  the  m en  w ho  possess them  and  stay  

tru e  to th em  in  th e  face of a v ic e -p ro d u c in g  o r m o ra lly  c o rru p tin g  

governm ent w ill ten d  to be m arginalized, and  th ereb y  consigned to the lot of 

the pow erless. A lso in  such  com m unities, th e  v irtu es  them selves, w here  

they  do  n o t su f fe r  the  neg lec t a n d  in d iffe re n c e  of a c o rru p t a n d  

u n c o m p re h e n d in g  g en era lity , w il l  s u f f e r  d e r i s io n  a n d  w i l l f u l  

m isrepresen tation  a t the hands of those am ong  the  m ost talen ted  and  gifted  

of the c o rru p t w h o  deem  the p reserva tion  of the  ex is ting  reign  of vice as 

necessary to the  p e rp e tu a tio n  of their ow n  p o w er, w ealth , and  prestige. The 

g reat e x p en d itu re s  of effort by u p rig h t o r v ir tu o u s  m en, in  any age, in  

abstaining from  recourse  to the vicious m eans endem ic  to a faulty political 

organization, a n d  the  d isadvan tage  in  p u rsu it o f w o rld ly  gains they  suffer 

thereby, are tes tim o n y  to the  great in fluence o f po litica l a rrrangem ents on  

m orals and  on  h u m a n  life generally.19

But in o rd e r  to u n d ers tan d  and  to app rec ia te  fu lly  C alhoun 's speech, 

just p resen ted , o n  the principal cause of m oral v irtue , one m ust u n ders tand  

first the erroneous beliefs w hich had  h in d ered  m u ch  of the  previous m oral

19 And, as a Christian, Calhoun held that during those darkest hours when men must live 
under the stifling pall of despotism or governmental oppression, the righteous man may attain 
his greatest triumphs in the face of a thousand temptations by heeding the promise, "Seek ye 
first the kingdom of God and His justice and all these things shall be added unto you."
(Matthew 6:33)
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and  political th eo riz in g  and  practice; errors w hich  C a lh o u n  w as able, for 

various reasons, to overcom e.

H ith erto , the  m ain  obstacle to the im p ro v em en t o r purification  of 

m orals in  political com m unities has been the m istaken  v iew  tha t if only we 

could fill po litical offices w ith  virtuous m en, the  com m onw eal w ould w in  

the constant and  exclusive solicitude of every portion  of the com m unity, and 

all w ould  be w ell, regard less of the influence of the stru c tu re  of governm ent 

itself. As I p o in te d  o u t in  C hapter II, the g rea test sing le  im pedim ent to 

im provem en t in  p o litica l practice  has been  the  e rro n eo u s  v iew  th a t all 

political p roblem s m ay  be reduced  ultim ately to m oral problem s, and no t to 

p roblem s re la tin g  d irec tly  to the  effective and  beneficen t coord ination  of 

in d iv id u a l w ills  an d  in te res ts  th rough  the  c o o rd in a tio n  of the various 

portions or genera l in terests of the com m unity. A no ther erroneous belief, 

closely a sso c ia ted  w ith  the  form er, is th a t e d u ca tio n  an d  relig ion , as 

influences on  m orals, are sufficient either of them selves and  in  com bination 

w ith  each o ther — w h en  app lied  vigorously and in  a m an n er com m ensurate 

w ith  a true  u n d e rs tan d in g  of hum an  na tu re  -- to effectively counteract or, 

even, to p rec lude  o u trig h t any  tendency to ty ranny  a n d  abuse of pow er that 

the hum an b reast m ay  harbour.

It sho u ld  be  n o ted  th a t these two errors have  typ ically  exerted their 

greatest influence over political theorizing an d  p rac tice  n o t as free-standing 

beliefs, b u t as essen tia l elem ents w ithin a n  older b u t too sim plistic m odel of 

the political good. W hat is neglected in  this m odel is a  consideration of the 

causal role o f the very  struc tu re  of governm ent itself o n  the  developm ent of 

hum an u n d e rs tan d in g  and  feeling, and, th rough  these, on  h u m an  action. By
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isolating and  ex p la in in g  th is causal role of the  s tru c tu re  of governm ent, 

Calhoun w as able to p rov ide  a m ore accurate an d  sub tle  account of all those 

conditions th a t sh a p e  the  m oral character of h u m a n ity  a n d  its political 

leaders.

To review: acco rd ing  to Calhoun, a p rincipal p rox im ate  cause of the 

m oral character of a peop le  and  their political leaders is the  m eans by w hich 

governm ental p o w e r is acqu ired  or retained, w hile  the  p rincipal and  m ore 

rem ote cause of m o ra l character is the structure  of g o v e rn m en t itself. In the 

rem ainder of th is chap ter, in  o rder to h ig h lig h t a n d  to  fu rth er illustra te  

C alhoun 's ph ilosoph ic  speeches on  the unification o f the  com m unity  and  on 

the  fo rm ation  of m o ra l character, I shall d iscu ss  som e in tim ations of 

C alhoun 's teaching  w ith in  the  philosophical trad ition .

In  C hap ter II, w h ile  conjecturing on  how  C a lh o u n  cam e up w ith  the 

dua l-p rincip le  of o u r  n a tu re , I said th a t he conce ived  of the  science of 

go v ern m en t as c o n c e rn e d  essen tia lly  w ith  the  so lu tio n  of com plex  

coordination problem s. O n this view, the statesm an, as the  practitioner of the 

science, is concerned  u ltim ate ly  w ith the sa lu ta ry  co o rd in a tio n  of h u m an  

wills, and  only m ed ia te ly  and  indirectly, w ith  p rese rv in g  and  im proving the 

m orals of the  g en e ra l com m unity , and of its leaders. For it is principally  

through the so lu tion  of com plex coordination p rob lem s, says Calhoun, tha t 

m orals a re  im p ro v e d  a n d  p e rp e tu a te d . S ig n ifican tly , so m eth in g  

ap p ro ach in g  th is c o n ce p tio n  by  C alhoun  of w h a t m ay  be called the 

coord ination  p ro b lem  of m orals  h ad  been  p ro p o u n d e d  a cen tu ry  and  a 

q u a rte r  befo re  b y  th e  I ta lia n  p h ilo so p h er a n d  p ro fe s so r  of rh e to ric ,
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G iam battista Vico (1668-1744).20

S how ing  a P la to n ic  concern  for m o ra l v irtu e  w h ile  e ch o in g  the

scandalous them e o f M andeville 21 tha t the  passions can be m ade to red o u n d

to public benefit, Vico, in his N ew  Science (1744), teaches that:

Legislation considers m an  as he is in  o rd e r to tu rn  him  to good uses in 
h um an  society. O u t of ferocity, avarice, an d  am bition, the th ree  vices 
w hich ru n  th ro u g h o u t the h um an  race, it  creates the m ilitary, 
m erchant, a n d  govern ing  classes, an d  th u s  the  strength , riches, and  
w isdom  of com m onw ealths. O ut of these  th ree  great vices, w h ich  
could certain ly  destroy  all m ankind o n  the  face of the earth , it m akes 
civil h a p p in e ss .22

A nd so, accord ing  to Vico, the h u m a n  passions can be m o d era ted  and

m ade  in to  h u m a n  v ir tu e s . M oreover, he  reg a rd s  th is  s in g u la r  and

paradoxical p ro p en sity  of na tu re  as proof th a t there is Divine Providence, and

further, that there is a d iv ine legislative m ind:

For ou t of th e  passions of m en each b e n t on  his private advan tage , for 
the sake of w h ich  they  w ould live like beasts in  the w ilderness, [the 
divine legislative m ind] has m ade the civil institu tions by  w h ich  they 
m ay live in  h u m a n  society.23

A lth o u g h  in s ig h tfu l  and  su g g e s tiv e , th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  

legislation and  th e  passions as a rticu la ted  b y  Vico w ould  requ ire  a fu ller 

developm ent, one in  term s of the specific m eans or practical constitu tiona l

20 The conception of politics as essentially or primarily a coordination problem may also be 
found in Spinoza, Hume, Smith, Hegel, and more recently, in the works of Nobel laureate 
economist (1974) and philosopher, F. A. Hayek. See especially, Hayek's The Counter- 
Revolution of Science: Studies an th e Abuse of Reason. (Glencoe, Illinois: The Free Press, 1952); 
Law. Legislation, and Liberty: A N ew  Statement of th e  Liberal Principles of Tustice and 
Political Economy. Vol. I, Rules and Order (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973); and 
Studies in Philosophy. Politics and Economics (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,1967).

21 See The Fable of th e  Bees, or Private Vices. Publick Benefits.
22 Giambattista Vico. The N ew  Science of Giambattista Vico flthaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1976), 62.
23 Ibid, 62.
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provisions th rough  w h ich  the passions m ay be  tran sfo rm ed  so as to effect 

civil happiness. As s ta ted  previously, such provisions h ad  a lready appeared  

a t various tim es in h isto ry . A nd  incidently, these provisions are p roduced , in 

large part, by w h a t Vico him self called h u m an  in g e n iu m . W hat rem ained  to 

be done after Vico, how ever, was to give a ph ilo soph ical account of these 

practical p rov isions, o r to explain  them  in  term s of h u m an  na tu re  and  of a 

first principle of politics. In  retrospect, it seem s so fitting  as to be beyond  

m ere coincidence th a t  the  deliverance of such  an  exp lanation  w o u ld  com e 

from  a philosopher, such  as C alhoun, w ho w as him self a m aster p rac titioner 

of the statesm anly art. Indeed , C alhoun 's D isqu isition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t m ay  

be read as a system atic and  orderly  developm ent — th rough  the discovery and  

theoretical use of the  dual-princip le  — of Vichian an d  Platonic insigh ts into 

the  nature  of m oral v irtue  and  its relation to h isto ry  an d  to the developm ent 1 

of the passions.

Tow ard the e n d  of the D isquisition, in  a  passage that m ay, indeed, be 

considered the logical an d  dram atic  clim ax of the w ork , C alhoun  describes 

w h a t he considers to be  the greatest possible ach ievem ent of the science of 

governm ent, an d  issues a w arn ing  as to the d ire  consequences to be expected 

from  the logical in v e rs io n  an d  co rru p tio n  of th is  ach ievem en t th ro u g h  

ignorance:

. . .  to enlist th e  ind iv idual on the side of the social feelings to 
prom ote the good  of the whole, is the greatest possible achievem ent of 
the science of governm ent; while, to enlist the social on  the side of the 
indiv idual to p rom o te  the interest of parties a t the expense of the good 
of the w hole, is the  greatest b lunder w hich  ignorance can possibly 
commit. (52)

H ere w e have a final and  climactic s ta tem ent suggesting  bo th  the  g rea t
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explanatory  pow er of the  dual-princip le  for political science and  legislation, 

and  the v ital im portance of the dual-principle  as a force active in  the  breasts 

of leaders and of the  generalty  in concrete political orders. The fate of the 

dual-principle as active, w e are told, is the principal de te rm inan t o f the fate 

of whole political com m unities. W hat is a t stake, so far as the  developm ent 

or conditioning of the  dual-p rincip le  is concerned, is n o th in g  less th an  the 

destinies and  fortunes of entire regions, comm unities, and  civilizations.

The fundam enta l sim ilarity  (and kinship even) be tw een  th e  accounts 

o f Vico an d  C a lh o u n , p re se n te d  h ere , is obvious a n d  s tr ik in g . Each 

ph ilosopher conceives the u ltim ate  aim  of legislation as the  tran sfo rm ation  

of the h um an  passions for the  good  of m en, and  each u n d e rs ta n d s  the 

destruction  that m u st ensue  w here so u n d  legislation is ab sen t from  h um an  

affairs. But w hat is p e rh ap s m ore notew orthy, in light of the fact th a t it is not 

know n th a t C alhoun  read  Vico, are sim ilarities such as the fo llow ing. For 

Calhoun, in  another passage of the D isquisition , refers to "avarice, am bition, 

and  rivalry" as the "strongest passions of the hum an heart" (37), as if echoing 

V ico's trilogy — "ferocity, avarice, and  am bition" — w hose com bined  pow er, 

once developed, "co u ld  certain ly  d estroy  all m ankind  on  the  face o f the 

earth ." So legislation in  general, and  constitution in  particu lar, is concerned 

w ith  the harm onizing  of the  m ost tu rbu len t hum an passions.

The ind iv idual feelings and  the social feelings are p e rm a n en t fixtures 

o f the hum an  constitu tion — ineradicable and  untranscendable. Indeed , along 

w ith  other and m ore w ide ly  discussed h um an  attributes, such  as vo lition  and 

rationality , these feelings and  their fundam ental relations one to ano ther are 

the  defining features of h um an  nature . As C alhoun says: w e, as a  ru le, feel
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m ore in tensely  those things w h ich  affect us directly  than  those w h ic h  affect 

us ind irectly  through o ther people . This being the case, it is p ro p e r  tha t the 

leg isla to r tends to show  m ore concern  w ith  the developm ent an d  effects of 

the  ind iv idua l feelings th an  w ith  those  of the social feelings. A n d  yet, the 

leg islator m ust ultim ately be concerned  w ith  both kinds of feeling, because it 

is possible, as we have seen, for e ith er the social or the ind iv idua l feelings to 

becom e developed and  d irected  in  such  a w ay as to give p re fe rm en t to som e 

p a rtia l in terest over th a t of the  g en era l in terest of the com m unity . So no t 

on ly  m ay  there arise se lfish  fee lings, w here  the term  "im plies a n  u n u su a l 

excess of the ind iv idual over the  social feelings", and  therefore "som eth ing  

d e p ra v ed  and  vicious" (6); b u t  a lso , there  is the  possib ility  o f th e  social 

feelings, including benevolence a n d  patrio tism , becom ing m isd irec ted , as w e 

saw  in C hapter HI.

W h ere  the  p o w e rs  o f g o v e rn m e n t., a re  le ft u n g u a rd e d ,  su ch  

m isdevelopm ent and  m isd irection  of h u m an  feeling tend  to becom e the rule 

ra th e r  th a n  the exception. O n th e  o th er hand , it is the  re s tra in in g  and  

channeling  structure characteristic  o f the  system  of the  co n cu rren t m ajority  

w h ich  com pells b o th  the  in d iv id u a l  an d  the social feelings to  becom e 

o rien ted  tow ard  the com m on in te res t an d  w elfare of the com m unity . Hence, 

th ro u g h  salu tary  direction, developm en t, and  orientation, the in d iv id u a l and 

social feelings are m ade to serve the  w hole community.

W hile political abso lu tism , o r the  absence of constitu tion , gives the 

fu llest range possible to the h u m a n  capacity  for vice; political constitu tion  

g ives th e  fullest range possib le  to  the  h u m an  capacity  for v ir tu e . U nder 

constitu tion , the pow ers of g o v ern m en t are guarded , o r he ld  to th e ir  p roper
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uses in  o rder tha t th rough  th e ir  exercise, the ends for w h ich  governm en t is

D ivinely o rdained  -- nam ely, the protection and perfection of society — m ay be

achieved. This restriction o r lim ita tion  of the actions of th e  h u m an  agency of

governm ent tends to p rev en t the form ation of vices th ro u g h  license or excess

freedom  of action. For as A risto tle  teaches in  the  N ic o m a ch e an  Ethics.

v irtues and vices are fixed d ispositions w hich arise th ro u g h  habituation . One

becom es good by doing good  deeds, and  bad, by doing b ad  ones. In Book IE of

the  Ethics. A risto tle  m akes th e  connection betw een  leg is la tio n  an d  moral

habituation  a b it m ore explicit:

. . . the legislator m akes the citizens good by  hab itua ting  them , and  this 
is the w ish  of every legislator; if he fails to do it w ell he  m isses his goal. 
[The right] hab ituation  is w h a t m akes the difference betw een  a good 
political system  and  a b ad  o n e .24

D eveloping  th is A ris to te lian  insigh t abou t g o v e rn m e n t a n d  moral 

h ab itu a tio n  further, C alhoun  w ou ld  specify the p rincipal cause or process by 

w h ich  th is h a b itu a tio n  m u s t  occur, the in fluence  o f th e  s tru c tu re  of 

g o v e rn m e n t itse lf as re g a rd s  th e  v a rio u s in te re s ts  o f th e  com m unity. 

A ccording to C alhoun, m en  becom e hab ituated  in  the po litica l realm  either 

w ith in  the fram ew ork of the  lim itations on actions and  th e  passions imposed 

b y  constitution, or w ith in  a fram ew ork  in w hich no such  lim itations exist. It 

is for this reason tha t C a lh o u n  says, in  a variety of w ays w ith in  the compass 

of the D isquisition, tha t the dual-princip le  of our n a tu re  m ay  be developed or 

co n d itio n ed  in  d ram a tic a lly  d iffe ren t w ays a n d  th e re fo re  m ay  issue  in 

d ram a tica lly  d iffe ren t re su lts  — in  v irtu e  or v ice, ju s tic e  or injustice, 

m odera tion  or brutality, or in  som e com bination of these — d epend ing  on  the

24 See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, tr. Terence Irwin (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 
1985), Book I, 34.
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p articu la r governm en ta l s tru c tu re  th a t channe ls  an d  m odifies it, thereby- 

p roducing  determ inate  m oral sentim ents a n d  dispositions in bo th  a citizenry 

and its leaders.

W orking w ith in  the great republican  theoretical trad ition  established  

by Plato and  A ristotle, C alhoun und ers to o d  th a t v irtue  is an indispensab le  

pre-condition  of eu d a im o n ia . o r of the life w ell lived (5), and  ta u g h t tha t a 

com m unity  in  w hich  governm ental p o w er is w ell-ordered  is one in  w hich 

v irtuous or w ell-ordered souls tend  to p red o m in a te .25 By show ing  tha t the 

o rdering  of governm ental pow er is the p rin c ip a l cause of the o rd e rin g  of 

souls, C alhoun  b u ilt on the insights of ea rlie r th inkers and ad v an ced  this 

trad ition  of political th o u g h t.26 U n derstand ing  th a t constitution, as a hum an  

con trivance, ten d s  to the  perfec tion  o f D iv ine ly  o rd a in ed  so c ie ty  an d  

governm ent, C alhoun , like Plato, v iew ed  the  a rt of politics as a form  of 

h u m an  im ita tio n  of the D ivin ity . T h ro u g h  a w ise  ap p lica tio n  of the 

principles of th is a rt, an o rder is b ro u g h t to h u m an  affairs, an d  th is order 

contributes to and  extends the o rder of th e  n a tu ra l w orld  as estab lished , 

irrevocably to m an, by  the Divinity. The political com m unity m ay indeed  be 

conceived as the sou l w rit large, as Plato described  it in the R epublic27. bu t 

o rder is given to the soul of the ind iv idual by  th a t o rder given p rev iously  to

25 There being no single English word that can convey its meaning fully and accurately, 
eudaimonia is inadequately translated "happiness." According to Aristotle, this enduring 
condition of full physical, m oral, and intellectual flourishing for the individual requires for its 
realization such goods as virtue, moral and intellectual, friendship, a modicum of material 
goods, and good fortune. In light of these conditions, then, we can see how constitutional 
government conduces to eudaimonia in many ways and at many levels, while absolute 
government, and the inconveniences and abuses associated with it, tends to preclude outright 
the realization of this blessed condition.

26 Also, being a Christian, and philosophizingjjy the light of Christian teaching, Calhoun 
may be said to have contributed to that Christian tradition of political thought which upheld 
blessedness (beatitudof in substitution of pagan happiness feudaimoniai as the highest good 
attainable for man in this earthly life.

27PlatO, Republic. Bk. II, 368d.
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the com m unity , as C alhoun  suggests in the D isqu isition . M oreover, sound  

constitu tion involves the  bring ing  together of the  righ t a n d  the  useful. By 

giving u tility  to v irtue  and  b y  tak ing  it from  vice, co n stitu tio n  underscores 

the political-m etaphysical tru th s  of the ultim ate  com m ensu rab ility  betw een 

in d iv id u a l in te res ts , th e  n a tu ra ln e ss  of v irtu e , an d  th e  u n n a tu ra l or 

disfiguring character of vice.

B ecause they  invo lve  an  im ita tio n  an d  e x te n s io n  o f the  D ivine 

o rdering  of na ture , w ell-o rdered  com m unities in  general, and  constitu tional 

ones in  particu lar, s tan d  as so m any pious tributes to the  D ivinity. A nd so, 

while the struggles an d  trium phs of indiv idual righ teous m en  are certainly 

pleasing to God, w h a t is still m ore p leasing  are w e ll-o rd e red  com m unities. 

U n d e rs ta n d in g  th is , C a lh o u n  w o u ld  re a d ily  c o n c u r  w ith  a n o th e r  

philosopher-statesm an, M arcus Tullius Cicero: "T hat n o th in g , indeed, of the 

events w hich occur on  earth  is m ore pleasing to tha t su p rem e  and  p repo ten t 

G od w ho rules this en tire  un iverse  than these societies a n d  associations of 

m en, cem ented by law, w hich are called states A nd  fro m  am ongst political 

orders, w h a t G od prefers m ost of all is a republic, or a g o v e rn m en t of the 

w hole com m unity  th ro u g h  w hose organs H e can hear H is  ow n  voice. For 

such is the voice of the  people , C alhoun cells us, w hen  a  governm ent is so 

constructed — as tru ly  constitu tional governm ents are — in o rd er "to suppress 

the expression of all partia l and  selfish interests, and  to g ive  a full and  faithful 

u tterance to the sense of the w hole  com m unity, in  reference  to its com m on 

welfare." (31)

So the term  "republic", p roperly  speaking, shou ld  n o t  be considered as 

synonym ous w ith  "dem ocracy", since, bo th  technically  a n d  etym ologically,

28 Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Republica Bk. VI.
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"repub lic"  d en o te s  a g o v ern m en t of the w hole  com m unity , reg a rd less  of 

reg im en -- th a t is to say, regard less of w h e th er it is a g o v e rn m e n t w hose  

agency is the one, the few, o r the many. Plato acknow ledged th is  im p o rtan t 

tru th  by  the n am in g  of his greatest d ia logue.29 But, in  m o d e rn  tim es, the  

term  "republic" has been  co-opted by advocates of the dem ocratic  fo rm  in ten t 

on d isparag ing  aristocracy and  monarchy. C onsequently , the false v iew  an d  

n arrow  conceit has a risen  w hich  declares th a t only  a dem ocracy  can  be a 

governm ent o f th e  w hole  com m unity. Indeed, so deeply  seated  has been  the 

conflation  of rep re sen ta tiv e  dem ocracy w ith  "repub lic"  since M ach iavelli, 

that v irtua lly  every  subsequen t political thinker, includ ing  H u m e  an d  even  

C alhoun  h im self, m ay be found , at tim es, to use the term s in terchangeab ly . 

This p o p u la r  b u t  technically  im proper u sage  n o tw ith s ta n d in g , C a lh o u n 's  

D isquisition , w ith  its carefu l and  d isc rim in a tin g  analysis o f th e  v a rio u s  

g o v e rn m e n ta l re g im e n s , an d  of th e  g re a t d is tin c tio n  b e tw e e n  th e ir  

co rrespond ing  abso lu te  an d  constitu tional form s, constitu tes a re tu rn  to the  

older, m ore p ro fo u n d , an d  m ore hum ane  trad itio n  of C lassical R epub lican  

th o u g h t.30

Finally, a republic  is a governm ent of the w hole com m unity , regard less

29 And Rousseau, heavily influenced by Plato, declares in the Social Contract: " I . . . call 
every state ruled by laws a republic, regardless of the form its administration may take. For 
only then does the public interest govern, and only then is the "public thing" [in Latin: res 
publical something real" See Social Contract in The Basic Politica 1 Writings (Indianapolis: 
Hackett Publishing, 1987),162.

30On Calhoun's republicanism, see for example,Vernon Louis Parrington, Main Currents in 
American Thought 3 voIs.(New York: Harcourt Brace, 1927); vol. 2, 69-82; and J. W illiam  
Harris, "Last of the Classical Republicans: An Interpretation of John C. Calhoun" C iv il War 
History 30 (September 1984); 255-267. Also, illuminating background works include: Robert E. 
Shalhope, "Republicanism and Early American Historiography" W illiam  and Mary Quarterly 
39 (April 1982); 334-356; Robert E. Shalhope, "Thomas Jefferson's Republicanism and 
Antebellum Southern Thought" Toumal of Southern History 42 (November 1976); 529-556. M. E. 
Bradford, "A Teaching for Republicans: Roman History and the Nation's First Identity" in 
Bradford. A Better Guide than Reason: Studies in the American Revolution (La Salle, 111.: 
Sherwood Sugden & Co., 1979), 3-27.
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of reg im en, w hose  p a rts  enjoy the  s tre n g th  a n d  sp irit th a t com e from  a 

sa lu ta ry  and  n a tu ra l unification , an d  in  w h ich  v irtue  has been  e levated  to 

positions of p o w er a n d  d iffu sed  th ro u g h o u t the  com m unity. W ith  h is 

account of the  u n ity  an d  div ision  of the  com m unity , C alhoun has g iven  us 

an  explanation  of the  behavior of the various in terests or portions of a society 

in  term s of the feelings either of m u tu a l an tip a th y  or of m utual sym pathy . 

W ith  his accoun t of the  fo rm ation  of p u b lic  an d  p riv a te  m orals, he  has 

exp la ined , in  term s of u n d erly in g  causes, th e  w o rd s and  conduct of o u r 

governm en ta l leaders an d  of ourse lves as p a rtic ip an ts  in  a political o rder. 

T hrough  the in sigh t of these accounts, fu tu re  generations are p rov ided  w ith  

an  in d isp en sab le  in te llec tu a l m eans b o th  o f  a v o id in g  the d an g ers  and  

inconveniences of d iv ision , the ru le  of vice, a n d  depravity , and of extricating 

them selves from  these , once em bro iled . A fte r C alhoun , m en  cou ld  ask  

w hether their governm ent, by v irtue  of its s tru c tu re , fosters un ity  and  v irtue, 

or division and  vice.
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CHAPTER VIE 

THE POWER OF THE COM MUNITY

The people must fight for its law as for its w a l l s .

— Heraclitus of Ephesus (ca. 490 BC)

. . .  goodness brings wealth and every other blessing, both to the individual and to the state.

— Plato, Socrates' Defense

You, ye modem peoples, have no slaves, but you are slaves yourselves; the slaves' liberty is 
paid for by yours. Do not claim credit for this state of things to me; I see in it a proof, 
not of humanity, but o f pusillanimity.

— Rousseau. Social Contract
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In this chapter, I address the question: W hat are the p rin c ip a l causes 

w hich determ ine  the streng th  or w eakness of a com m unity? O r, p u t another 

way: W hat factors e ither enhance o r d im in ish  a  com m unity 's  p rospects for 

continued po litica l independence, or, for su rv ival even, as a d is tin c t political 

and  cultural en tity  ?

C alhoun  raises this question w ith in  the  context of his com parison , in 

the D isqu isition , b e tw een  absolu te and  co n stitu tio n a l g o v e rn m en t. His 

account of the  s tren g th  or w eakness of a com m unity  (43-48) com es alm ost 

directly in the  w ake  of his discussion of the factors that de te rm ine  the m oral 

character of leaders and  generality and  the u n ity  or division of a com m unity  

(36-40).

In  C h a p te r  IV) in  the d isc u ss io n  o f th e  o rig in  a n d  ob jects of

governm ent, w e  learned  that governm ent, in  o rd e r  to fulfill th e  g rea t ends

for w hich  it is D iv inely  ordained, m ust be a llo tted  a m easure o f pow er by  the

com m unity  su fficien t to secure those ends. T here C alhoun to ld  us, in  m ore

specific term s, that:

In estim ating  w h a t am ount of pow er would, be  requisite to  secure the 
objects o f governm ent, w e m ust take into the  reckoning, w h a t w ould  
be necessary  to defend the com m unity  against external, as w ell as 
in ternal dangers. G overnm ent m ust be able to repel assaults from  
abroad, as w ell as to repress violence and  d isorders w ith in . (10-11)

G o vernm en t, then , m ust be a llo tted  p o w e r sufficient to  allow  it to 

organ ize , m a rsh a l, an d  w ield effectively, a g a in s t in te rn a l a n d  ex ternal 

enem ies, th a t s tre n g th  w hich m u st ever res ide  in  the com m unity . This 

po in t b rings us to a vitally  im portan t distinction: tha t betw een the  p ow er of 

governm ent, o n  the one hand, and  the  pow er of the  com m unity, on  the other 

hand. H ere w e have a distinction th a t has no t a lw ays been clear an d  strongly
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m arked l, as it is, as w e shall see, in  C alhoun 's w orks. One reaso n  for this 

o b scu rity  is th a t w ith  a b so lu te  g o v e rn m e n ts , in c lu d in g  th o se  of the 

dem ocratic fo rm 2, so v ere ig n ty  resides no t in  the  general com m un ity  b u t in 

those w ho exercise the pow ers of governm ent. Therefore, in  fo rm er tim es, 

an  abso lu te  m o n arch  w as com m only  re fe rred  to as the  "so v e re ig n " ; an 

appella tion  affixed to the royal person  not m erely  from  flattery, as w e learned 

in  C hap ter V. For, a t various tim es, lands, as w ell as their h u m an  occupants 

and  m ovable  h o ld in g s , h ave  b een  claim ed by  the  ru le r as h is  pe rsonal 

property, to be trea ted  an d  d isposed  of, w ith o u t the encum brance of law  or 

o ther ou tsid e  au thority , as befits his fancy an d  preference. The d istinction  

betw een the pow er of governm en t and the pow er of the com m unity3 came to 

be m ade  on ly  a fte r e lem en ts  characteristic  of co n stitu tio n a l govern m en ts  

w ere in tro d u ced , and  m en  b egan  to reflect on  the  differences b e tw een  the 

absolute and  constitu tional system s respectively. Before political constitu tion  

w as achieved, then , a p rev a ilin g  tendency  w as to equate  the p o w e r of the 

com m un ity  an d  the  p o w e r  of its governm en t. But w ith  th e  a d v e n t or 

a tta inm ent of constitu tion , a d istinction  no t m erely  em erged, b u t w as created,

' See, for example, Bertrand De Jouvenal, On Power: The Natural History of Its Growth. 
Although De Jouvenal does a superb job tracing the growth of governmental power since the 
twelth century, his work is somewhat unbalanced because it lacks a positive account of the 
power of the community.

2 In an absolute democracy, of course, the sovereign is not the agents who hold governmental 
office, strictly speaking . Here, sovereignty resides in the major, or the numerical majority, of 
which the governmental officers are the representatives. What matters most however is that, 
with an absolute democracy, as with the other absolute forms, sovereignty resides in some 
partial interest, and therefore in something less than the general community.

3 Here, another important distinction emerges: that between (1) the governmental powers a 
community may reserve to itself, such as initiative, referendum, and the far weightier powers 
of abolishing a government, and of replacing the existing government with another; and (2) the 
raw physical and moral power of a community, such as willbe^ described in detail below, which 
is susceptible of being organized and wielded by government in behalf of the general community. 
Government, of course, may either discharge this trust faithfully by wielding this power for 
the sake of the community, or betray its trust by wielding the power of the community 
primarily for the sake of the protection and preservation of itself.
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as it w ere, w hich  m en  w o u ld , from  that tim e on, perceive and  act upon. In 

the  co n stitu tio n a l sy s tem s th a t w ere e rec ted , lan d s , w ith  the ir hum an  

occupants and  ho ld ings, w ere  no longer regarded  as the  p riv a te  realm s and 

possessions of those w ho h e ld  and  exercised governm ental pow er. A nd so, as 

m en  lea rn ed  to d is t in g u is h  b e tw een  a b so lu te  a n d  c o n s titu tio n a l 

governm ents, w ith  the ir d istinc tive  and d isp a ra te  e lem ents, they  learned 

also to d istinguish  be tw een  the  pow er of governm ent, on the one hand , and 

the pow er of the com m unity, on  the other h a n d .4

In the D isquisition , th is d istinction is p resen t and  unm istakable , bu t it 

is n o t g iven the  k ind  of em phasis received  b y  the  d is tin c tio n  betw een 

constitu tional governm en t, on  the one h and , an d  abso lu te  governm ent, on 

th e  o th e r h a n d . B ut h a v in g  n o ted  th e  v ita l  d is t in c t io n  b e tw een  

governm enta l p o w er an d  com m unal pow er, and  rem arked  on  its pedigree, 

w e are p repared  to p roceed  now  w ith  an exam ination  of C alhoun 's account 

of the pow er of the com m unity.

As sta ted  previously , th is account of com m unal p o w e r com es, in the 

D isquisition, w ith in  the  con tex t of a detailed  com parison  betw een  absolute 

governm ents an d  co n stitu tio n a l governm ents resp ec tiv e ly  as regard s the 

ability  of these d ispara te  form s to fulfill the  g rea t ends fo r w hich  they  are 

D ivinely o rdained , nam ely , the protection and  perfection o f society. Because 

of a rhetorical and  them atic  em phasis already n o te d 5, C alhoun  is concerned, 

specifically, w ith  c o m p a rin g  th e  g o v e rn m en t of th e  c o n s titu tio n a l or

4These two distinctions, clearly, are closely related, since the phenomena about which they 
speak are intimately and inextricably intertwined. As a consequence of this close relation of 
the two distinctions, where one remains in obscurity, the other will tend to remain obscure as 
w ell.

5 In Chapter VI, we noted that, according to Calhoun, the most important distinction 
concerning the kinds of government is not that of the one, the few, and the many, but rather that 
between the constitutional and absolute forms of these three.
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co n cu rren t m ajo rity  to the  g o v e rn m en t of the  abso lu te  or n u m erica l

m ajority. Thus w e are  told that:

If the two be com pared, in reference to the ends for w hich governm ent 
is ordained, the  superiority  of the governm ent of the concurrent 
majority will n o t be less striking. These, as has been stated, are twofold: 
to protect, and  to perfect society. But to preserve society, it is necessary 
to guard  the com m unity  against injustice, violence, and  anarchy 
within, and  against attacks from  w ithout. If it fail in  either, it w ould  
fail in the p rim ary  end of governm ent, and  w ould  not deserve the 
name. (40)

C a lh o u n 's  a c c o u n t of th e  p o w e r  of the  c o m m u n ity  com es 

approxim ately  m id w ay  th ro u g h  the D isquisition (40-48), and  it form s an  

im portan t p a rt of the  m ore general and  com prehensive com parative account 

just m entioned.

The account o f pow er begins on  page 40 w ith  accounts of other subjects 

w hich, to the u n in itia ted  or superficial reader, m ay  appear as at best only 

rem otely related to the  topic of power. H ow ever, v iew ed retrospectively, from  

page 48 to page 40, the  outline, as w ell as the full b read th  and  dep th , of 

C alhoun 's account o f com m unal pow er in  the D isquisition  m ay be clearly 

discerned. The account begins w ith  C alhoun 's addressing  directly a question 

w hose answ er h ad , u n til then , been  h e ld  in  abeyance: nam ely, W hat is

involved  in  the perfection  of society? For recall tha t the second D ivinely 

o rdained  end of governm ent, com ing after the p rim ary  concern of preserv ing  

and protecting society, is the perfection of society. (8)

A ccording to C alhoun , a g o v e rn m en t of superio r m erit n o t only  

p ro tec ts society from  in te rnal and  ex te rna l dangers, b u t m ain ta ins those 

conditions necessary  for the perfection  o f society. As w ill becom e clear 

directly, the m eans o r process by  w hich society is perfected, it tu rns out, relate
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directly  to the principal concern o f th is chapter: the p rincipal sources of the

s tre n g th  of a com m unity . T his c ircum stance n a tu ra lly  le d  C a lh o u n  to

exam ine a m yriad  of issues re la tin g  m ore and less d irec tly  to  b o th  issues;

exam inations w h ich  y ie lded  in s ig h ts , as w e sha ll soon  se e , th a t w o u ld

illum inate both these fundam enta l subjects and  others.

Specifically, C a lh o u n 's  co m p ariso n  of the tw o k inds o f m ajo rity  --

num erica l and  co n cu rren t — led  h im  to consider, in  d e ta il , the  re la tion

betw een  the fate of the liberty  of th e  ind iv idual u n d e r a g iven  governm ental

form , on  the one h an d , an d  the  s tre n g th  or w eakness of th e  com m unity

w hose protection and  perfection is the aim  of that governm en t, on  the other

h an d . A long the way, C a lhoun  g ives us an account of h o w  the security

p ro v id ed  to the com m unity  by  so u n d  governm ent, com bined  w ith  a p ro p er

m easure  of liberty  for in d iv id u a ls , issues in p rogress, im p ro v em en t, and

civilization. As C alhoun says,

To perfect society, it is necessary  to develop the faculties, intellectual 
and  m oral, w ith  w hich  m an  is endow ed. But the  m ain sp rin g  to their 
developm ent, and , th ro u g h  th is, to progress, im p ro v em en t and  
civilization, w ith  all their b lessings, is the desire of in d iv id u a ls  to 
better their condition. For th is purpose, liberty and secu rity  are 
indispensable. (40)

C alhoun  v iew ed  th is "m a in sp rin g "  of h u m a n  d e v e lo p m e n t, " the  

desire  of in d iv id u a ls  to b e tte r  th e ir  cond ition", as an  in n a te , un iversa l, 

ineffaceable, and  un transcendab le  fea tu re  of hum an  na tu re . I t is a fact as 

fundam ental, axiomatic, and  incontestable  as the n a tu ra l sociality  of m an  and  

the  prim acy of his ind iv idual over h is social feelings, and  an  a ssu m p tio n  that 

rests, like these, on  universal experience. Satisfied as to its ax iom atic  status, 

C alhoun 's great and  overrid ing  concern  w as w ith  the d ev e lo p m en ta l fate of
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th is  p rincip le . H e ask ed , in essence: U n d e r w h a t social a n d  po litica l

conditions is th is in n a te  desire of m an for im provem en t of h is cond ition

given  its greatest im petu s for sa lu tary  developm ent? H is answer was: those

u n d e r w hich every ind iv idua l is assigned the  greatest liberty consisten t w ith

social order. A n d  so, for C alhoun, the liberty  of the indiv idual an d  the

secu rity  p ro v id ed  for the  com m unity  by  a w ise  an d  judicious exercise of

g o v e rn m e n ta l p o w e r  w o rk  to g e th e r -- in  a d ia lec tica l a n d  m u tu a lly

reinforcing m anner — to perfect society; and  th is is w h a t is m eant, in  specific

term s, by his claim  th a t the perfection of society  is one end of governm ent.

H e explained the p ro p er and  ideal relation betw een  liberty and governm ental

pow er in this way:

Liberty leaves each [person] free to p u rsu e  the course he m ay deem  best 
to prom ote h is in terest and happiness, as far as it m ay be com patible 
w ith  the p rim ary  en d  for w hich  governm en t is ordained [i. e., the 
protection of society] — while security  gives assurance to each, th a t he  
shall no t be d ep rived  of the fruits of his exertions to better his 
condition. These com bined, give to th is desire [for im provem ent] the 
strongest im pulse  of which it is susceptible. (40)

And so bo th  ind iv idua l liberty  and  governm enta l power are needed  to 

give the strongest im pulse  possible to the desire  of individuals to b e tte r their 

condition. But here  the  question arises as to the  correct proportion of the  two 

— liberty and pow er. This question, as shou ld  be readily  apparent, is certain ly  

one of the m ost im p o rtan t speculative questions addressed  by the political 

ph ilosopher, as w ell as one of the m ost v ita l practical questions add ressed , in 

concrete and  in d iv id u a l instances, by  the  s ta te sm an ly  art. For a p ro p e r 

quan tity  or m easure  of governm ental pow er p rov ides security, an d  a sa lu tary  

com bination of po w er an d  liberty is w h a t is m ean t b y  the expression "o rdered
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liberty." A nd, as this exp ression  im plies, liberty  is su scep tib le  of being

disordered as well as ordered .

Referring to the possibility  of a disordered liberty, C alhoun  says:

For, to extend liberty beyond the limits assigned, w ould be to w eaken 
the  governm ent and  to render it incom petent to fulfill its p rim ary  end 
—the protection of society against dangers, internal and  external. The 
effect of this w ould  be, insecurity; and, of insecurity — to w eaken  the 
im pulse of ind iv iduals to better their condition, and  thereby  re ta rd  
progress and  im provem ent. (40)

Therefore liberty  becom es un o rd ered  or d isordered  w h en  there  is too 

m uch  of it. On the other h a n d , as C alhoun points out, governm enta l pow er, 

like liberty , also becom es d iso rd e re d  w hen  th ere  is an  excess o f it. 

Consequently, the u ltim ate effect of bo th  of these excesses, it tu rn s  out, is the 

sam e:

[For] to extend the pow ers of the governm ent, so as to contract the 
sphere assigned to liberty, w ou ld  have the sam e effect, by  d isabling  
individuals in their efforts to be tter their condition. (40)

A nd so, by creating an d  perpe tua ting  insecurity w ith in  the  com m unity, 

excess of pow er and  excess of liberty  each tend  to w eaken  th e  im pu lse  of 

ind iv idua ls  to be tte r th e ir  cond ition . L iberty and  pow er a re  b y  n a tu re  

opposing  forces tha t it is th e  concern  of the statesm anly a rt to tam e a n d  to 

reconcile one w ith  the  other. The aim  and d u ty  of the  p h ilo so p h er is to 

p ro v id e  a general p rin c ip le  th a t w ill serve as a gu ide for d e te rm in in g  in  

ind iv idua l cases the p ro p er p ro p o rtio n  of these forces. C a lhoun  add ressed  

this problem  directly, conceived such  a principle, and  specified it in  explicit 

term s. Thus:

H erein is to be found  the principle which assigns to pow er and  liberty 
their proper spheres, an d  reconciles each to the other u n d e r all 
circumstances. For, if pow er be necessary to secure to liberty  the fruits 
of [liberty's] exertions, liberty, in tu rn , repays pow er w ith  in terest, by
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increased population , wealth, and  o th e r advantages, w hich progress 
and  im provem ent bestow  on the com m unity . By thus assigning to 
each its appropria te  sphere, all conflicts betw een them  cease; and  each 
is m ade to co-operate w ith and assist th e  other, fulfilling the g rea t ends 
for w hich governm ent is ordained. (40-41)

So the general principle begins by  specifying that liberty and pow er each 

should have th e ir ow n spheres, separa te  from  and  inviolable by  th e  other. 

Yet the q u estio n  rem ains: Once the n ecess ity  of d istinct and  inv io lab le

spheres for p o w er and  liberty  has been  conceded , w ha t de te rm ines, in  a 

concrete instance, w here an actual or h isto rica l polity  is concerned, the  p roper 

ratio of pow er to liberty  for that com m unity? P u t another way, the question  

is: W hat considerations or circum stances sh o u ld  determ ine how  large  or 

small each of these spheres should be in  a g iven  instance? 6 (40-48) C alhoun 's 

general p rinc ip le  to the  effect th a t libe rty  a n d  pow er should  be assig n ed  

d is tin c t an d  in v io lab le  sp h eres  b e c o m e s  d e te rm in a te  w h e n  c e r ta in  

ap p ro p ria te  c ircum stances are recogn ized  a n d  acknow ledged d u r in g  the  

process of its application .7 Thus the ratio of p o w e r to liberty is to be se t w ith  

regard to the conditions in  w hich a com m un ity  finds itself; and  ideally, this

6 And incidentally, liberty and power together exhaust the possibilities as to the more 
specifically political circumstances under which human, life is lived and human actions are 
executed. In this sense, power and liberty are both mutually exclusively and jointly exhaustive 
phenomena, since either a particular kind of action is left to the governance of the discretion 
and prudence (or lack of these) of the individual or of private groups, or it is circumscribed or 
prohibited to the individual by government.

7 Calhoun's insistence on a due consideration of these circumstances implies, of course, that 
there is no responsible and nonarbitrary way to determine the ratio of liberty a priori. And 
Rousseau, for example, recognized this as well: "When the question arises which one is 
absolutely the best government, an insoluble question is being raised because it is indeterminate. 
Or, if you wish, it has as many good answers as there are possible combinations in the absolute 
and relative positions of peoples."

See Social Contract in The Basic Political Writings (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1987), 190. And again on p. 179: "There has always been a great deal of argument 
over the best form of government, without considering that each one of them is best in certain 
cases and the worst in others."
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ratio is subsequently  a ltered  or adjusted, as need ed , to fit these circum stances 

as they change.

A nd since the circum stances of d ifferen t com m unities are different, the

ratios of liberty  to p o w er in  these com m unities w ill likew ise and  of necessity

differ. As C alhoun  expla ins, the p rincip le , "w h ich  assigns to p ow er an d

liberty  the ir p ro p e r  sp h e res , and reconciles each  to the  o ther u n d e r  all

circum stances", w hen

. . . app lied  to d ifferen t com m unities, w ill assign  to them  different 
limits. It w ill assign  a larger sphere to p o w er and  a m ore contracted 
one to liberty, o r the reverse, according to  circum stances. To the 
form er, there m u s t ever be allotted, u n d e r  all circum stances, a sphere 
sufficiently large to protect the com m unity  against danger from  
w ithou t and  violence and anarchy w ith in . The residuum  belongs to 
liberty. M ore cannot be safely or rightly  allo tted  to it. (41)

B ut w h a t, it m ay  be asked , a re  th e  re le v a n t c ircum stances in

acknow ledgem ent of w h ich  the specific lim its of the spheres of liberty  and

pow er respectively  a re  to be  established? In  an sw erin g  this query, C a lhoun

observes first of all th a t ". . . some com m unities requ ire  a far greater am oun t

of pow er than  o thers to  pro tect them  ag ain st anarchy  an d  external dangers;

a n d , of course , the  sp h e re  of libe rty  in  su c h , m u s t be p ro p o rtio n a lly

con tracted ."  (41) In  fact, "The causes ca lcu la ted  to en large the  one an d

contract the other, are num erous and  various."  (41) These "num erous and

various" causes fall in to  e ither of two categories:

Some are physical — such as open and  exposed  frontiers, su rrounded  by  
pow erful and  hostile  ne ighbors.8 O thers are  m oral — such as the 
different degrees of intelligence, pa trio tism , an d  v irtue  am ong the 
m ass of the com m unity , and their experience and  proficiency in  the a rt 
of self-governm ent. (41)

8 A prime and recent example, of course, is Zionist Israel', with her woes since the founding 
in 1947. Since her birth as a nation, modem Israel has successfully fended off repeated and 
potentially deadly attacks from nearly every geographical side.
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But the m oral causes o f pow er, on  the one h a n d , an d  the physical

causes of pow er, on  the o th e r h and , are  not of equal w eigh t. O f these tw o

classes of causes, "the m oral are , by  far, the m ost in fluen tia l."  (41) C alhoun

arrives at this conclusion by  observ ing  h o w ...

A com m unity  m ay possess all the  necessary m oral qualifications, in  so 
high a degree, as to be capable of self-governm ent u n d e r the m ost 
adverse [physical] circum stances; while, on  the o ther han d , another 
m ay be so sunk  in  ignorance and  vice, as to be incapable of form ing a 
conception of liberty, o r of living, even w hen  m ost favored  by 
[physical] circum stances, u n d e r any  other than  an  absolute and  despotic 
g o v e rn m en t.9 (41)

It should  be no ted  th a t the p rincip le  of the ratio of liberty  to pow er is 

n o t a m ere contrivance of the  theoretician . Instead , it  is a princip le  m ade 

active by P rovidence itself, an d  a force that is con tinuously  influencing an d  

d e te rm in in g  th e  d estin ie s  o f com m un ities . The in te rn a l a n d  ex te rn a l 

conditions of com m unities n a tu ra lly  an d  spontaneously  call forth , as it w ere,

9 This theme was also much emphasized by Rousseau. See, for example, Social Contract in 
The Basic Political Writings. 187: "Since liberty is not a fruit of every climate, it is not within 
the reach of all peoples. The more one meditates on this principle established by Montesquieu, 
the more one is aware of its truth. The more one contests it, the more occasions there are for 
establishing it by means of new proofs." And p. 171:

What makes a constitution of a state truly solid and lasting is that proprieties are 
observed with such fidelity that the natural relations and the laws are always in 
agreement on the same points, and that the latter serve only to assure, accompany, and 
rectify them. But if the legislator is mistaken about his object and takes a principle 
different from the one arising from the nature of things (whether the one tends toward 
servitude and the other toward liberty; the one toward riches, the other toward 
increased population; the one toward peace, the’other toward conquests), the laws will 
weaken imperceptibly, the constitution w ill be altered, and the state will not cease 
being agitated until it is destroyed or changed, and invincible nature has regained the 
empire.

And p. 165:
Just as an architect, before putting up a large building, surveys and tests the ground to 
see if it can bear the weight, the wise teacher does not begin by laying down laws that 
are good in themselves. Rather he first examines whether the people for whom they 
are destined are fitted to bear them.
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the opera tion  of this principle. In  this sense, liberty and pow er tend  to find 

their ow n levels, as well as the ir ow n proper relations one to the other. Thus 

C alhoun  says, th a t "The p rinc ip le , in  all com m unities, accord ing  to these 

num ero u s and various causes, assigns to pow er and  liberty  the ir p ro p er 

spheres 10." (41) Problem s arise how ever, because other, opposing  tendencies 

exist w hose  opera tions u p se t th is  balance, once fo rm ed , or p re v e n t the 

establishm ent of this sa lu tary  b a la n c e .11 A n aim  and  d u ty  of the statesm an, 

then , is to take the cue in tim ated  by  Providence, an d  to  legislate for the 

com m unity  in recognition an d  acknow ledgem ent of the  p a rticu la r ratio  of 

liberty  to pow er su ited  to th a t co m m u n ity .12 In this w ay, the n a tu ra l and  

spon taneous operation  of the  p rincip le  is reinforced and  form alized  by the 

legislative activity of the sta tesm an , and  the tendency to progress is g iven 

g re a te r  im p u lse  th e re b y  as h u m a n  reason  an d  e ffo rt re in fo rce  the  

spontaneously  operating  reason in  nature.

C alhoun recognized th a t the pow er of the  ratio  p rincip le  to na tu ra lly

10 Cf. Joseph de Maistre (1752-1821) in his Letter to X [1811]: "Every nation has the 
government it deserves."

n One such opposing and disrupting force has been the modem doctrine of abstract natural 
rights, which David Hume, for example, identified as a philosophical, as opposed to a 
religious, superstition.

,zIMo one has undertaken as yet the task of teasing out from Calhoun's theoretical work a 
theory of justice. By way of a beginning, however, it appears that Calhoun's "ratio" principle 
of liberty and governmental power is that principle of justice analogous to (but substantively 
quite different from) the two principles of "justice as fairness" espoused by John Rawls in his A  
Theory of Tustice (1971). Rawls errs in absolutizing his artificially derived principles of 
"equal liberty" and "difference." For the "original position" rules out, among other things, a 
knowledge of the moral and political maturity of the various portions of the community, as 
well as any knowledge of the community's external circumstances. Without such knowledge, no 
truly rational and workable principles of justice can be derived. For this and other reasons, 
Calhoun rejected the [Kantian] a priorism that would later undergird Rawl's account.

In fact, Calhoun did not espouse any "theory of justice" in the modem sense, but upheld 
instead a view of justice more akin to the ancient notion of civic friendship. Thus the various 
interests of the community, once attaining the power of self-protection through the veto, suffer 
their moral dispositions to be transformed by this constitutional structure, and consequently 
become well-disposed or friendly toward one another while pursuing the public good.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

415

and  spontaneously  instantiate  itself is suscep tib le  to being thw arted, to som e 

degree and  for som e tim e, by various opposing  forces. In addition, though , he  

saw  that a key to im prov ing  the hum an  condition , so far as possible, lay in  a 

full and  co n tin u o u s in stan tia tion  an d  ack n o w led g em en t of the  p rin c ip le  

th rough  the app lica tion  and  refinem ent of the  sta tesm anly  art. It is, one m ay  

conjecture, for this reason  especially th a t he  m ade  an  explicit articu la tion  of 

the principle a cen tra l feature of the D isq u isitio n  so as to alert and  in stru c t 

posterity. A nd w ith o u t doubt, h istorical ev en ts  of h is day p layed a p a r t  in  

determ ining this rheto rica l and paedeutic  em phasis.

G row ing to m an h o o d  during  the p e rio d  of the French Revolution a n d  

of the subsequen t rise  of Bonaparte to the  offices of first consul (1799), first 

consul for life (1802), and  em peror (1804), C a lh o u n  w as p ro v id ed  w ith  

strik ing  illu stra tions of the effects of b o th  excessive liberty and  excessive 

pow er respectively . The pecu liar c ircu m stan ces  of th a t E n lig h ten m en t- 

Rom antic age and  th e  fundam ental political p rob lem s tha t beset the na tions 

of that period  p ro m p te d  Calhoun, in his w ritings , to place greater em phasis 

on  the dangers n a tu ra lly  a ttend ing  excessive lib e rty  than  he m igh t h av e  

under d ifferent c o n d itio n s .13 Like Burke before  h im , C alhoun u n d e rs to o d  

an d  d read ed , in  b e h a lf  of hum anity , c e rta in  in te llec tual forces o r id eas  

c u ltiv a te d  d u r in g  th e  F rench E n lig h te n m e n t a n d  u n lea sh e d  b y  th e  

rev o lu tio n  in  F ra n ce  b eg in n in g  in  th e  1780 's. A rg u ab ly  th e  m o s t  

revo lu tionary  an d  destructive  of these ideas w as the  u tterly  false doc trine  

w hich proclaim ed th a t all m en are en titled  to  extensive liberty, regardless of 

the external conditions of the com m unity in  w h ich  they  live, or of their o w n

,3 For a penetrating and definitive analysis of these circumstances and problems, see 
Michael Oakeshott's classic essay, "Rationalism in Politics" (1947).
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actualized m oral abilities to exercise that liberty  in  a m an n er consistent w ith

the com m onw ealth . Iden tify ing  this doctrine of abstract, un iversal liberty as

subversive of h u m a n  w ell-being  and  p rog ress, C a lh o u n  strove  to call m en

back to an o lder an d  so u n d er understand ing  of liberty. Thus w e find him , in

the D isquisition , w arn in g  fu ture generations t h a t . . .

To allow  liberty, in  any  case, a sphere of action m ore ex tended  than [the 
ratio principle] assigns, w ould lead to anarchy; an d  this, probably, in the 
end, to a con traction  instead of an en largem ent o f its sphere. Liberty, 
then, w hen  forced on  a people unfit for it, w ou ld , instead  of a blessing, 
be a curse; as it w ou ld , in  its reaction, lead d irectly  to anarchy  — the 
greatest of all curses. (42)

In direct, open , and  courageous defiance of an  increasingly  popu lar and

em pow ered  E n lig h ten m en t ideology, C alhoun  rem o n stra ted  against the fell

doctrine of abstract liberty, ju s t recalled. Specifically, h e  po in ted  o u t that the

doctrine  of a b s trac t libe rty  s tands in  d irec t o p p o sitio n  to n a tu re , and, in

particular, to the P rov iden tia l principle of the ratio of liberty  to power. Thus

he underscores h o w  . . .

No people, indeed , can long enjoy m ore liberty  th an  th a t to w hich their 
situation  a n d  advanced  intelligence an d  m orals fairly  entitle  them. If 
m ore th an  th is be allow ed, they m ust soon fall in to  confusion and 
d isorder -- to be follow ed, if not by anarchy and  despotism , b y  a change 
to a form  of governm en t m ore sim ple and  absolu te; and , therefore, 
better su ited  to the ir condition. A nd hence, a lthough  it m ay  be true, 
that a peop le  m ay  no t have as m uch liberty  as they  are fairly  entitled to, 
and  are capable of enjoying — yet the reverse is u n q u es tio n ab ly 14 true — 
that no peop le  can long possess m ore than  they  a re  fairly  entitled to.
(42)

W ith  a general philosophical speech, in  the D isqu isition , o n  the nature  

of liberty  (40-48), C a lh o u n  sough t no t only to p rom o te  m an 's  u nders tand ing

“ In Union and Liberty (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 19.92), 42, "unquestionably" is 
mistakenly rendered "questionably." See Works of T. C. Calhoun. ed. Richard K. Cralle, 6 vols. 
(Columbia: A. S. Johnston, 1851), vol. I, 55.
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of the  political w orld  d ow n  th rough  subsequen t ages, b u t to a rre s t certain  

trends of an age, already begun, in w hich  m en w ould  be d riven  increasingly  

to d istrac tion , disorder, and  se lf-destruction  by  the S irens' song  of a false 

liberty. This French E n ligh tenm en t v iew  of liberty  em p h asized , r ig h tly  

en o u g h , th a t liberty  is a necessary  cond ition  of h u m an  a tta in m en t. But 

E n ligh tenm en t optim ism  led to an  over-em phasis on liberty 's  role as a p re ­

condition  of h u m an  attainm ent; thereby  obscuring and subverting  the  insight 

th a t liberty  shou ld  be understood  p rim arily  as a  consequent of or rew ard  for 

su c h  a tta in m e n t. T he p ra c tic a l c o n seq u en ces  o f th is  u n b a la n c e d , 

E n ligh tenm ent view  of liberty, once its tru th  w as assum ed, have been  m any 

an d  p ro fo u n d . O ne su ch  consequence  is th a t ex tensive lib e rty  for the  

in d iv id u a l cam e to be held  as an  absolu te  and  inalienable righ t for all people 

in d e p e n d e n t of their social an d  m o ra l condition . Because it w as new ly  

conceived as a good that need no t be earned , b u t only insisted upon, "liberty" 

as an  idea and  desired condition becam e all the m ore po p u lar and  seductive. 

So an  erro r w hich  apparen tly  arose from  honest oversight w ould , in  tim e, be 

e levated  to the status of bo th  theoretical tru th  and  practical ideal b y  v irtue  of 

th a t sanction  w hich it  n a tu ra lly  g ives to pow erfu l an d  u n tam ed  h u m an  

passions.

N o longer an ideal to inspire  m en  to m oral and in tellectual a tta inm en t 

an d  to skillfu l self-assertion in  the pub lic  or governm ental sphere , liberty  

w as he ld  to be a boon to be bestow ed g ratu itously  on all like, w ith o u t regard  

to m ora l qualification. Indeed , by  the  beg inn ing  of the  n in e teen th  century , 

the  te rm  "liberty " , in m any  im p o rtan t an d  in fluential q u a rte rs  in  W estern  

political com m unities, had  come to designate m ere license. W hat w as in  fact
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license and no t liberty, in  tu rn , w as conceived as an inalienable right, and  as

an  indispensable p re-cond ition  of the good life — a life tha t itself h ad  been

new ly conceived as essentially  hedon istic .15 M eanwhile, the ideal of genuine

liberty was abandoned b y  m any  as too dem anding and eventually  ridiculed as

inherently  religious an d  therefore irrational and  reactionary.

C alhoun w as n o t alone in  rem arking on the ascendency of abstract

liberty and the consequen t dem ise of genuine liberty. O thers w ho lam ented

an d  opposed  th is tre n d  in c lu d e  H um e, Burke, C o leridge, W ordsw orth,

Southey, Jo h n  R a n d o lp h , B enjam in  C onstan t, Tocqueville, A cton , and

Hegel. A rguably the g rea test m etaphysician of the n ineteenth  century, Hegel,

in  his P h ilosophy  of R ig h t (1821), presented w hat is perhaps the definitive

statem ent on the ped ig ree  of the notion  of abstract liberty. Calling it "abstract

freedom ", and  con trasting  it w ith  authentic liberty, or w h a t he calls "concrete

freedom ", H egel wrote:

The bond  of d u ty  can appear as a restriction only on indeterm inate 
subjectivity or abstract freedom , and on the im pulses either of the 
natural w ill or o f the  m oral w ill w hich determ ines its indeterm inate 
good arbitrarily. The tru th  is, however, that in d u ty  the individual 
finds his liberation; first, liberation from dependence on m ere natu ra l 
im pulse and from  the depression which as a particu lar subject he 
cannot escape in  his m oral reflections on w hat ough t to be and  w hat 
m ight be; secondly, liberation from the indeterm inate subjectivity 
which, never reaching  reality  o r the objective determ inacy of action, 
rem ains self-enclosed and  devoid  of actuality. In  d u ty  the indiv idual 
acquires his substan tive  freed o m .16

Also:

15 The resurgence of materialistic hedonism in the last two centuries finds as a political 
analogue the promulgation of the doctrine of abstract liberty and the vast proliferation of 
"rights" since the French Revolution. To the post-Enlightenment man or woman, therefore, 
more rights signify more pleasures, not more responsibilities or duties.

16 G. F. W. Hegel, Philosophy of Right in Great Political Thinkers: Plato to the Present, ed. 
William Ebenstein and Alan O. Ebenstein (Fort Worth: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1988), 694.
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D uty is a restric tion  only on the self-w ill of subjectivity. It stands in the 
way only o f tha t abstract good to w hich  subjectivity adheres. W hen w e 
say: "We w a n t to be free /' the p rim ary  m eaning of the w ords is 
simply: "W e w an t abstract freed o m /' and every in stitu tion  and  every 
organ of th e  state  passes as a restriction on freedom  of that kind. Thus 
du ty  is n o t a restriction on freedom , b u t only on freedom  in  the 
abstract, i. e. on  unfreedom . D uty  is the a ttainm ent of our essence, the 
w inning of positive freed o m .17

H av ing  w a rn e d  us abou t the  p itfa lls  of p u rsu in g  abstrac t freedom ,

Hegel, like C alhoun , goes on  to explain  the  positive an d  indispensab le  role of

concrete freedom  w ith in  the life of the  ind iv idual and  the  com m unity:

. . . concrete freedom  consists in  this, that personal ind iv iduality  and 
its p a rticu la r in terests no t only achieve their com plete developm ent 
and gain explicit recognition for their right (as they  do  in  the sphere  of 
the fam ily a n d  civil society) bu t, for one thing, they  also pass over of 
their ow n  accord into the in terest of the universal, and, for ano ther 
thing, they  know  and  will the universal; they even  recognize it as their 
ow n substan tive  m ind; they take it as their end  an d  aim  and  are active 
in its p u rsu it. The result is tha t the  universal does no t p revail or 
achieve com pletion  except along w ith  particular in terests an d  th rough  
the cooperation  of particular know ing  and w illing; and  ind iv iduals 
likewise do  n o t live as private persons for their o w n  ends alone, b u t in  
the very  ac t of w illing these they  w ill the un iversal in  the ligh t of the 
universal a n d  their activity is consciously aim ed a t none b u t the  
universal e n d .18

For H egel, then , concrete freedom  or liberty w as an  essential p a rt  of the 

n a tu ra l an d  s a lu ta ry  m o v em en t of in d iv id u a ls  a n d  co m m u n ities  from  

p o tency  to act. The fu ll ac tu a liza tio n  of in d iv id u a ls  and  com m un ities

17 Ibid, 696.
18 See Hegel, Philosophy nf Right in Great Political Thinkers. 695. And to round out the 

account just presented, Hegel held that the state is the actuality of concrete freedom (p. 695):
In contrast with the spheres of private rights and private welfare (the family and 
civil society), the state is from one point of view an external necessity and their 
higher authority; its nature is such that their laws and interests are subordinate to it 
and dependent on it. On the other hand, however, it is the end immanent within them, 
and its strength lies in the unity of its own universal end and aim with the particular 
interest of individuals, in the fact that individuals-have duties to the state in 
proportion as they have rights against it.
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d e p e n d s  u p o n  th e  p rese rv a tio n  a n d  p ru d e n tia l  ex p an sio n  o f concrete

freedom . To p ro tec t concrete freedom , the Siren call of abstract freedom  m ust

be resisted, an d  the notion of abstract freedom  itself m ust be exposed  in  all its

superficiality. H egel and  C alhoun bo th  perceived the  great p rac tical dangers

w hich  n a tu ra lly  resu lt from  w idesp read  adherence to the n o tio n  o f abstract

freedom . Like H um e and Burke before them , C alhoun  and  H egel strove in

their ow n  w ays — from  their ow n perspectives an d  w ith  their o w n  literary

sty les an d  m o d es of analyses -- to reb u t false no tions of lib e r ty  and  to

underscore  an d  describe the true na tu re  of liberty.

In  an  age  w h e n  m en w ere  becom ing  increasing ly  d is tra c te d  and

corrup ted  by  false, hedonistic, and  atheistic "liberty", C alhoun h e ld  fast to the

concep tion  of tru e  liberty  as a rew ard  .for v irtu e , declaring  th a t  liberty 's

"g reatest p ra ise  — its p roudest d istinction  is, th a t an  all-w ise P rov idence  has

reserved  it, as th e  noblest and h ig h est rew ard  fo r the d ev e lo p m en t of our

faculties, m oral and  intellectual." (42) In the tw entieth  century, th is view  of

liberty  w ou ld  be  corroborated by  the French h isto rian  De Jouvenal, in  his O n

Pow er: T he  N a tu ra l  H istory of Its G row th  (1945). Echoing the them es of both

H egel and  C alhoun  on the nature  of genuine liberty, De Jouvenal w rites:

W e form  an  idea of liberty "instinctively," o r so we think; b u t  it  is in 
reality  a throw back  of the collective m em ory to the d ay  o f th e  freem an. 
U nlike m an  in  a state of na tu re , the freem an is not a p h ilo so p h er 's  
dream , b u t  actually existed in  those societies w hich Pow er h a d  no t 
invaded . It is from  him  th a t w e derive o u r no tion  of in d iv id u a l rights. 
A ll w e have  forgotten is how  they  were hedged  a round  and  defended. 
W e have becom e so inured to Pow er that w e  have come to reg ard  our 
liberties as he ld  in  grant from  it. .But v iew ed  historically, th e  rig h t to 
liberty w as n o t an  act of generousity  on the p a rt  of Power: its b ir th  was 
of ano ther k ind . A nd the chief clash w ith  o u r m odem  ideas lies in  
this: th a t in  the past this righ t w as not of general extent, b a sed  on  the 
hypothesis th a t there was in  each m an a d ign ity  w hich P ow er h a d  on 
princip le  to respect. It w as the personal righ t of certain m en , th e  fruit
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of a dignity to w hich they had  enforced respect. Liberty w as an 
achievem ent, w hich  w o n  the nam e of subjective righ t by  self- 
assertion. 19

So the m o d em  concep t of abstract, un iversal, an d  equal liberty  is a

"sto len" concept, d e riv ed  from  an  older, h istorical concept o f true  liberty.

Also, w e can now  see th a t righ ts and  liberties are n a tu ra l only  in  the sense

tha t they  are achieved th ro u g h  som e substan tia l ac tua liza tion  of n a tu ra l

m oral and  intellectual p o te n tia l.

U nderstand ing  clearly  th a t authentic liberty  is a fundam en ta l political

good, C alhoun realized th a t m isconceptions and  errors concerning the n a tu re

of such goods m ust be exposed  by  recourse to sound  fundam ental principles,

and reduced  thereby to th e  sta tu s of innocuous in tellectual curiosities. In

specific term s, C alhoun 's  s trugg le  to d isabuse m en of false and  pern ic ious

notions of liberty  na tu ra lly  involved  calling them  back to a clear conception

of the  tw o D ivinely  o rd a in e d  en d s  of governm en t, and  of th e ir p ro p e r

relation one to the other. Thus he declaims th a t . . .

Liberty, indeed, th o u g h  am ong the-greatest of blessings, is n o t so g rea t 
as tha t of protection; inasm uch, as the end of the form er is the progress 
and  im provem ent of the  race — while that of the latter is its 
preservation  and  perpe tua tion . A nd hence, w hen  the tw o come into 
conflict, liberty m ust, and  ever ought, to y ield to protection; as the 
existence of the race is of greater m om ent th an  its im p ro v em en t.20 (42)

A nd so, to review  C a lh oun 's  argum ent concerning liberty  thusfar: (1) 

there  is an  active P ro v id en tia l p rincip le  w hich  tends b y  its sp o n tan eo u s 

operation  to assign p ro p e r spheres to the pow er of governm ent, on  the one 

h an d , and  to the lib e rty  of th e  ind iv idua l, o n ' the  o th e r h a n d ; (2) th e

19 Bertrand De Jouvenal, On Power: The Natural History of Its Growth (Indianapolis: 
Liberty Fund, 1993), 354.

20 See also Calhoun's "Speech on the Oregon Bill" [July 27,1848] in Union and Liberty. 568.
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statesm an -- be ing  ever-so lic itous of the w ell-being  and  p rogress of the

com m unity  -- takes his cue  from  the P roviden tial p rincip le  op e ra tin g  in

history and  strives to estab lish  a n d  m aintain  a p roper ratio  betw een  p o w er

and liberty; (3) the m oral an d  physical circumstances of a com m unity are to be

considered in estab lish ing  the ra tio  of liberty to governm en t pow er; a n d

finally, (4) the claims of pow er, a n d  therefore of protection, outw eigh, in  every

instance, those of liberty  an d  p ro g ress , an d  these claim s of p o w er a re

consequently to be given p rio rity  over the claims of liberty and  im provem ent.

In Chapter IV, in the discussion o f  the origin of governm ent and  constitu tion,

w e no ted  th a t "m an  is le ft to perfec t w hat the  w isdom  of the  In fin ite

ordained." (10) H ere w e have  a specific and crucially im portan t illustra tion

of one w ay in  w hich th is p e rfec tio n  is to proceed: m an m u st leam  ab o u t

liberty and pow er from  d irec t experience and from  the s tu d y  of history; an d

then set about to im prove h is cond ition  th rough  the u n d ers tan d in g  d eriv ed

from these sources.

It is in  the light of the  p reced ing  observations th a t w e can u n d ers tan d

m ore fully C alhoun 's clim actic sta tem en t in the D isquisition  on  the natu re  of

true liberty. We are w arned:

. . .  it is a great and dangerous error to suppose that all people are 
equally entitled to liberty. [Liberty] is a rew ard  to be earned, no t a 
blessing to be gratu itously  lav ished on all alike — a rew ard  reserved for 
the intelligent, the patrio tic , the virtuous and  deserv ing  — and  no t a 
boon to be bestow ed o n  a peop le  too ignorant, degraded , and  vicious, to
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be capable either of apprecia ting  or of enjoying i t .11 (42)

A nd so, in a passage th a t w o u ld  serve as a fitting po litical e p itap h  for 

post-E nligh tenm ent m an, C alhoun  teaches us th a t n a tu re  a n d  the  a rt of the 

sta tesm an  reserve liberty  for the  deserv ing . As the  passage  con tinues, the

21 And compare Rousseau. Social Contract in The Basic Political Writings, p.166: "For 
nations, as for men, there is a time of maturity that must be awaited before subjecting them to 
the laws. But the maturity of a people is not always easily recognized; and if it is foreseen, the 
work is ruined. One people lends itself to discipline at its inception; another, not even after ten 
centuries." Thus Rousseau criticized the efforts of Peter the Great, for example: "He prevented 
his subjects from ever becoming what they could have been by persuading them that they were 
something they are not." And again, quite insightfully, p. 164:

For an emerging people to be capable of appreciating the sound maxims of politics and 
to follow the fundamental rules of statecraft, the effect would have to become the 
cause. The social spirit which ought to be the work of that institution, would have to 
preside over the institution itself. And men would be, prior to the advent of the laws, 
what they ought to become by means of laws.

Also, we have occasion here to correct yet another popular political error of our time.
Many so-called "libertarians" insist that liberty is first and foremost a pre-condition of social 
progress and individual improvement. But having adopted the unbalanced Enlightenment 
view that we just examined, modem "libertarians", paradoxically enough, are fundamentally 
mistaken about what liberty is, and therefore, about what precisely this pre-condition of 
progress is. But this error can be cleared up by apprehending the following insight: Where 
there is sufficient residual, natural freedom after the sphere of governmental power has been 
established, there is the possibility that such "liberty" will afford the opportunity for skillful 
self-assertion that will secure the true or civic liberty that characterizes genuine 
constitutional government (Thus, as Calhoun says, liberty is a reward for virtue). This civic or 
public liberty, in turn, makes possible a more secure and subtle inquiry into the good, and 
thereby, greater self actualization and social progress. The distinction between natural 
freedom and civic liberty, then, is of crucial importance for understanding the conditions of 
human flourishing. Moreover, latter-day "libertarians" typically fail to make any clear 
distinction between natural freedom and civic liberty, probably because their sense of these is 
mediated by their overriding concern with what Hegel called "abstract freedom", or the 
insistence bom of natural rights theorizing that rights and liberty exist independent of moral 
and social circumstances.

In truth, the modem doctrine of abstract libertarianism is inherently hostile to real or 
civic liberty; all ad hoc protestations by individual libertarians notwithstanding. 
Libertarianism insists on the moral and legal recognition of a fixed and unchanging ratio of 
liberty to governmental power; a ratio determined from "rational" consideration of an abstract 
model of human nature, rather than from a close and statesmanly consideration of a 
community's actualized moral and intellectual condition and physical circumstances in a given 
instance. But it is entirely on the basis of such concrete and particular moral, intellectual, and 
physical circumstances that the principles of concurrent majority and liberty are established, 
when they are established.
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Providential character of liberty  becom es c learer still, as does the  baseness, 

folly, and  u ltim ate  fu tility  of resisting  the D ivine d ispensa tions regard ing  it. 

For hum an w ell-being and  p rogress lie in a ready  and  cheerful acquiescence to 

the ordinances of the D iv in ity  as in tim ated  th ro u g h  n a tu re . T hus C alhoun  

w rites:

A rew ard  m ore app rop ria te  than  liberty could  no t be  conferred on  the 
deserv ing  -- nor a p u n ish m en t inflicted on  the un d eserv in g  m ore just, 
than  to be subject to law less and  despotic rule. This d ispensation  seems 
to be the resu lt of som e fixed law  — and  every  effort to d isturb  or defeat 
it, by  a ttem pting  to elevate a people in the  scale of liberty, above the 
po in t to w hich  they  a re  en titled  to rise, m u st ever p rove  abortive, and  
end in  d isappoin tm ent. The progress of a people rising  from  a low er to 
a h igher po in t in  the scale of liberty, is necessarily slow  — and  by  
attem pting  to precipitate , w e either re ta rd , or perm anen tly  defeat i t . 22. 
(42-43)

W ord ing  the m atter a  b it differently  in  one of his last m ajor speeches,

C a lh o u n  d ire c tly  an d  v ig o ro u s ly  a tta c k e d  Je ffe rso n 's  e rro n e o u s  b u t

enorm ously  in fluen tia l expression , lionized in  the A m erican  D eclaration  of

Independence, th a t "all m en  are created equal." C alhoun said:

. . . the quan tum  of p o w er on  the p a rt of the  governm ent, and  of liberty  
on th a t of ind iv iduals, in stead  of being equal in  all cases, m ust 
necessarily be very  u n eq u al am ong d ifferen t people, according to their 
different conditions. For ju s t in  p roportion  as a peop le  are ignorant, 
stup id , debased, co rrup t, exposed to violence w ith in  and  danger 
w ithout, the pow er necessary  for governm ent to possess, in  o rder to 
preserve society against anarchy and destruction  becom es greater and  
greater, and  ind iv id ua l liberty  less and less, un til the  low est condition  
is reached, w hen  absolu te  and  despotic pow er becom es necessary  on

22 In this and related passages in the Disquisition, as I suggested earlier, lie the basis from 
which Calhoun's theory of justice may be infered. Also implied in this passage is a theory of 
history; one that would presumably share much in common with the history of liberty 
proposed, but only partially executed, by Calhoun's younger English contemporary, the 
Catholic historian Lord Acton.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

425

the part of governm ent, and  indiv idual liberty ex tin c t.23

In Chapter IV, in  the discussion of the relation of anarchy  to despotism , 

w e conjectured th a t C alhoun  view ed, despo tism  as a p ositive  an d  D ivine 

dispensation, since it p rovides a so lu tion  to the p roblem  of w arring  factions, 

anarchy, and  social d isso lu tion . In  add ition  to th is d ispensa tion , there  is, 

from  the passage ju st quoted, ano ther Divine d ispensation  o f g reat m om ent 

tha t m ay be descried , and  whose existence and  influence th ro u g h o u t hum an 

history, I again conjecture, Calhoun recognized.

On this view , C alhoun saw  how  great good  for m an  cou ld  issue from 

w h a t w e m igh t call the  sting  of despotism . For the  g re a t su ffe ring  and  

inconvenience w h ich  n a tu ra lly  a tten d  a desp o tism , or a g o v ern m en t of 

u n co n stra in ed  p o w e rs , w here  th ey  do n o t th o ro u g h ly  d em o ra lize  and  

incapacitate  a peop le , com m only have  the effect of ro u s in g  m en  from  the 

m oral and  intellectual slum ber into w hich  they have fa llen .24

B ut the  sh e e r  u n co nven tiona lity , u n p o p u la rity , a n d  e v en  alien

23 See "Speech on the Oregon Bill" [July 27,1848] in Union and Liberty. 568. On the 
lionization of Jefferson's famous dictum, see also Barry Alan Shain, The M yth of American 
Individualism: the Protestant Origins of American Political Thought (Princeton, N. J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1994).

24 Clearly, Calhoun, in conceiving his "positive" account of despotism, drew inspiration and 
instruction from Holy Scripture. In the Book of Daniel, for example, a morally corrupted 
people of Judah fall before a foreign invader, then are morally transformed and purified while 
suffering under Babylonian despotism.

Calhoun as philosopher sought to discover, through the use of metaphysical reasoning, 
the phenomenal source or mainspring of despotism and liberty, vice and virtue, and ignorance 
and knowledge within human nature itself as a part of Divine creation. In this sense, every 
great scientific and philosophical discovery underscores further the wonder of Creation and the 
glory of God. Therefore every great philosophical work is great first and foremost by being a 
testimony of Divine Wisdom.

John Henry Cardinal Newman underscored this truth about philosophy within the context 
of describing the centrality of philosophy to a liberal arts education: "Not to know the 
relative dispositions of things is the state of slaves or children; to have mapped out the 
universe is the boast, or at least the ambition, of Philosophy."
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character of C alhoun 's views on despotism , liberty , and  slavery in our tim e —

including the revu lsion  w hich they frequently  e licit now  — are due in  large

p a rt to an  increasing  un fam ilia rity  w ith  the tra d itio n a l C hristian  m oral,

h isto rica l a n d  cosm ological concep tions from  w h ic h  these v iew s w ere

derived . This u n fam ilia rity  or ignorance is th e  re su lt of a process of

secu larization  n o w  centuries old. A nd so, in  o rd e r  to understand  be tte r

C alhoun 's v iew s o n  liberty  and  slavery, it is n ecessa ry  to recall trad itional

C hristian doctrine. Explaining bo th  liberty  arid slavery  in  terms of the Fall,

St. A ugustine w rites in  T he City of G od:

This is p rescribed  by the o rder of nature: it is thus tha t God has created 
m an. For "let them ," He says, "have d o m in ion  over the fish of the sea, 
and  over the  fow l of the air, and  over every  creep ing  thing w hich 
creepeth on the earth" (Gen. i. 26.). H e d id  n o t in tend  that His 
rational creature , who w as m ade in  H is im age, shou ld  have dom inion 
over any th ing  b u t the irrational creation — n o t m an  over m an, b u t 
m an over the beasts. A nd hence the righ teous m en  in  prim itive times 
w ere m ade shepherds of cattle rather than  k ings of m en, god in tending 
thus to teach us w hat the relative position  o f the  creatures is, and  w hat 
the desert of sin; for it is w ith  justice, w e believe, th a t the condition of 
slavery is the resu lt of sin. A nd this is w hy  w e do n o t find the w ord  
'slave ' in  any  p a rt of Scripture un til righ teous N oah  branded the sin  of 
his son w ith  this name. It is a nam e, therefore, in troduced by sin  and  
no t by nature. The origin of the Latin w o rd  for slave is supposed to be 
found in  the circum stance tha t those w ho b y  the  law  of w ar w ere liable 
to be killed w ere  som etim es preserved  by  th e ir victors, and w ere hence 
called servants. A nd these circumstances- cou ld  never have arisen save 
th rough  sin. For even w hen  w e w age a ju s t w ar, ou r adversaries m ust 
be sinning; an d  every victory, even though  g a in ed  b y  wicked m en, is a 
resu lt of the first judgm ent of God, w ho hum bles the vanquished 
either for the sake of rem oving or of p u n ish in g  their sins. Witness 
tha t m an  of G od, Daniel, w ho, w hen  he w as in  captivity, confessed to 
G od his ow n  sins and  the sins of his people , an d  declared w ith  pious 
grief th a t these w ere the cause of the cap tiv ity  (Dan. ix). The prim e 
cause, then, of slavery is sin, w hich brings m an  u n d e r the dom inion of 
his fellow — tha t w hich does no t happen  save  b y  the  judgm ent of God, 
w ith  w hom  is no  unrighteous, and  w ho know s h o w  to aw ard fit 
pun ishm en ts to every variety  of offence. B u t ou r M aster in  heaven
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says, "Every one w ho  doe th  sin  is the servant o f sin" (John viii. 34.). 
and thus there are  m an y  w icked m asters w ho have relig ious m en  as 
their slaves, an d  w ho  are yet them selves in  bondage; "for o f w hom  
a m an is overcom e, o f the  sam e is he b rough t in  bondage" (II Pet. ii.
19). A nd beyond  question  it is a happier th ing  to be the slave of a m an 
than of a lust; for even  th is very  lust of ruling, to m en tion  no  others, 
lays w aste m en 's  h earts  w ith  the m ost ru thless dom inion . M oreover, 
w hen m en are sub jected  to one ano ther in a peaceful order, the low ly 
position does as m uch  good  to the  servant as the p ro u d  position  does 
harm  to the m aster. But by  natu re , as God first created us, no  one is the 
slave either of m an  o r of sin. This serv itude is, how ever, penal, and  is 
appointed by  tha t law  w hich  enjoins the p reservation  of th e  n a tu ra l 
order and forbids its d isturbance; for if no th ing  h ad  been  done  in 
violation of th a t law , there  w ou ld  have been no th ing  to res tra in  by  
penal servitude. A n d  therefore the apostle adm onishes slaves to be 
subject to their m asters, an d  to serve them  heartily  an d  w ith  good-w ill, 
so that, if they canno t be freed by  their m asters, they  m ay  them selves 
m ake their slavery  in  som e sort free, by  serving n o t in  crafty  fear, b u t in 
faithful love, un til all un righ teousness pass away, and  all p rincipality  
and every h u m an  p o w er be b rough t to nothing, and  G od be  all in  a l l .25

So m en w ere  n o t slaves by  v irtue  of their orig inal na tu re , b u t becam e 

susceptible to ju st enslavem ent th ro u g h  the Fall. A lso, the sin  of the  slave is 

conceived as a m ajor cause of slavery, w hile liberty is a rew ard  reserved  only  

for the rig h te o u s .26 B ut th e  un righ teousness of the  slave do es n o t "pass 

aw ay", nor is freedom  ach ieved , w ith o u t effort on behalf of the  slave himself.

U nderscoring m y claim  th a t C alhoun  view ed despo tism  an d  slavery as 

P rov iden tial, let us recall from  C h ap te r IV tha t the  d u a l-p rin c ip le  is the 

source of both ty ranny  an d  resistance to tyranny. For the fu n d am en ta l cause

25 St. Augustine. The C ity of God in Great Political Thinkers: Plato to the Present. 221-???-
28 But through historical accident, of course, those who qualify, from a moral point of view, 

as free men, may fall into servitude, for example, through either usurpation or conquest from 
without. Indeed, such may be the unfortunate fate of moral superiors in any community in which 
the generality is, for example, so distracted by its own sloth, depravity, and ignorance, that it 
lacks the patriotism and foresight to prevent the enslavement of the entire community. Such 
tragic episodes may be viewed as natural and often unavoidable attendants of imperfect (Latin, 
imperfectuml human justice, or of what the ancient Hellenes called Dike (human justice), as 
compared with the complete (perfectuml divine justice (Themis).
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th a t im pels m en to desist from  sacrificing the interests of o thers to their own

interest is no t the vo lun ta ry  and  un ila teral forbearance of the  oppressor, but

the effectual resistance by  those w hom  they are o p p ress in g  and  abusing  --

ind iv idua ls  w ho, like them selves, feel m ore in tensely  th o se  th ings w hich

affect them  directly  than  those th ings w hich affect them  ind irec tly  th rough

others. A nd so, vigilance is, indeed, the price of lib e r ty 27, a n d  a slouch  into

despotism  from  tim e to tim e is apparen tly  inevitable, since a vigilance that is

tru ly  eternal is an a tta inm en t w holly  beyond hum an  capacity. A nd  despotism

then , because of the p a in  it inflicts, m ay  in som e sense be  v iew ed  as a just

pun ishm en t w hose P rov iden tia lly  in tended  effect is to ro u se  the  oppressed

p o rtio n  of the  co m m u n ity , an d  to sp u r  its m em bers o n  to m o ra l and

intellectual atta inm ent, and  to the rew ard  for these a tta inm ents, liberty.28

But w hile d espo tism  is the ju st pun ishm en t of a p e o p le  or class for

sloth, deprav ity , a n d  ignorance, liberty  is a fitting and  ju s t rew ard  for labor,

virtue, and  understand ing . Or, as C alhoun puts it:

. . . just as a people rise in  the scale of intelligence, v irtue , and  
patriotism , an d  the m ore perfectly they becom e acquain ted  w ith  the 
nature  of governm ent, the ends for which it w as o rdered , and  how  it 
ough t to be adm in istered , and  the less the tendency to violence and  
d isorder w ith in , and  danger from  abroad, the pow er necessary  for 
governm ent becom es less and  less, and ind iv idual liberty  greater and

27 See John Philpot Curran (1750-1817), "Speech upon the Right of Election of the Lord 
Mayor of Dublin" [July 10, i790]: "The condition upon which God hath given liberty to man is 
eternal vigilance; which condition if he break, servitude is at once the consequence of his crime 
and the punishment of his guilt." Commonly attributed to Jefferson. And compare 
Demosthenes, Philippic 2, sec. 24: "There is one safeguard known generally to the wise, which 
is an advantage and security to all, but especially to democracies as against despots. What is 
it? Distrust."

28 An interesting and rewarding political philosophical exercise would be to compare what 
I have here called the sting of despotism to the sting of Socrates the gadfly, referred to in the 
Apology  of Plato. Clearly, these forms of punishment are complementary, each aiming at the 
human good. In this sense, the justice involved in despotism is akin to the justice involved in 
refutation. By means of despotism, vice and ignorance are excoriated, thereby clearing the way 
for virtue and knowledge. Thus slavery is a just punishment for the former, and liberty the just 
reward for the latter.
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greater.29

Intelligence, v irtue, and  patriotism, are then  goods to be striven  for and 

conditions whose rea lization  tend  naturally  to be rew arded  by  liberty, w hile 

ignorance, vice, an d  n a rro w  selfishness are dev ia tions from  the p a th  of 

sa lu ta ry  rea liza tion  th a t  ten d  n a tu ra lly  to be p u n ish e d  by  despotism . 

R em onstrating against certa in  influential political ph ilosophical superstitions 

of p o st-E n ligh tenm en t E u ro p e  a n d  A m erica, C a lh o u n  w e n t on, in  his 

"Speech on the O regon Bill" to dem olish the sp u rio u s  no tions of na tu ra l 

liberty  and n a tu ra l equality  in  the light of an  u n d e rs tan d in g  of bo th  true 

liberty  and true  equality . H av in g  estab lished  the  causa l an d  historical 

connections betw een v irtu e  and  liberty, on the one hand , an d  betw een vice, 

despotism , and  slavery, on  the o ther hand , C a lh oun  exp la ins how  the 

d iffering  m oral and  physica l circum stances of. com m unities lead  naturally  

a n d  in ev itab ly  to d if fe re n t ra tio s , for th e se  c o m m u n itie s , b e tw een  

governm ental pow er and  liberty. But,, in this regard  too, com m unities m ay 

differ no t only betw een them selves, b u t w ithin  them selves.

As we saw  in C hap te r IV, the political com m unity  itself is never a 

s ing le , u n d iffe ren tia ted  w ho le . T herefore, it h as  o ften  b een  the case 

h isto rically  tha t, for the  sake of the safety an d  w ell-be ing  of an en tire  

com m unity , the differing p o rtions of that com m unity  are assigned m ore or 

less liberty than that of its o ther portions, depend ing  on  their capacity to enjoy 

it -- th a t is, d epend ing  on  the ir actualized capacity  to exercise liberty  in  a

29 "Speech on the Oregon Bill" [July 27,1848] in Union and Liberty. 568. This theoretical 
passage prompts the question: Did Calhoun speculate about blacks who had achieved moral 
and intellectual merit? Or did he, for example, condemn the entire race in America to slavery 
perpetually? Indeed, in the literature on Calhoun, such questions remain as yet largely 
undeveloped and unanswered.
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m an n er consistent w ith  the  pu b lic  good. The n a tu ra l a n d  inev itab le  resu lt 

then  of a substantial difference of m oral actualization b e tw een  the  portions or 

classes of a com m unity ten d s  to  be  the assigning of an  u n e q u a l liberty.30 As 

C alhoun  observes:

Instead . . .  of all m en  hav ing  the same right to liberty  an d  equality , as is 
claimed by those w ho  h o ld  th a t they are all b o m  free a n d  equal, liberty 
is the noble and h ighest rew ard  bestow ed on  m ental an d  m oral 
developm ent, com bined  w ith  favorable circum stances. Instead , then, 
of liberty and equality  b e in g  b o m  w ith m an; instead  o f all m en  and all 
classes and descrip tions be ing  equally entitled  to them , they  are h igh

30 Following Aristotle, of the Nicomachean Ethics. Calhoun held that there are degrees of 
goodness and vidousness. Thus he spoke of a "scale" of intelligence, virtue, and patriotism. As 
a rule of thumb, then, we may say that moral differences are "substantial" when disparities in 
moral actualization between the different portions of a single community become so great that 
failure to acknowledge the difference through differential legislation threatens the safety and 
well-being of the entirety. Rousseau understood this as well. See the Social Contract. Bk HI, 
chap. xv :

What is this? That liberty requires slavery to maintain it? It may be so. Extremes 
meet. Whatever is unnatural has its disadvantages, and that is truer of civil sodety 
than of anything else.

Circumstances unfortunately arise in which a man can keep his liberty only at 
the cost of another's, in which the dtizen can enjoy perfect freedom only on the 
condition of the slave being very much a slave. Such was the position of Sparta. You, 
ye modem peoples, have no slaves, but you are slaves yourselves; the slaves' liberty is 
paid for by yours. Do not daim  credit for this state of things to me; I see in it a proof, 
not of humanity, but of pusillanimity.

And, antidpating Calhoun's reflections on these insights as they pertained to the 
antebellum South, Edmund Burke, in his speech on conciliation with America, wrote:

Where [liberty and slavery co-exist in a community] those who are free are by far the 
most proud and jealous of their freedom. I cannot alter the nature of man. The fact is so, 
and these people of the southern colonies are much more strongly, and with a higher 
and more stubborn spirit attached to liberty than those to the northward. Such were 
all the ancient commonwealths, such were our Gothic ancestors, and such in our day 
were the Poles; such will be all masters of slaves who are not slaves themselves. In 
such a people the haughtiness of domination combines itself with the spirit of freedom, 
fortifies it, and renders it invindble.

With such passages, then, Rousseau and Burke do much to explain what less 
philosophically-minded historians have marvelled at but failed to understand for decades 
now, the indomitable spirit of Southern arms and of white Southerners generally. At once 
referring to and partaking of this spirit, Southerners, for generations after the war of the 
1860's, have been quick to remind others that the Confederacy outfought the North, but 
ultimately lost the war merely to superior numbers and materiale.
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prizes to be w on, an d  are in their m ost perfect state , n o t only  the 
highest rew ard  th a t can be bestow ed on  o u r race, b u t the m ost difficult 
to be w on — an d  w h en  w on, the m ost difficult to be p reserved . 31

A failure to co m p reh en d  C alhoun 's v iew  th a t libe rty  is a rew ard  for 

v irtue  has led  som e critics to charge him  w ith  inconsistency in  his defense of 

the  liberty of the in d iv id u a l.32 Specifically, it h a s  been  h e ld  th a t the doctrine 

of the  concurrent m ajority  is essentially a theory  of m ino rity  righ ts, and  that 

as such  it is inconsisten t w ith  any defense of slavery , in c lu d in g  th a t which 

C alhoun  e sp o u se d .33 A s w e saw  in C h a p te r  VI, in  o u r  d iscu ss io n  of 

co n stitu tio n a l in te re s ts , less charitab le  critics h ave  accu sed  C a lh o u n  of 

so p h is try  o u trig h t, a n d  specifically , o f c o n s tru c tin g  th e  d o c tr in e s  of 

nullification and  the co n cu rren t m ajority as e laborate  an d  base  justifications 

of ru le  b y  the "a ris to c ra tic "  Sou thern  p la n te r  class a n d  o f the South's 

"peculiar institu tion ."  But, of course, C alhoun  w as n o t the  first philosopher

31 See "Speech on the Oregon Bill" [July 27,1848] in Union and Liberty. 568-569. And 
compare again Rousseau, who, as his less astute interpreters have failed to see or to 
acknowledge, was rightfully and utterly disdainful of the modem notion of equal, abstract, and 
universal liberty. Addressing himself to the Poles, he said:

I am conscious of the difficulties in the way of the plan to free your peoples. What I 
fear is not only misconception of their interests, amour propre and prejudice on the part 
of the masters. This obstacle surmounted, there are still to fear the vices and 
poltrooneries of the serfs. Liberty is a succulent food but takes a good digestion: only 
h ea lth y  stomachs can stand i t . (Emphasis added)

I am moved to laughter by those debased peoples who, lured into rebellion by 
strong drink, talk grandly of liberty without having the least idea of it, and, with 
their hearts full to the brim with all the servile vices, imagine that to be free it is only 
necessary to be mutinous.

High and sacred liberty! If these wretched people could know you, if they 
could realize to price that must be paid to win you and keep you, if they were conscious 
that laws are sterner taskmasters than tyrants, their feeble souls, enslaved by the 
passions which must be kept down, would fear you a hundred times more than slavery; 
they would flee you in terror as a burden too great to be borne.

32 See, for example, Arthur A. Ekirch, Jr., The Decline of American Liberalism flMew York: 
Atheneum, 1980), 95-115, whose criticisms of Calhoun will be examined shortly.

33 But compare Clyde N. Wilson, "Calhoun and Community" in Chronicles of Culture 9 (July 
1985): 17-20, where Wilson argues that the concurrent majority is not a theory of minority rights 
but a theory of consensus. Also, on Calhoun's defense of slavery, see especially the "Speech on 
the Reception of Abolition Petitions" (February 6,1837) and the Disquisition.
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to be charged w ith  sophistry, or w ith  soph istry  in  behalf of som e aristocratic 

interest in  particular.34 For exam ple, defending  Plato against a sim ilar charge, 

a recent w riter explains tha t to call any ph ilosophy  "aristocratic" in the sense 

of class in terest is m eaningless; because "p reoccupation  w ith  the in terests of 

one class to the  de trim en t of others is no t ph ilo sophy", and  "ph ilosophy  is

34 See especially, Richard N. Current 'John C. Calhoun, Philosopher of Reaction" in 
Antioch Review. Vol. 3, No. 2 (Summer 1943), 223-234:

The shade of John C. Calhoun, who died in 1850, still haunts the Southern scene. He, 
after all, was the original architect of the Solid South. He it was who took Jefferson's 
liberal doctrine of states' rights and identified it with a policy of reaction. He, more 
then anyone else, made the presence of the Negro an occasion for repressing white men 
along with black. Wherever contemporary Bourbons take counsel together, somewhere 
in their midst hovers the ghost of the Great Nullifier.

But such baseless name-calling and superficiality had its beginning amongst Calhoun's 
contemporaries. For example, Abraham Lincoln, an admirer of Webster's "Reply to Hayne", 
would take aim at Calhoun and his doctrine of concurrent majority in his 1857 speech on the 
Dred Scott decision:

They have him [the Negro] in this prison house; they have searched his person, and 
left no prying instrument with him. One after another they have closed the heavy iron 
doors upon him, and now they have him, as it were, bolted in with a lock of a hundred 
keys; the keys in the hands of a hundred different men, and they scattered to a hundred 
different and distant places, and they stand musing as to what invention, in all the 
dominions of mind and matter, can be produced to make the impossibility of his escape 
more complex than it is.

But we need not conjecture concerning Lincoln's apparent impatience with the constraints 
that must necessarily attend constitutional government, since this impatience would be amply 
demonstrated beginning in the Spring of 1861, with, for example, his unconstitutional creation 
of West Virginia, his brutal suppression of popular sovereignty in Maryland, and his suspension 
of the writ of habeas corpus throughout the North. Nor do we need concern ourselves with the 
issue of the sincerity and solicitude of Mr. Lincoln regarding the well-being of the Negro, as this 
too would be made plain in due course; with his general emancipation of slaves in the 
Confederate states only (not in the neutral or border states), in a manner woefully deficient as 
concerned the material provision and protection of the newly emancipated population.

So what then are we to think of the self-righteous complaining of a burglar about the 
security system designed to thwart his depredative impulses.
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disinterested or it is no t ph ilo sophy35." But C a lh o u n 's  statesm anly labors an d  

theoretical w ritings, like Plato 's d ialogues, w e re  them selves directed ag a in st 

such sophistry. Still, tw enty-five centuries, hav e  passed  since the d ialogues of 

Plato w ere w ritten , and  the ideological p rejud ice  against its author, a lth o u g h  

by no m eans w holly  exhausted or m oribund , d o  n o t represen t and  recall to 

consciousness -- as C a lhoun 's  w o rk  does to d a y  — a p a rt o f the  sp ir i t ,  

experience a n d  ra tio n a le  of an e x ta n t p o litic a l com m unity . C a lh o u n 's  

political w ritings, unlike the dialogues, are capab le  still of evoking, am o n g  

A m ericans a t least, the m ost in tense em o tio n a l an d  in tellectual reac tions, 

bo th  sym pathetic  and  hostile, because they  fo rm  p a rt of the story  of liv ing  

com m unities an d  the ir still-going concerns. T hese circum stances su g g e s t 

perhaps th a t a general recognition of the d isin terested  and  truly ph ilosophical 

character o f C a lh o u n 's  w ork  lies so m ew h ere  in  the  fu tu re; since a like  

recognition w as effected, during  the course of generations after P lato 's dea th , 

to such a degree as to render the w ord  P la to n ism  synonym ous w ith  the w o rd  

ph ilo so p h y .36 Still, w e shou ld  expect th a t C a lh o u n , like Plato, w ill h a v e  

enem ies in  an y  age, since their philosophies a re  im plications of a system  of 

na tu re  th a t is itself aristocratic, and  w hose m ysteries and  in terw orkings are  

no t equally  d isclosed to all. A nd so, to call th e ir  philosophies aristocratic  is

35 See the introduction by Huntington Caimes in Plato, T he Collected Dialogues of Plato, ed. 
Edith Hamilton and Huntington Caimes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989), xvi.

And indeed, pushing subjectivism a step beyond the level of willful sophistry, Karl 
Marx, by articulating his epistemological doctrine of polylogism — according to which the 
logical structure of the mind differs in the members of various classes — impugned the 
objectivity of nearly every other socio-political thinker, excepting of course himself and a very 
few other favored writers. See Ludwig von Mises. Human Action: A Treatise on Economics 
(Chicago: Contemporary Books, Inc. 1966), 77-91.

36 See Ralph Waldo Emerson "Plato; Or, The Philosopher" in The Portable Emerson, ed.
Carl Bode (New York: Viking Penquin Inc., 1983), 295-324: ". . . Plato is philosophy, and 
philosophy, Plato,— at once the glory and shame of mankind, since neither Saxon nor Roman 
have availed to add any idea to his categories. ...
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m eaningfu l on ly  in  the  sense th a t n a tu re  itse lf is aristocratic, or invo lves 

d ifferences in  a c tu a liz e d  ab ilities w h ich  so m e tim es  n ecess ita te  le g a l 

d istinctions.37

But w hatever m ay  be the fate of C a lh o u n 's  rep u ta tio n  in  the com ing  

decades and  cen turies, let us consider w here  th ings s tan d  now , especially  as 

regards the charge of sophistry . For u n til a  m ore  general an d  w id esp read  

recognition  of the d is in te res ted  and  ph ilo soph ica l character of his po litica l 

ideas is attained, w e can expect tha t C alhoun 's personal character, sta tesm anly  

career and  w ritings w ill continue to be sub jec ted  to the  g rosser form s of 

m is in te rp re ta tio n  a n d  in su lt — bo th  d e libera te  an d  u n in ten tio n a l -- a t the  

hands of shallow  an d  uncom prehend ing  critics, the  likes of w hich  they  h av e  

already w ithstood . 38

The charge ag a in st C alhoun of so p h is try  in  defense of the  S ou thern  

slave-holding class can  ultim ately, of course, be  answ ered  only by  a system atic 

investigation of the  w o rd s and  actions of the m an  as political leader aga in st 

the backdrop of events an d  conditions of his tim es; a task  beyond the scope of 

the  p resen t w ork . In  lieu  of su ch  conclu sive  rejection  of the  charge , 

how ever, let us exam ine a representative sam ple  from  those critics w ho h ave  

so m isunderstood  a n d  accused C alhoun . T his exam ination  sho u ld  help  us 

fo rm  som e sense  o f the  p e rs is tin g  o p p o sitio n , to a n d  p re jud ice  a g a in s t 

C alhoun 's ideas.

In his w ide ly -read  book, T he  D ecline o f  A m e ric an  L iberalism  (1955), 

h isto rian  A rthu r Ekirch writes:

U nder the leadersh ip  of John C. C alhoun , the statesm en and

37 See Plato, The Collected Dialogues of Plato, xvi.
38 On the enduring quality of Calhoun's ideas, see Russell Kirk "Calhoun Endures" in 

Southern Partisan 9 (Third Quarter): 20-24.
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intellectuals of the South tried  to w ork o u t an  exposition of [classical] 
liberalism  in term s of the  defense of slavery. In  its espousal of states' 
rights, free trade , and  an  agricultural type of society, the  p roslavery  
argum ent, it w as true, adhered  to m any of the basic tenets of 
Jeffersonian liberalism . But sou thern  liberalism  as a theo ry  could  no t 
be squared  w ith  the practice of slavery, and  by  the tim e of Jefferson's 
death , in  1826, the South w as tu rn ing  against the basic p rincip les of the 
natu ra l righ ts ph ilo sophy  and  its corollaries of liberty  an d  equality. In 
the next decade the South stood  ready to accept C alhoun 's argum ent 
tha t slavery w as 'a  good  — a positive good . .  . the m ost safe and  stable 
basis for free institu tions in  the w o r ld . '39

F u rth e rm o re :

. . .  it w as C alhoun, to a greater ex tent than  any  o ther antebellum  
sta tesm an  o r th inker, w ho a ttem pted  to reconcile a liberal philosophy 
w ith  the defense of slavery. A  realist in  his view s o n  politics and  
econom ics, C a lhoun  h ad  no patience w ith  the classic liberalism  of 
Jefferson or the  rom antic  liberalism  exem plified in th e  revolu tions of 
1848 in  C entra l Europe. . . . D espite his repud ia tion  of the  Jeffersonian 
heritage and  h is a rd en t defense of the interests of the  slavocracy, 
C alhoun in  con trast to m ost of his contem poraries sensed  the  danger to 
liberalism  in h eren t in  the  p o w er of the Jacksonian m ajority, and  in the 
nationalizing  tendency  of m anifest destiny. C alhoun 's flaw  lay in his 
associating h is p rincip le  of m inority  rights w ith  the illiberal cause of 
slavery.40 . .

Sym pathetic  to som e fo rm  of C lassical .L iberalism  h im self, E kirch 's
»

a ttitu d e  to w a rd  C a lh o u n  is am b iv a len t — b e in g  at once a ttrac ted  to the  

"principle  of m in o rity  rig h ts"  th a t he  finds, and  revo lted  b y  the  defense of 

slavery. R ooting h is C lassical liberalism  in a "natu ra l righ ts ph ilosophy" tha t 

holds that "all m en  a re  b y  n a tu re  b o m  free an d  equal", E kirch is led  by his 

o w n  assum ptions a n d  p rincip les to charge C alhoun  w ith  inconsistency  and

39 See Arthur A. Ekirch, Jr., The Decline of American Liberalism (New York: Atheneum, 
1980), 110.

40 Ibid, 111-112.
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incoherence.41 In  back of th is charge of inconsistency, it should  be no ted , lies 

an in s in u a tio n  o f so p h istry , w ith  the su g g estio n  being  th a t C a lh o u n  -- 

w hatever m ay  h av e  been  h is  success in  illu m in a tin g  o th er issues -- w as 

hopelessly uncritical and  biased  in  his trea tm en t of the issue of slavery , and 

therefore led to sacrifice the interests of the general A m erican com m unity  to 

Southern  sec tional in terest. The u ltim ate  source of bo th  the  charge  of 

inconsistency an d  the in sinua tion  of so p h is try  is, of course, the  fallacious 

assum ptions and  tenets of abstract n a tu ra l righ ts that we exposed  earlier in 

this chapter, includ ing  the notions that rights exist independen t of the  m oral 

and physical conditions of society, and tha t all m en are, of necessity, en titled  

to equal liberty. O nce the critic 's assum ptions are  exposed and  exam ined , 

then , a d iffe ren t a sse ssm en t of C a lh o u n 's  p ro jec t of fo rg in g  a liberal 

philosophy is suggested.

First, C a lhoun  does in fact articulate a doctrine of liberalism , as Ekirch 

says; b u t it is th e  doc trine  of abstract n a tu ra l righ ts liberalism , an d  no t 

C alhoun 's Sou thern  "liberalism ", w hich fails th rough  incoherency. C alhoun 

v iew ed libe ra lism  as a po litica l doctrine  th a t is su b s id ia ry  to a general 

repub lican  d o c trin e  th a t is concerned w ith  b o th  liberty  and  o rd e r; and  

liberalism 's p ro p e r  end  is to  undersco re  th e  ro le  and  benefits o f a m ore 

extensive and  secure  liberty  for the ind iv idual. Thus liberalism , of itself, is

41 This error is repeated in Richard N. Current. Tohn C. Calhoun. (New York: Washington 
Square Press, 1966), 128:

By 1861 something had happened, in the South, to the old ideas of Jeffersonian 
democracy. The state-rights doctrine had been detached from the liberal principle and 
joined to a reactionary one. The ideals of freedom-loving farmers were adapted to the 
interests of slaveholding planters, and the party of Jefferson was transformed into the 
party of Jefferson Davis. Between these two men stood two others who handed on the 
torch and altered its fuel and its flame as they did so. One was John Randolph of 
Roanoke. The other and much the more significant was Calhoun. In helping thus to 
make Jefferson the light of illiberalism, Calhoun left his most important mark upon 
the development of American political thought.
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not a com plete political doctrine; since a concern w ith  the role o f liberty  m ust 

be balanced ag a in st a p rio r and  m ore com pelling concern w ith  security . In 

this sense, then , tru e  liberalism  is a rhetorical em phasis on  only one  aspect — 

albeit a crucially  im p o rtan t one -- of a general republican  doctrine. C lassical 

lib e ra lism 's  e m p h a s is  on  liberty  as co n d u c in g  to  im p ro v e m e n t o f the 

indiv idual and  o f the general society m u st then be balanced ag a in st the  prio r 

and  m ore w e ig h ty  concerns w ith  the p reserva tion  and  p e rp e tu a tio n  o f the 

hum an race th ro u g h  order.42

C a lh o u n  -- un like  Locke, Jefferson, and  o th er "ab strac t"  libera ls  — 

recognized th a t a m ore extensive liberty, along w ith  slavery an d  o th er form s 

of su b o rd in a tio n , lies a t som e d e te rm in a te  p o in t o n  a sing le  m o ra l and  

intellectual co n tin u u m  or scale. A gain, according to C alhoun , lib e rty  is a 

rew ard for m o ra l an d  intellectual a tta inm ent, w hereas slavery, w h ere  it is no t 

the re su lt o f c o n q u es t o r of inheritance  m e re ly 43, is a sa lu ta ry  a n d  ju st 

p u n ish m en t for slo th , ignorance, an d  deprav ity . A nd  so s lav ery  in  every  

instance is n o t a n  evil; no r is liberty in  every  instance a good. In  tru th , bo th  

slavery and  extensive liberty  are good or b ad  according to that com bination  of 

m oral and  physical circum stances in  w hich  a com m unity  finds itself.

But h o w e v e r  p ro fo u n d  and  suggestive  m ay  be C a lh o u n 's  genera l 

ph ilo soph ical sp eech  in  the  D isqu isition  and e lsew here  on  th e  n a tu re  of

42 But modem, twentieth century liberalism, and not Classical Liberalism, is the political 
antipode of Classical Republicanism; since, while Classical Liberalism is but a partial doctrine 
emphasizing the virtues of liberty, modem liberalism — by extolling radical hedonism and 
license — stands in opposition to both the liberty of the individual, rightly conceived, and to 
order.

43 Here, of course, a debate may be joined between, for example, Aristotle and St. Augustine 
on the justice of slavery through conquest and inheritance. Calhoun's own position regarding 
these matters has not yet been satisfactorily determined or explained. But, for a useful starting 
point, see George Fitzhugh, "The Politics and Economics of Aristotle and Mr Calhoun" in 
DeBow's Review 23 (August 1857); 163-172.
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slavery  and  liberty, th is sp eech  m u st, for th e  p resen t, receive only  th a t 

incom plete a tten tion  req u ired  for an  e luc ida tion  of the  central concern of 

this chap ter — the pow er of the com m unity  an d  its cause.

For recall th a t the cen tra l concern  of this chap ter is to exam ine one 

aspect of the deve lopm en ta l fate of the  dua l-p rincip le  of ou r na tu re ; th a t 

aspect concerned  w ith  the causes w h ich  con tribu te  to the s treng then ing  or 

w eak en in g  of the  com m unity . It is th is concern th a t has obliged  us to 

consider a num ber of im p o rtan t subsid iary  accounts p ro v id ed  by C alhoun  in  

the D isqu isition , su ch  as the  n a tu re  o f lib e rty  and  its p ro p e r re la tion  of 

governm en ta l pow er, the re la tion  of o rdered  liberty to progress, and , finally, 

the re la tion  of p rog ress or im p ro v em en t to  the pow er of the com m unity . 

A nd, before m oving  on  to w h a t m ay be considered  the  clim ax of C alhoun 's 

account of the pow er of the com m unity  (47-48),. we m ust suffer one final b u t 

crucially  im p o rtan t d ig ressio n  — an excu rsus concerning the  varie ties and  

n a tu re  o f h u m a n  e q u a lity  w h o se  in s ig h ts  are  n e ce ssa ry  for a fu lle r 

understand ing  of C alhoun 's account of the  causes of the streng th  or w eakness 

of a com m unity.

A fter refu ting  the no tion  tha t "all people  are equally  entitled  to liberty"

(42), C a lh o u n  p roceeds to exam ine  " a n o th e r  erro r, n o t less g rea t and  

dangerous, u sua lly  associated  w ith  [the n o tio n  .of equal liberty]" (43). This 

second g reat and  influential e rro r w as the view, held by  m any  du ring  his tim e 

and since, that "liberty  cannot be  perfect w ith o u t perfect equality ." (43) As the 

supposition  goes, perfect liberty  requires, perfect equality for its (i.e., liberty 's) 

full realization an d  effectual m ain tenance.

Iden tify ing  as erroneous this v iew  of the  relation of liberty to equality,
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C alhoun conjectures tha t the  e rro r of perfect equality, as w e m ay call it, tends 

to arise because liberty  an d  equality  are at som e level and  to som e extent 

intim ately related. This level and  extent are specified by  C alhoun, w hen  he 

concedes that liberty and  equality, indeed, are "un ited  to a certain extent — and 

th a t equality  of citizens, in  th e  eyes of the law , is essential to liberty  in a 

popu lar governm ent **" (43) But this equality before the law, or "in  the eyes of 

the law ", differs fundam enta lly  from  the variety- of equality  im plied  by those 

w ho accept the  no tion  of pe rfec t equality  as an  ax iom  of politics. The 

proponents of the no tion  of perfect equality  m ean b y  equality  no t "equality  

before the law " b u t instead , "equality  of condition"; therefore, they  m aintain  

that "equality  of condition is essential to liberty." (43)

In add ition  to his aim , in  the D isquisition, of g iv ing  a tim eless speech 

abou t the  orig in  and  causes of the pow er of the  com m unity , C alhoun  was 

clearly concerned  w ith  the  m ore  im m ediate  and  p ressin g  task  of rebu tting  

w h a t w as in h is tim e the  increasing ly  po p u lar an d  subversive  doctrine  of 

perfect equality . For d u r in g  the  se v en te en th , e ig h te e n th , a n d  early  

n ineteen th  cen tu ries, the  n o tio n  of perfect equality  th a t had  been  band ied  

about in  m etaphysical d iscourse  since th e  earliest, tim es w as developed  into 

the  fu ll-b low n  po litica l th eo re tica l doctrine  an d  p rac tica l p ro g ram m e of 

egalita rian ism .

In  the D isquisition . C a lh o u n  m eets the fu n d am en ta l con ten tions of 

radical egalitarian ism  head  on . (43) W riting in  the  1840's, a t the  sam e time 

th a t M arx an d  Engels w ere  fo rm u la tin g  and  p u b lish in g  the  C o m m u n is t

44 For a classic and valuable statement of the nature of liberty and equality, including a 
withering critique of Mill's On Liberty. The Subjugation of Women, and Utilitarianism , see 
James Fitzjames Stephen, Liberty, Equality. Fraternity, ed. Stuart D. Warner (Indianapolis: 
Liberty Fund, Inc., 1993).
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M anifesto (1848), C alhoun  p en n ed  a refu ta tion  of eq u ality  of condition in

term s of the fundam enta l principles of h u m an  na tu re  and  society. C alhoun

undertook  to dem onstra te  th a t equality  of condition , on  the  one hand, and

liberty and progress, on  the other hand, are u tte rly  incom patible.

The reason is, that inequality  of condition, w hile it is a  necessary 
consequence of liberty, [it] is, at the sam e tim e, indispensable to 
progress. In order to understand  w hy this is so, it is necessary to bear in 
m ind, that the m ain sp ring  to progress is, the desire o f individuals to 
better their condition; and  that the strongest im pulse w hich  can be 
given to it is, to leave individuals free to exert them selves in the 
m anner they m ay deem  best for that pu rpose , as far a t least as it can be 
done consistently w ith  the ends for w hich  governm ent is ordained ~  
and to secure to all the fruits of their exertions. (43)

C alhoun , then , m ade explicit a n a tu ra l and  p ro fo u n d ly  im portan t 

connection be tw een  inequality  of condition  and  h u m an  progress; an d  he 

w en t on  to locate the  u ltim ate  source of all in eq u a lity  of condition  in  

differences betw een individuals. Thus, C alhoun observes, "indiv iduals differ 

greatly  from  each other, in  intelligence, sagacity, energy, perseverance, skill, 

hab it of in d u stry  and  economy, physical pow er, position  a n d  opportun ity ."

(43) A nd "the necessary effect of leaving all free to exert them selves to better 

their condition, m u st be a corresponding inequality  be tw een  those who m ay 

possess these qualities and  advantages in a h ig h  degree, an d  those who m ay 

be deficient in  them ." (43) A ntic ipating  the  d iffe ren t strategies to be 

em ployed by  the various egalitarian  regim es of the 20th C en tu ry , C alhoun  

identified  tw o courses of action by  w hich inequality  of cond ition  m ight be 

prevented :

The only m eans by w hich this [inequality] can  be p reven ted  are, either 
to im pose such  restrictions on  the exertions of those w ho  m ay possess 
them  in a h igh  degree, as w ill place them  on  a level w ith  those w ho do 
not; or to deprive them  of the fruits of their exertions. (43)
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But each o f these strategem s unavo idab ly  entails costs tha t are fatal to

progress and, therew ith , to the streng th  of the com m unity. This is so because:

. . .  to im pose restrictions on [those w ho possess a greater share of the 
aforem entioned qualities and  advantages] w ould  be destructive of 
liberty — w hile , to deprive them  o f the  fruits of their exertions, w ou ld  
be to destroy  the desire for be ttering  their cond ition .45 (43-44)

H aving th u s  carefully  d issec ted  th e  n o tio n  of perfec t equality , a n d

exposed the u tte r im practicality  and  pem iciousness of all egalitarian  political

schem es based o n  its assum ption , C a lhoun  em ploys a sim ile in  o rd er to

drive hom e the p o in t that inequality  of cond ition  is a na tu ra l, inevitable, an d

sa lu ta ry  consequence of liberty. Society, says C alhoun , m ay  be v iew ed  as

consisting  of d iffe ren t o rders or ranks, u n eq u a lly  s itua ted  as regard s th e ir

distance from the  fron t line, b u t m oving  fo rw ard  together like an  o rg an ized

and  disciplined b o d y  of soldiers.

It is, indeed, this inequality  of cond ition  betw een the front and  rear 
ranks, in the  m arch of progress, w h ich  gives so strong an  im pulse to 
the form er to  m ain tain  their position , and  to the latter to press fo rw ard

4S Much of this criticism of egalitarianism by Calhoun in the Disquisition is to be found in 
Hume's second enquiry. Hume, like Calhoun a century later, saw that perfect equality is 
"impracticable", as well as recognizing that, were it not so, it would be extremely pernicious, as 
are many of the effects naturally attending attempts to instantiate it. Hume, as usual, is both 
trenchant and eloquent:

Render possessions ever so equal, men's different degrees of art, care, and industry will 
immediately break that equality. Or if you check these virtues, you reduce society to 
the most extreme indigence; and instead of preventing want and beggary in a few, 
render it unavoidable to the whole community. The most rigorous inquisition too is 
requisite to watch every inequality on its-first appearance; and the most severe 
jurisdiction, to punish and redress it. But besides, that so much authority must soon 
degenerate into tyranny, and be exerted with great partialities; who can possibly be 
possessed of it, in such a situation as is here supposed? (See An Enquiry Concerning 
the Principles of Morals. Section III, Part EE.)

The discursive contexts in which the accounts by Calhoun and Hume of egalitarianism occur 
differ, and this difference explains, to some degree, their different emphases and elements. 
Hume is marshalling arguments against the egalitarian as a part of a general discussion of 
justice and of the nature and origin of property. Calhoun, as we have said, is concerned to 
demonstrate how equality of condition is opposed to progress and community power, and his 
more general aim is to exhibit the superior virtues o f governments of the concurrent majority as 
compared with governments of the numerical majority.
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into their files. This gives to progress its greatest im pulse . To force the 
front rank  back to the rear, or a ttem pt to p u sh  fo rw ard  the rear into 
line w ith  the  front, by  the in terposition of the governm ent, w ou ld  p u t 
an end to the im pulse, and  effectually a rrest the m arch  of progress. (44)

Far from  conceding, then, th a t inequality of condition is a necessary b u t 

unfo rtunate  effect of liberty, C a lhoun  recognizes the force a n d  influence in  

h u m an  affairs, once again , of the  beneficen t w ork ings of the  H a n d  of 

Providence. The Creator, C alhoun  saw, has so arranged th in g s as to com pel 

th a t inequality  o f condition  w h ich  natu ra lly  occurs b e tw een  in d iv id u a ls  to 

issue in  p rog ress and  general im provem ent. Thus the "m arch  of [hum an] 

progress" is p rem ised  upon  the  existence of an  inequality  of cond ition  th a t 

flow s n a tu ra lly  from  in d iv id u a l differences w herever liberty , o r a t least
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natural freed o m 46, is fo u n d .47

So m ateria l and  m oral-in tellectual d ifferences betw een the fro n t and  

rear ranks of society are the m ainspring  of con tinued  progress for th e  entire  

com m unity , and  for the species. But, as w e saw  earlier, m o ra l a n d  

intellectual differences betw een the front and  rear ranks can becom e so great, 

as societies change  an d  evo lve , as to w a r ra n t  the in tro d u c tio n  a n d  

m aintenance, for a time, of som e form  of legal d istinction and  su b o rd in a tio n  

betw een these ranks, in o rd er to preserve society  and to p rom ote  p rog ress. 

For those m ore advanced m orally  and in tellectually  possess m ore p ru d en ce , 

and  therefore have less need of direction by  general rules or laws; w hereas, on

45 Recall a distinction made earlier between civic liberty and natural freedom, where the
former is secured through some power of self-protection, while the latter exists merely by the 
perogative of government.

47 And so for Calhoun as slave-holder, for example, there was no dilemma of choosing 
between progress and slavery. See Eugene D. Genovese, The Slaveholders' Dilemma: Freedom 
and Progress in Southern Conservative Thought. 1820-1860 (Columbia: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1992), 46-48:

. . .  Calhoun. . .  celebrated material progress and worried less than many of his 
contemporaries about its negative side. . . .  He gloried in the discoveries of science and 
the advance of technology; the compass and the revolution in navigation; the printing 
press and the spread of literacy; steampower, the magnetic telegraph, and the 
irreversible conquests of the industrial revolution. He especially singled out the 
diffusion of knowledge as an impetus to civilization 'unexampled in the history of the 
world/

Calhoun did not doubt that this material progress was engendering a better 
world. God surely had not given it to us for evil. Evils he saw but primarily as the 
short-run convulsions of the "transition," for governments had not yet learned to master 
the pace and content of progress. Man had a bright future, but he had to learn patience 
and, above all, avoid the temptation to plunge into the wild social experiments that 
would transform the enormous good of material progress into a nightmare.

In defending slavery as a positive good, Calhoun preferred the politically wise 
course of restricting himself, so far as he could, to the specifics of black slavery. But, 
despite irate disclaimers, he could not avoid the higher ground of 'slavery in the 
abstract.' His writings and speeches make clear his belief that only slavery, in one form 
or another, could sustain republican government and the freedom upon which material 
as well as moral progress depended.

See the Disquisition, pp. 63-67, and "Speech on the Reception of Abolition Petitions", 474-
475.
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the o ther h and , the  rea r ranks, hav ing  hu m b ler m o ra l a n d  in te llectual 

a ttainm ents, and  less p rudence, or in ternal d irection, w o u ld  h ave  need of 

m ore law, or ex ternal control. So w ider m oral and  in te llectual differences 

tend  naturally  to be  exp ressed  in  term s of he terogeneous o r separate  legal 

codes w ithin  a single com m unity.'18 M oreover, by preserv ing  b o th  the social 

o rder and a m ax im um  responsible am ount of liberty in  every  class or order, 

the dynamic of the m arch  of progress is preserved; and  p rogress continues so 

far as fortune and  the  cu rren t m oral, intellectual, and  m ateria l attainm ents of 

the various ranks o f the  com m unity  allow. Also a fea tu re  of the  process of 

hum an  progess, the general discom fiture and  suffering caused  by  such legal 

subordination , w h en  i t  com es by  degrees to be felt as m ore a n d  m ore an  

affront to an  ad v an c in g  low er rank, serves as a negative  inducem en t and 

Providential aid for th a t rank  in  eventually  shedd ing  th e ir legal and  social 

subordination  th ro u g h  skillful assertion.49 In this way, th e  general m arch of 

progress for the race m ay  be advanced by such strugg les w ith in  particu lar 

com m unities .50

H aving  th u s  d esc rib ed  the dynam ics of the "m arch  of p rog ress" ,

48 Therefore slavery, for example, is by no means of necessity, or in every instance, the 
"enormity" that it is now almost universally claimed to be. But compare Eugene D. Genovese, 
The Slaveholders' Dilemma: Freedom and Progress in Southern Conservative Thought. 1820- 
1860.3.

49 Of course, one important obstacle that societies must work to avoid is legal ossification, 
whereby progress is brought to a halt or perhaps even reversed out of a failure to reform laws so 
as to keep pace with changing social conditions.

50 But such struggles may be settled with more or less judiciousness. For compare the wise 
compromise in Rome of the patricians with the plebeians to the bitterness of black-white race 
relations in America since the rise of abolitionism as a political force in the 1830's and the 
coercive and precipitous emancipation of black slaves in 1863. This bitterness has continued 
into the late twentieth century; as neo-abolitionist liberalism mindlessly continues to foment 
and to perpetuate bitterness between the races through the legislative enactment of 
preferential treatment of all sorts, including hiring and admissions quotas, and through 
"Orwellian" revisions of history aimed, for example, at vilifying the Southern Confederacy 
and at bolstering the self-esteem of blacks.
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C alhoun digresses for a b it from  his account of the pow er of the com m unity.

This digression (44-45) aim s a t rebu tting  the Jeffersonian no tio n  th a t "all m en

are created equal." C alhoun explains that the tw o great an d  influential errors

just considered -- nam ely, the  no tions of equal liberty  and  perfect equality  —

have their source in  the m istaken  an d  baneful idea of Jefferson, as w ell as in

the re la ted  no tion , g iven com m on  currency  a n d  in fluence by  m ainstream

m odern  political theoriz ing , th a t  all m en are  equal in  a sta te  of n a tu re .51

H aving  exp la ined  the  re la tions of all these e rro rs  one to ano ther, C alhoun

re tu rn s  from  the d ig ression  to  consider fu rth e r  the c en tra l top ic  of this

chapter — the pow er of the com m unity  and its causes.

Recall th a t th is cen tra l to p ic  falls, in  the D isqu isition , w ith in  a

c o m p a riso n  b e tw e e n  a b so lu te  g o v e rn m e n ts , on  th e  o ne  h a n d , and

co n stitu tio n a l g o v e rn m en ts , o n  the  o ther h a n d . G iv en  the  increasing

ascendency  an d  p o p u la rity  o f  the  dem ocratic  form  in  h is day , how ever,

C alhoun  gives special a tten tio n , as w e n o ted  earlier, to  a com parison  of

abso lu te  a n d  c o n stitu tio n a l fo rm s of dem ocracy  resp ec tiv e ly , o r to a

g o v e rn m e n t of th e  n u m e ric a l m ajo rity  as co m p ared  to a dem ocra tic

governm ent of the concurren t m ajority.

O n page 45 of the D isqu isition , rev iew ing  all the v a rio u s po in ts  and

argum ents w hich  he had  ju s t p resen ted  in  o rd e r to exp la in  the  causes of a

com m unity 's  p ow er (40-45) -- item s w e h av e  ju s t rev ie w ed  as w ell —,

C alhoun declares t h a t . . .

. . . from  all tha t has been  said , . . . the m ore perfectly a governm ent 
combines pow er and liberty  — that is, the greater its p o w er and  the 
m ore en larged  and secure the liberty of ind iv iduals, the  m ore

5' Recall that Calhoun's discussion of the Jeffersonian expression, "all men are created 
equal", and of the idea that "all men are equal in a state of nature", were treated in Chapter 
II, in connection with the social aspect of man as a component of the dual-principle.
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perfectly it fulfills the ends for w hich  governm ent is ordained . (45)

H ere, w e m u s t recall o u r  earlie r d is tin c tio n  b e tw een  the  pow ers 

assigned to governm en t by  the sovereign, w h e th er p o p u la r or otherw ise, on 

th e  one h a n d , an d  th e  p o w e r of the  com m unity , on  the  o th e r  h a n d .52 

H old ing  th is d istinc tion  s tead ily  before us w ill p rev en t m isin te rp re tion  of 

C alhoun 's m ean ing  in  this crucial b u t so m ew h at com pressed  passage. To 

review  and  clarify this poten tially  m isleading passage: the "pow er" that is to 

be com bined w ith  liberty  here  refers to w hatever pow ers, in  a g iven instance, 

h appen  to be  de legated  to governm ent by  the  sovereign; b u t the pow er 

referred to im m ediate ly  after, by  the expression " the  greater its pow er", refers 

n o t to the pow ers assigned or delegated to governm ent, w hich  are susceptible, 

for exam ple, of enum eration , b u t to the pow er o f the  com m unity  w hich its 

governm ent bo th  has a t its d isposal and is au tho rized  to w ield  for the sake of 

d e fe n d in g  th e  co m m u n ity  from  in te rn a l a n d  e x te rn a l d an g ers . The 

soundness of this in te rp re ta tio n  is, of course, co rrobo ra ted  by  the fact that, 

according to C alhoun , as w e have seen, the pow ers assigned to governm ent 

stand  necessarily  w ith in  a ratio  w ith  the lib e rty  of the  in d iv id u a l, a ratio 

characterized by  the relation  of inverse p roportionality . For recall that liberty 

is a residuum  after pow er, m ore extensive w here  the  pow ers of governm ent 

are few er an d  m ore m odest, and  m ore lim ited  w h ere  its pow ers are m ore 

num erous an d  im posing. Therefore, it is one th in g  to speak  of pow ers du ly  

assigned  to a g o v e rn m en t b y  a sovere ign  ..(or a ssu m ed  u su rp a to rily  by  

governm ent) as b e in g  ex tensive, and  q u ite  a p o th e r  to sp eak  of the g reat 

reserve of com m unal pow er susceptible of be ing  w ie lded  b y  a governm ent, as

52 For a useful discussion of Calhoun's notion of sovereignty in historical context, see August 
Spain, The Political Theory of TohnC. Calhoun (New York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1968), 164-183.
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the in ternal and  external circum stances of the com m unity  dictate.

In co m p arin g  the  governm en t of th e  co n cu rren t m ajority  to th e

governm en t of the num erica l m ajority, C a lh o u n  aim ed  to show  th a t the

form er is better su ited  to fulfill the D ivinely o rdained  ends of governm ent --

the protection and perfection  of society — in  p a r t  because it is better su ited

than  the latter "to com bine a higher degree o f pow er and  a w ider scope of

liberty." (45) As C alhoun  explains,

The concurrent m ajority . . .  is better su ited  to enlarge and  secure the 
bounds of liberty, because it is better su ited  to p reven t governm ent 
from  passing  beyond  its proper lim its, an d  to restrict it to its prim ary  
end  — the pro tection  of the com m unity. But in doing  this, it leaves, 
necessarily, all beyond it open and  free to  ind iv idual exertions; and  
thus enlarges and  secures the sphere of liberty  to the greatest extent 
w hich the condition  of the com m unity w ill adm it, as has been 
explained. The tendency of governm ent to pass beyond its proper 
lim its is w ha t exposes liberty to danger, an d  renders it insecure; and  it is 
the s trong  counteraction  of governm ents of the concurrent m ajority to 
this tendency w hich  m akes them  so favorable to liberty. On the 
contrary, those of the num erical, in stead  of opposing  and counteracting 
this tendency, ad d  to it increased streng th , in  consequence of the 
violent party  struggles incident to them , as has been  fully explained. 
A nd hence the ir encroachm ents on liberty, and  the danger to w hich it 
is exposed u n d e r such governm ents. (45)

So, w hen  the pow ers assigned to governm en t are effectually guarded , 

th e n  so too is the  libe rty  of the in d iv id u a l. Or, the  a rran g em en t or 

o rgan ization  of governm en t th a t achieves th e  one also achieves the o ther; 

ju st as the o rgan ization  th a t fails to achieve one, likew ise fails to achieve the 

other. G uarded  p o w er and  secured liberty  a re  therefore tw o effects of the  

sam e cause, nam ely, the  organization of a com m un ity 's  governm ent on  the 

p rincip les of the  c o n cu rren t m ajority; w h ile  u n b o u n d e d  pow er a n d  the  

absence of liberty  are, analogously, bo th  n a tu ra l effects of the application of
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the principles of the num erical or absolu te  majority.53

A ccording to C alhoun , the  fate  of liberty  is a fea tu re  w h ich  m ost

s trong ly  m arks the g rea t d iffe rences b e tw ee n  these tw o g o v e rn m e n ta l

system s. Thus, he says,

. . . liberty is little m ore th an  a nam e u n d e r all governm ents of the 
absolute form , includ ing  th a t of the num erical majority; an d  can  only 
have a secure and  durab le  existence u n d e r those of the concurren t or 
constitu tional form . The latter, by  g iv ing  to each portion  of the 
com m unity w hich m ay  be unequally  affected by its action, a negative 
on the others, preven ts all p a rtia l or local legislation, and  restric ts its 
action to such m easures as are designed  for the protection an d  the good 
of the whole. In do ing  this, it secures, at the same time, the  righ ts and  
liberty of the people, regarded  indiv idually ; as each portion  consists of 
those w ho, w hatever m ay  be the d iversity  of interests am ong 
them selves, have the sam e in te rest in  reference to the action of the 
governm ent." 54 (45-46)

A nd specifically, as regards absolu te  democracy, or go v ern m en t of the

num erical m ajority:

The essence of liberty  com prehends the  idea of com prehensible p o w er - 
- that those w ho m ake and  execute the law s should be controlled  by  
those on w hom  they operate  —th a t the governed should govern. . . .
No governm ent based  on  the n aked  principle that the m ajority  o u g h t 
to govern, how ever true  the m axim  in  its proper sense, and  u n d e r 
p roper restrictions, can  p reserve  its liberty  even for a single generation. 
The h istory  of all has been  the sam e — violence, injustice, an d  anarchy, 
succeeded by  the governm ent of one, or a few, under w hich  the  people

53 But, as noted in Chapter VI, the system of numerical majority does n ot, of necessity or in 
every instance, issue in the pernicious effects described here. Recall that this system may be 
the most advantageous for a community of smaller population and geographical extent, and 
more modest revenue.

54 Rousseau was also deeply concerned about the usurpation of republican government by 
partial or private interests. See the Social Contract in The BasicPoliHcal Writings: "Nothing 
is more dangerous than the influence of private interests on public affairs; and the abuse of the 
laws by the govemmentis a lesser evil than the corruption of,the legislator, which is the 
inevitable outcome of particular perspectives" (179) And: "In a perfect act of legislation, the 
private or individual will should be nonexistent; the corporate will proper to government 
should be very subordinate; and consequently the general or sovereign will should always be 
dominant and the unique rule of all the others." (177)
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seek refuge from  the m ore oppressive despo tism  of the m any . . . . 55

C alh o u n , th en , m akes explicit a fu n d a m e n ta l connection  b e tw een

indiv idual liberty  an d  the system  of concurren t m ajority. The quest for liberty

is not an  activ ity  o f the lone ind iv idual, in  the  sense  th a t he  m ight actually

achieve liberty  for h im self th rough  his ow n  exertions m erely.56 Hobbes saw

this clearly, com m enting  in  Part II of L ev ia th a n :

W hether a C om m onw ealth  be M onarchical, or Popular, the Freedom e 
[sic] is still the sam e. But it is an  easy th ing , for m en  to be deceived, by  
the specious nam e of Libertie [sic]; and  for w a n t of Judgem ent to 
d istingu ish , m istake th a t for the ir P rivate  Inheritance, an d  Birth righ t, 
w hich  is the  righ t of the Publique [sic] only.57

Instead, the  strugg le  for liberty is essentially  social. It is a struggle n o t 

be tw een  lone in d iv id u a ls  b u t be tw een  in d iv id u a ls  o rgan ized  in  d ifferen t 

social groups or classes.58 In addition, liberty  for the  ind iv idual is im possible 

o f a tta inm en t w ith o u t atten tion , for exam ple, to the  m anner in  w hich the  

sign ifican t in te re s ts  of a com m u n ity  are  o rg a n iz e d  in  reference to the  

governm ent. B ut C a lh o u n 's  po in t abou t the social character of the strugg le  

for liberty w ou ld  be banal perhaps, w ere  it no t se t w ith in  the context of w h a t

55 Quoted from Calhoun'sWorks. vi, 32, by Lord Acton,"The Anglo-American Tradition of 
Liberty" in Essays in th e History of Liberty, ed. J. Rufus Fears (Indianapolis: LibertyClassic, 
1985), 240.

56 Here we have the surfacing, for example, of a fundamental tension or opposition between 
modem a-social or "atomistic" individualism commonly espoused by the so-called 
"libertarians", on the one hand, and the actual social or communal character of any authentic 
struggle for liberty, on the other hand.

57See Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. C. B. MacPherson (London: Penguin Books, 1968), 266- 
267. Hobbes goes on in this passage to castigate certain influential political theorists who, by 
their anti-monarchical and pro-democratic biases, have given force to the false notion that 
liberty is a mere private inheritance of the individual.

50 The patricians and plebeians in Rome; the crown, nobles, and commons in England; the 
Upcountry farmer and the Lowcountry planter in South Carolina.
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is, in fact, a definitive explanation of the process w hereby liberty  is a tta in e d .59

For C alhoun , true  liberty  is no w inged or ephem era l existent,

bu t is instead  a robust and substan tia l rew ard  for v irtue  th a t endures as long

as v irtu e  (and  a m odicum  of good  fo rtu n e60) itself e n d u re s . A  m oral

su b stan ce  th a t en rich es a n d  e n liv en s  by o p e n in g  n e w  h o rizo n s  of

ac tua liza tion  for its possessors, libe rty  is the sp ir itu a l life-b lood  o f all

civilization and h igh  culture. L iberty  for the indiv idual is achieved — w hen it

is ach ieved  — th ro u g h  the p ro p e r  app lica tion  of the  p rin c ip le s  of the

concurren t m ajority.61

B ut before learn ing  th a t liberty  can be g iven  a secure  an d  durab le

existence only  th ro u g h  the p ro p er im plem enta tion  and  m ain tenance  of the

princip les of the concurren t m ajority , m en  p u t  th e ir  fa ith  in  in d iv id u a l

resistance to ty ran n y , th ro u g h  w h a te v e r  m eans, a n d  in  th e  forcefu l

overthrow  of the tyrant. But bo th  of these m ethods are, of necessity, attended

by difficulties and  dangers w h ich  m u st often p rove overw helm ing . Thus

C alhoun explains,

Ind iv idual resistance is too feeble, and  the difficulty of concert and  co­
operation  too great, unaided  by  such an organism , to oppose, 
successfully, the  organized pow er of governm ent, w ith  all the  m eans of 
the  com m unity  at its disposal; especially in  populous countries, of great 
extent, w here concert and  co-operation are alm ost im possible. Even

59 In addition, his rhetorical emphasis on the social character of the struggle for liberty 
came, one may suppose, in part as a response to an atomistic or false form of individualism then 
becoming more and more popular.

60 One is reminded of the example of King Priam as described by Aristotle in the 
Nicomachean Ethics. Book A. 1101a. A virtuous man once blessed with all goods that make for 
happiness (eudaimonia), including sufficient material goods, family, friends, and so on; Priam 
suffered calamities "great and numerous." Aristotle gives the example of Priam to show that 
some good fortune is a necessary condition of the good life.

Analogously, it appears that the survival of liberty depends on some good fortune as well as 
on the virtues of its possessors, both in the sense that some good fortune is necessary for the 
perpetuation of virtue in the soul and that good fortune is needed alongside virtue, as in, for 
example, a war to defend liberty.

61 Recall the Disquisition. 46.

R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

451

w hen the oppression of the governm ent comes to be too great to be 
borne, and  force is resorted to in order to overth row  it, the result is 
rarely ever followed by  the establishm ent of liberty. The force sufficient 
to overthrow  an oppressive governm ent is usually  sufficient to 
establish one equally, or m ore, oppressive in  its place. A nd hence, in 
no governm ents, except those that rest on the p rincip le  of the 
concurrent or constitu tional majority, can the people guard  their liberty 
against pow er; and  hence, also, w hen lost, the g rea t difficulty and  
uncertainty of regaining it by  force. (46)

H istory is rep lete  w ith  exam ples of tyrannical p o w e r being  opposed  

an d  then  su p p lan ted  by som e o ther pow er th a t w o u ld  p ro v e  even  m ore 

ty rannical, n o tw ith s ta n d in g  th a t the orig inal a im  of th e  revo lu tionaries , 

though  no t necessarily  their leaders, had  been the estab lishm en t of liberty. 

Examples of revolutions tha t have gone awry, before and  since C alhoun 's day, 

include the successions to pow er by  Cromwell in England, b y  Robespierre and
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Bonaparte in  France, b y  Lenin in  Russia, and  by  M ao in  C h in a .62 H av ing  

established63 tha t the  strugg le  for liberty is essen tia lly  social in  character, that 

ind iv idual resistance to  ty ranny  is too feeble, a n d  th a t o rg an ized  resistance

62 St. Thomas, too, had clearly understood the dangers involved in an imprudent resistance 
to tyranny:

. . .  if there be not an excess of tyranny it is more expedient to tolerate the milder 
tyranny for a while then, by acting against the tyrant, to become involved in many 
perils more grievous than the tyranny itself. For it may happen that those who act 
against the tyrant are unable to prevail and the tyrant then will rage the more. But 
should one be able to prevail against the tyrant, from this fact itself very grave 
dissensions among the people frequently ensue: the multitude may be broken up into 
factions either during their revolt against the tyrant, or in process of the organization 
of the government, after the tyrant has been overthrown. Moreover, it sometimes 
happens that while the multitude is driving out the tyrant by the help of some man, 
the latter, having received the power, thereupon seizes the tyranny. Then, fearing to 
suffer from another what he did to his predecessor, he oppresses his subjects with an 
even more grievous slavery. This is wont to happen in tyranny, namely, that the second 
becomes more grievous than the one preceding, inasmuch as, without abandoning the 
previous oppressions, he himself thinks up fresh ones from the malice of his heart. 
Whence in Syracuse, at a time when everyone desired the death of Dionysius, a certain 
old woman kept constantly praying that he might survive her. When the tyrant 
learned this he asked why she did it. Then she said: "When I was a girl we had a 
harsh tyrant and I wished for his death; when he was killed, there succeeded him one 
who was a little harsher. I was very eager to see the end of his dominion also, and we 
began to have a third rule still more harsh — that was you. So if you should be taken 
away, a worse would succeed in your place."

St. Thomas ends by saying that the deposing of a tyrant is an action to be undertaken not 
"through the private presumption of a few", but "by public authority." See On Kingship in The 
Great Political Thinkers: Plato to the Present. 262-263.

Also, replete with irony, history affords us the words and eventual fate of Abraham 
Lincoln. In 1860, Lincoln denounced John Brown's raid on the federal arsenal at Harper's Ferry, 
saying:

That affair, in its philosophy, corresponds with the many attempts, related in history, 
at the assassination of kings and emperors. An enthusiast broods over the oppression of 
a people till he fancies himself commissioned by Heaven to liberate them. He ventures 
the attempt, which ends in little else than his own execution.

But had Lincoln been available to comment on the broader effects of his own 
assassination at the hands of the "enthusiast" Booth, five years hence, he might have 
concluded that such affairs may end, not only in the execution of the assassin, but in the 
deification of the fallen leader. Immediately upon dispatching the President with a pistol 
and jumping to the stagefloor below, Booth, a native of \4rginia and an actor by vocation, coolly 
faced the suprised and terrified onlookers, and shouted the motto of that commonwealth, "Sic 
semper tyrannis V  See J. G. Nicolay and John Hay, eds., Complete Works of Abraham Lincoln 
(New York: The Century Co., 1894), vol. 5,314-319.

63 Disquisition in Government in Union and Liberty. 46.
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w ithou t the  p rov ision  of som e organism  of constitu tion  comm only leads to a 

w orse ty ran n y ; C a lhoun  tu rn s from  h is d iscussion  of how  liberty  for the  

ind iv idua l and  the  com m unity  m ay be a tta ined  to consider the im plications 

of this d iscussion  for the m ain  topic u n d e r  exam ination  — the pow er o f the 

com m unity .

C a lhoun  saw  th a t liberty , ach ieved  — as it m ust be -- th ro u g h  the 

e s tab lish m en t o f the  p rincip les of th e  co n cu rren t majority, has b e en  a 

principal cause of the  pow er of the m ost illustrious communities in  history. 

H av ing  la id  the  g roundw ork  for an exp licit trea tm en t of com m unal pow er, 

C alhoun p u lls  up  and  sum m arizes the discussions tha t im m ediately precede. 

(46-47) H ere  he rem inds us th a t he has estab lished  that governm ents of the 

concurren t m ajority  are "m ore favorable to the enlargem ent and secu rity  of 

liberty" th a n  governm ents of the  num erica l m ajority, and that he  has also 

show n that, be ing  m ore favorable to liberty , governm ents of the concurren t 

m ajority  "m u st necessarily  be m ore favorab le  to progress, d ev e lo p m en t, 

im provem en t, a n d  civilization — and , o f course, to the increase of p o w e r 

w h ich  re su lts  from  and  d ep en d s on  these , th an  those of the n u m erica l 

m ajority ." Recall, as well, that, as C alhoun  has also show n, it is liberty  w hich  

g ives to p ro g re s s , d ev e lo p m en t, im p ro v e m e n t, and  c iv ilization  " th e ir  

g rea test im p u lse ."  (47) A nd so, before p roceed ing , we should  no te  th a t  a 

definite an d  som ew hat complex causal link  is being asserted here by  C alhoun , 

ru n n in g  from  the estab lishm ent of a g overnm en t of the concurrent m ajority  

to the  secu rin g  an d  expansion  of in d iv id u a l liberty , then  from  lib e rty  to 

p ro g ress , d ev e lo p m en t, im provem en t, a n d  civ ilization , and finally, from  

these la tte r  goods to an enhanced  p o w e r for,,the comm unity. The fina l
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conclusion  of th is e n th y m em e  is, as we shall see, th a t the  p ru d e n tia l 

establishm ent of the system  of the concurrent m ajority p roduces the greatest 

pow er that the com m unity  is capable of possessing.

A pproach ing  n o w  the  clim ax of his accoun t of the  p o w er of the 

com m unity , C a lh o u n 's  n e x t co n ce rn  is to i llu s tra te  h o w  p ro g ress , 

developm ent, im p ro v em en t, and  civilization are  goods w hich  con tribu te  

greatly  to the increase of a com m unity 's power. Before rev iew ing  C alhoun 's 

dem onstration  to this effect, how ever, there is a d istinction to w hich w e m ust 

first a ttend  so as to av o id  confusion  and m isu n d ers tan d in g . W ith in  h is 

general account of the  p o w er of the  com m unity , C alhoun  d istingu ishes 

betw een w hat he calls the  elem ents of power, on the one hand , and  the causes 

of power, on the other hand .

In com m on parlance, w hen  the subject u n d e r d iscussion is the pow er 

of a particu lar coun try  or nation , w h a t is being referred  to is w h a t C alhoun 

calls the elem ents of pow er, as d istinguished from  the causes of pow er. The 

elem ents of pow er are those concrete and easily identified features w herein  

the  pow er of a com m un ity  resides, includ ing  the  various technological 

instrum ents and  m odes of o rgan ization  th rough  w hich  th a t pow er is bo th  

constitu ted and p ro jec te d .64 In  the  D isquisition. C alhoun  lists the  various 

elem ents of pow er em ployed  by  m en up  to his tim e. This list is enum erated  

w ith in  a brief h isto rical sketch th a t illustrates n icely the m utab ility  of the 

elem ents of pow er an d  the  m erely  contingent a n d  tem porary  usefu lness of 

m any of them . (47) In  ad d itio n  to listing these elem ents and  em phasizing  

their m utable and  tran s ito ry  character, this sketch also serves as C alhoun 's

64 The chariot, the stirrup, "Greek" fire, the long bow, cavalry, the smoothbore musket, the 
rifle, the tank, bombers and fighters, nuclear armament,. .  . ;  and the phalanx, the legion, the 
general staff, Strategic Air Command,. . ..
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d e m o n s tra tio n  o f th e  m a n n e r  in  w h ic h  p ro g re s s ,  d e v e lo p m e n t, 

im provem ent, an d  civilization con tribu te  g rea tly  to the increase of pow er. 

C alhoun writes:

In the earlier stages of society, num bers an d  ind iv idua l prow ess 
constitu ted  the principal elem ents of pow er. In  a m ore advanced stage, 
w hen  com m unities had  passed from  die b a rb a ro u s to the  civilized 
state, discipline, strategy, w eapons of increased pow er, and  m oney — as 
the m eans of m eeting increased expense — becam e additional and 
im portan t elem ents. In this stage, the effects of progress and 
im provem ent on  the increase of power, b egan  to be disclosed; b u t still 
num bers and  personal prow ess w ere sufficient, for a long period, to 
enable barbarous nations to contend successfully w ith  the civilized — 
and, in  the end, to overpow er them  -- as the  pages of h istory  testify.
But a m ore advanced progress, w ith  its n u m ero u s  inventions and 
im provem ents, has furnished new  and far m ore pow erfu l and 
destructive im plem ents of offence and defence, and  greatly  increased 
the intelligence and wealth, necessary to engage the skill and m eet the 
increased expense required for their construction  and  application to 
purposes of war. The discovery of gunpow der, and  the use of steam  as 
an im pelling force, and  their application to  m ilita ry  purposes, have for 
ever settled  the question of ascendency be tw een  civilized and barbarous 
com m unities, in  favor of the former. Indeed , these, w ith  other 
im provem ents, belonging to the p resen t s ta te  of progress, have g iven 
to com m unities the m ost advanced, a superio rity , w here other 
circum stances are nearly  equal, in  favor of. those w hose governm ents 
have given the greatest im pulse to developm ent, progress, and 
im provem ent; tha t is, to those w hose liberty  is the largest and best 
secured. (47)

The p ro d ig io u s  m ateria l, tech n o lo g ica l, a n d  m ilita ry  effects of 

economic liberty are phenom ena and  causes w ith  w h ich  even  m any of those 

less inclined to carefu l observation , in  the la te  tw e n tie th  century, are so 

fam iliar that they  hard ly  need em phasis here. O ver tw o centuries ago, A dam  

Smith, in  his Inqu iry  in to  th e  N a tu re  and  C auses o f th e  W ealth  of N a tio n s  

(1776), described  how , th ro u g h  econom ic  l ib e r ty  for in d iv id u a ls  a n d  

participation  in  an  in ternational d iv ision  of labor, ev en  sm all nations could
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becom e econom ic g iants a n d  thereby  better fend for them selves po litically

and  m ilitarily . C alhoun  cites E ng land  and the U nited  States as "s trik in g

exam ples, no t only of the effects of liberty  in increasing  pow er, b u t of the

m ore perfect ad ap ta tio n  of governm en ts founded  on  the p rin c ip le  of the

concurrent, or constitu tional m ajority, to enlarge and  secure liberty." (47-48)

But fam iliar as w e h av e  becom e in our age w ith  the  m an n e r and

processes by  w hich liberty  contribu tes greatly  to the pow er of the com m unity

from  a m aterial po in t of view, w h a t has been m uch overlooked, of late, is the

other an d  m ore im p o rta n t av en u e  by  w hich  the o rd e re d  lib e rty  o f the

ind iv idual redounds to the p o w er of the community.

Since the daw n  of the  In d u stria l Revolution in  the  e igh teen th  century ,

m en have been  cap tiva ted  b y  a rap id  succession of technological advances

touch ing  nearly  every  a sp ec t of th e ir lives. As a resu lt, in d iv id u a ls  and

na tions have  becom e in c re as in g ly  p re-occup ied  w ith  the  m a te ria l an d

technological sources of pow er. W itnessing  the effects of th is  rev o lu tio n ,

already w ell u n d er w ay  by  1850, C alhoun  saw  fit to call m ank ind  back  to a

consideration of tha t o ther w ay  in  w hich  liberty contributes to the  p ow er of

the com m unity . This o th er w ay  consists of w h a t C alhoun  calls the  m oral

causes of power, as d istingu ished  from  the physical. A ccording to C alhoun,

. . .  in  estim ating the p o w er of a comm unity, m oral, as w ell as physical 
causes, m ust be taken in to  the  calculation; and  in  estim ating  the effects 
of liberty on pow er, it m u st n o t be  overlooked, th a t it is, in  itself, an  
im portan t agent in  augm en ting  the force of m oral, as w ell as of 
physical power. [Liberty] bestow s on  a people elevation, self-reliance, 
energy, and enthusiasm ; and  these combined, give to physical pow er a
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vastly  augm ented  a n d  alm ost irresistible im petus. 63 (48)

But "elevation, self-reliance, energy, and  en thusiasm " are no t "the only

elem ents of m oral pow er." U nderscoring  once again  how  liberty  is an effect

of a p ro p er and  w ise app lica tion  of the  principles of the concurren t m ajority,

C alhoun  adds to this lis t of e lem en ts "harm ony, unan im ity , d ev o tio n  to

country, and  a d isposition  to  elevate to places of tru s t and  pow er, those w ho

are d istinguished  for w isdom ." (48) These add itional elem ents,

. . . w hen the occasion requ ires it, will, w ith o u t com pulsion, and  from  
their very  nature , u n ite  and  p u t forth the entire force of the 
com m unity  in  the  m o st efficient m anner, w ithou t hazard  to its

6S This formalistic and speculative account of power, found in the Disquisition, was a 
refinement of practical lessons learned over thirty years previously as a statesman. Leading 
the nation during the War of 1812 as a young "War Hawk" Congressman, Calhoun addressed 
the House of Representatives thus (25 February 1814): "He who, in estimating the strength of a 
people, looks only to their numbers and physical force, leaves out of the reckoning the most 
material elements of power — union and zeal. Without these, the former is inert matter. 
Without these, a free people is degraded to the miserable rabble of despotism; but with these, 
they are irresistible."
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institutions or its liberty.66 (48)

So a com m unity  w hose m em bers possess the  m oral an d  intellectual 

v irtu es necessary  to m ain ta in  a c o n stitu tio n a l g o v ern m en t and  a free 

econom ic system  will reap a decisive m aterial advantage in  the  form of the 

g rea te r w ealth  th a t freer m ark e ts  n a tu ra lly  te n d  to p ro d u ce , w hereas a 

com m unity  w hose m em bers lack  the requ isite  v irtu e  and w isdom  suffer a 

governm ent w hose pow er is abso lu te  and  w h ich  im poses severe restriction

66 Certainly, there was some very considerable understanding of the role played by morale 
or the various moral causes of communal power, but these accounts simply lack the clarity, 
depth, and systematicity to be found in Calhoun's account of the subject in the Disquisition. 
Montesquieu, for example, observed how:

Athens was possessed of the same number of forces, when she triumphed so gloriously, 
and when with so much infamy she was enslaved. She had twenty thousand citizens, 
when she defended the Greeks against the Persians, when she contended for empire 
with Sparta, and invaded Sicily. She had twenty thousand when Demetrius Phalereus 
numbered them, as slaves are sold by the head in a market-place. When Phillip 
attempted to lord it over Greece, and appeared at the gates of Athens, she had even 
then lost nothing but time. We may see in Demosthenes how difficult it was to awake 
her: she dreaded Philip, not as the enemy of her liberty, but of her pleasures. This 
famous city, which had withstood so many defeats, and after having been so often 
destroyed, had as often risen out of her ashes, was overthrown of Chaeronea, and at one 
blow deprived of all hopes of resource. What does it avail her, that Philip sends back 
her prisoners, if he does not return her men? 11 was ever after as easy to triumph over 
the Athenian forces, as i t had been difficult to subdue her virtue.

See Baron Montesquieu, The Spirit of th e  Laws in Great P olitical Thinkers: Plato to the 
Present, emphasis added, 465. Also, Calhoun himself contrasted the ancient understanding 
that liberty is a reward for virtue with the modem7 hedonistic view that liberty may be 
enjoyed without cost. In the House of Representatives on 31 January 1816, he said:

All free nations of antiquity entrusted the defence of the country, not to the dregs of 
society, but to the body of citizens; hence that heroism, which modem times may admire 
but cannot equal. I know that I utter truths unpleasant to those who wish to enjoy 
liberty without making the efforts necessary to secure it. Her favor is never won by the 
cowardly, the vicious or indolent. It has been said by some physicians that life is a 
forced state; the same may be said of freedom. It requires efforts; it presupposes mental 
and moral qualities of a high order to be generally diffused in the society where it 
exists.
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o n  th e  econom ic  actions of m en , th e re b y  im p o v e rish in g  th e  e n tire  

com m unity . A nd  so the m oral, in te llectual, governm en ta l, an d  econom ic 

analogues of m o ra l v irtue , w isdom , c o n s titu tio n a l g o v e rn m e n t, a free 

m arke t, and  w e a lth  have as th e ir  n a tu ra l co u n te rp arts , v ice , ignorance, 

political absolutism , an  unfree economy, and  poverty.

C oncluding h is com parison of governm ents of the co n cu rren t m ajority 

to governm ents o f the num erical m ajority  as regard s the m aim er and  extent 

to w hich  they ten d  to develop and  augm en t the  pow er of the  com m unity , 

C alhoun  m erely reiterates how  he, in  the  p reced in g  pages, has established  

th ro u g h  exp lanation  and a rgum en t the su p e rio rity  of the fo rm er over the 

la tte r  " in  d e v e lo p in g  the e lem en ts of m o ra l pow er." (48) Indeed , says 

C alhoun, "so vast is this superiority , that the one, by  its opera tion , necessarily 

leads to their developm ent, w hile the  o ther as necessarily  p rev en ts  it." (48) 

Finally, in a passage  that serves as guide and  resonates as a w arn ing  to all 

sta tesm en and citizens thenceforth, C alhoun  observes how  it  is the  physical 

and  m oral causes com bined th a t "give to a com m unity  its  m axim um  of 

pow er." (48) C onsequently, "either of them , w ith o u t the o ther, w ou ld  leave 

[the comm unity] com paratively feeble." (48)

C a lhoun 's  speech  ab o u t the pow er o f th e  com m unity , th o u g h  an  

in teg ra l p a rt of a tim eless accoun t of the  h u m a n  good p re se n te d  in  the  

D isquisition, h a d  its inception, to som e ex ten t, as a resp o n se  to certain  

political trends o f the  day w hich  the au th o r fo u n d  tro u b lin g  an d , indeed , 

om inous. As w e  have  ju st seen, in  th is a cco u n t considerab le  rhetorical 

em phasis is g iven  to the role of the  m oral causes of pow er, the ir superio r 

im portance to physical causes, and  to the fact th a t m en  tend to  "overlook" the
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form er and  to becom e pre-occupied w ith  the latter. C a lh o u n 's  rhetoric here 

is aim ed a t rebu tting  the assum ptions about pow er of an  idea l of governm ent 

tha t has been espoused  by m en  in  nearly ever}'- age — m en  u tte rly  possessed by  

the  vision of a g ran d  and  p o w erfu l s ta te . The m o st d is tin g u ish ed  and  

influential p ro p o n en t of this v iew  in A m erica has been  A lexander H am ilton  

(1755-1804), a found ing  father, and  one of the au tho rs , a lo n g  w ith  John Jay 

and  James M adison, of the fam ous Federalist P apers.

H a m ilto n  h a d  en v is io n ed  an  im p o s in g  a n d  e x ten s iv e  dem ocratic  

regim e for A m ericans th a t w o u ld  dom inate  the  W estern  H em isphere , and  

exist on a t least equal d ip lom atic, com m ercial, and  m ilita ry  term s w ith  the 

g rea t E uropean  pow ers of the  day. H is p lan  for a conso lida ted , centralized, 

and  national o rgan iza tion  of A m erican  governm en t w a s , how ever, rejected 

b y  the  ru l in g  p o r tio n  o f th e  C o n s t i tu tio n a l  C o n v e n tio n  of 1787. 

N evertheless, as C alhoun  show s in  h is  D iscourse o n  th e  C o n stitu tio n  and  

G o v e rn m e n t o f th e  U nited  States, the v ision  and  sp ir it o f the H am ilton ian  

ideal of g o v ern m en t lived o n  in  the m inds of m any  in flu en tia l A m ericans 

d u rin g  the  y ears  follow ing the  F ram ing, m ak in g  s ig n ifican t in roads in to  

A m erican  p o lit ic a l  p rac tice  b e g in n in g  a lm o s t im m e d ia te ly  a fte r the  

ratification of the  federal C onstitu tion. C alhoun, as w ell as m any  others, w as 

a larm ed b y  the  possibility  th a t these in roads of the n a tio n a lis t view  w ould  

lead  even tually  to  the u su rp a tio n  of the federal, d em ocratic  republic  w hich  

w as e stab lish ed  in  1788, a n d  to  the  e s tab lish m en t o f th e  so rt of h igh ly  

cen tra lized  im p e ria l dem ocracy  of w h ich  H am ilto n  a n d  o th ers  h ad  long  

dream ed.

In  F e d e ra lis t No. 11, H am ilto n  w ro te  of " w h a t th is  co un try  can
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becom e" w ith  "a s trik ing  and an im ating  k ind" of governm ent, a "v igorous 

national governm en t" , under w hich  "the  na tu ra l s tren g th  an d  resources of 

the country, d irected  to a com m on in terest, w ould  baffle all the com binations 

of E uropean  jealousy  to restra in  o u r  g row th ."  H e called on A m ericans to 

"concur in erecting one great A m erican  system " so th a t A m ericans w ould  be 

"superior to the con tro l of all tran sa tlan tic  forces or influence, a n d  able to 

dictate the term s of the  connection be tw een  the o ld  and  the n ew  w o rld 67." 

Confronted w ith  such  a g rand  and  energetic A m erican regim e, E urope w ould  

cease to be, as she had  been  for so long, "m istress of the w orld."

H am ilton  righ tly  perceived th a t for Am erica to assum e a place a t the 

center of the w orld  system  of nations, based  on  the m erits of sheer pow er and  

grandeur, the  h ith e rto  s trong  local and  sta te  au tho rities  a n d  loyalties of 

A m ericans m u st be  effaced b y  a rad ica l re -o rg an iza tio n  o f A m erican  

governm ent. This re-o rgan iza tion  w o u ld  involve the erection  of a single 

central g o v ern m en ta l au th o rity  th a t  w o u ld  com m and the p e rip h e ry  an d  

reserve for itself the loyalty of all A m ericans, citizens w ho w ou ld  then  subsist 

as bare ind iv idua ls  w ith in  one g rea t an d  und ifferen tia ted  aggregate . Like 

Hobbes and  R ousseau before him , H am ilton  view ed the local allegiances of 

citizens n o t as the indispensable core and  sinew  of a liberty-loving republic,

67 See Alexander Hamilton in The Federalist [1787-1788], no. 11:
Let Americans disdain to be the instruments of European greatness. Let the thirteen 
States, bound together in a strict and indissoluble Union, concur in erecting one great 
American system, superior to the control of all transatlantic force or influence, and able 
to dictate the terms of the connection between the old and the new world!

The Hamiltonian term "American system", would be taken up by Henry Clay and others in 
the 1820's, who would strip the term of its original meaning and then use it to designate 
euphemistically a comprehensive system of national economic planning involving an elaborate 
combination of protective tariffs. In the South Carolina Exposition (1828), Vice-President 
Calhoun would argue in systematic fashion that the then proposed "American system" was 
unconstitutional and tyrannical.
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b u t as im pedim ents to be overcom e. A lthough H obbes and  R ousseau  w ere 

theorists of the u n ita ry  state w ho , unlike H am ilton, sa id  little  o r n o th ing  

about local political authorities w ith in  a federal system  of governm ents, they 

v iew ed w ith  suspicion  and  d is tru s t any  independen t social au th o rity  aside 

from  governm ent itself. W hile H obbes tended  to see in such  in d ep en d en t 

associations as churches, trad e  un ions, and  even fam ilies, a th re a t to the 

Sovereign's pow er, Rousseau ten d ed  to conflate such  au th o ritie s  w ith  w h a t 

he aptly  called "partia l associations"or factions, fearing that, b y  d iv id ing  the 

ind iv idual's  allegiance, such associations w ould p rev en t a fu ll and  faithful 

instantiation of the dictates of the  G eneral Will.

But n o t ev ery  A m erican  of th e  p e rio d  fell u n d e r  th e  spe ll of 

H am ilton 's v ision of an  Im perial A m erican State. In  fact, as w a s  suggested  

earlier, in  n o tin g  the  re jec tion  b y  the  C o n stitu tio n a l C o n v e n tio n  of 

H am ilton 's p lan , an overw helm ing  m ajority of A m ericans th en  su p p o rted  a 

federal or confedera l, and  n o t a na tiona l, o rgan iza tion  of g o vernm en t. 

A m ong the m ost b rillian t a n d  vocal of the o p p o n en ts  of H am ilto n ian  

centralization and  consolidation w as the Virginian Patrick H en ry  (1736-1799). 

As an  Anti-Federalist, H enry opposed  no t only H am ilton 's im peria l ideal, b u t 

the essentially federal system  of governm ent proposed by  the C onven tion  as 

w ell. To H enry  and  other A nti-Federalists, the p ro p o sed  constitu tion  lacked 

the  necessary  guaran tees ag a in st a u su rp a tio n  by  the g e n e ra l o r federa l 

governm ent of the U nion of pow ers reserved by the ind iv idual States. Before 

the Virginia ratify ing  convention, H enry  eloquently and  ang rily  rep u d ia ted  

the  H am iltonian  doctrine:

the A m erican sp irit has fled  from  hence; it has gone to reg ions w here  it
has never been  expected; it has gone to the people of France, in  search
of sp lendid  governm ent, a  strong, energetic governm ent. Shall w e
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im itate the exam ple of those nations w ho have gone from  a sim ple 
to a sp len d id  governm ent? Are those nations m ore w orthy  of our 
im itation? W hat can make an adequate  satisfaction to them  for the 
loss they  h av e  suffered in a ttain ing  such  a governm en t, for the  loss of 
their liberty? If w e adm it this consolidated governm en t, it w ill be 
because w e  like a great, splendid  one. Som e; w ay or o th e r w e m ust be a 
great and  m ig h ty  em pire; w e m u st have an  arm y, a n d  a navy, and  a 
num ber of th ings. W hen the A m erican sp irit w as in  its youth , the 
language o f A m ericans was different; liberty, sir, w as then  the prim ary 
object.68

Inheriting  th e  v iew  and sentim ents of Patrick  H e n ry  th ro u g h  his ow n 

A nti-Federalist fa th e r, Patrick C alhoun69, John C. C a lh o u n  w o u ld  spend  the 

better p a rt of his sta tesm anly  career defend ing  the A m erican  states from  the

68See The Debate o f th e State Conventions on the Adoption of th e Federal Constitution. As 
Recommended by th e General Convention a tP h ila d e lp h ia in l7 8 7 . ed. J. Elliot (Philadelphia, 
1866), IE, 53.

69 See Charles M. Wiltse, Tohn C. Calhoun, vol. I "Nationalist, 1782-1828"(Indianapolis: 
The Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1944), 23-24.
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o n slaugh t o f the H am iltonian sp irit of sp len d id  governm en t.70 A ccording  to 

C alhoun , H am ilton  and the lovers of sp le n d id  governm ent in  every  age e rr 

by  losing sig h t of the  ends for w hich society  and  governm ent are  o rdained ; 

the ends of governm en t being  the p ro tec tio n  an d  perfection of society, and  

those of society, the protection and  perfec tion  of the  race. Indeed , C a lh o u n  

view ed the  quest for splendid  governm ent as a deviation  from an d  be trayal of 

these  D iv in e ly  o rd a in ed  ends, w h ereas th e  p u rs u i t  and m ain ten an ce  of 

sim ple o r  m odera te  rule — of w h a t Jefferson ap tly  called a "w ise an d  frugal 

governm en t"  — is obedience to G od an d  a p io u s acknow ledgem ent of D ivine

70 But, beginning in the latter half of Calhoun's life, the Hamiltonian spirit was on the 
ascendency in America. This spirit received additional impetus during the war of conquest 
against Mexico (1846-1848), which Calhoun opposed. Thus, during those /ears he could report: 
"Our people have undergone a great change. Their inclination is for conquest & empire, 
regardless of their institutions & liberty; or, rather, they think they hold their liberty 
by a divine tenure, which no imprudence, or folly on their part, can defeat." (To Anna 
Maria Calhoun Clemson, 26 December 1847)

Addressing the Senate concerning the propriety and wisdom of the war on Mexico, 
Calhoun said:

You know the American constitution too well, — you have looked into history, and are 
too well acquainted with the fatal effects which large provincial possessions have 
ever had on the institutions of free states, — to need any proof to satisfy you how  
hostile it would be to the institutions of this country, to hold Mexico as a subject 
province. There is not an example on record of any free state holding a province of the 
same extent and population, without disastrous consequences. (4 January 1848)

A century earlier, David Hume had suggested that, in time perhaps, more 
sophisticated constitutional governments would include, as a part of their internal structure or 
organism, some enforceable provision outlawing conquests. Hume wrote:

. . .  extensive conquests, when pursued, must be the ruin of every free government; and of 
the more perfect governments sooner than of the imperfect; because of the very 
advantages which the former possess above the latter. And though such a state ought 
to establish a fundamental law against conquests; yet republics have ambition as well 
as individuals, and present interest makes men forgetful of their posterity.

See David Hume, "Idea of a Perfect Commonwealth" in Essays: Moral. P olitical, and 
Literary (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1987), 529.
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in ten t.71

Evidence of th is  Divine in ten t m ay be found  in C a lhoun 's  account of 

pow er; specifically, in  the  fact tha t, all o ther c ircum stances be ing  equal 

betw een tw o com m unities, the one w ith  m odera te  governm en t w ill tend  to 

prevail over ano ther w ith  sp lendid  governm ent, shou ld  conflict be tw een  the 

two parties ensue, because the o rdered  liberty  th a t characterizes m odera te  

governm ent lends a decisive advantage in the form  of su p erio r physical and 

m oral pow er. The existence and  decisive n a tu re  of th is  a d v an tag e  in 

physical72 an d  m oral pow er leads m en to ad o p t m odera te  g o v ern m en t first 

ou t of concern for self-preservation; and  only later do they d iscover perhaps 

its D ivine character an d  its fuller significance for h um an  im p ro v em en t and 

progress.73 W hile H am ilton  saw  how  a base form  of p o w e r m ay be had  

th ro u g h  po litica l c en tra liza tio n  an d  conso lida tion , C a lh o u n  saw  h o w  a 

m orally and  physically  superio r form  of pow er .m ay be a tta in ed  th ro u g h  the

71 Here, in the struggle between the Jeffersonians and the Hamiltonians, w e have a 
reenactment in America of the age-old struggle characterized by Plato in Republic. Bk. H, 372a- 
373d, between the true or healthy city, on the one hand, and the luxurious and feverish city, on 
the other hand. An extremely popular misreading of the Republic mistakes the feverish city, 
with its professional guardians, for Plato's h ighest political ideal; but see 372d, where 
Socrates himself embraces the healthy city, while Glaucon calls it "a city of sows", because of 
its lack of luxury, ornament, and spice, and urges Socrates to give an account of the "feverish" or 
luxurious city.

72 The Hand of Providence may also be seen in the superior physical or material power 
produced by freer markets as compared with ones more restricted. The protection of private 
property and freedom of exchange by moderate government tends to give its community a 
decided physical and moral advantage over communities where the economy is more heavily 
restricted, or where liberty is less extensive or less well secured.

73 And so what Aristotle said is true of all governments — namely, that they have their 
origin in the desire of humans to survive, and their persistence, in this desire combined with 
the desire for improvement — has an analogue in what I have just described as the origin and 
persistence of moderate government or commonwealth. Thus in the Politics w e read, "When 
several villages are united in a single complete community, large enough to be nearly or quite 
self-sufficing, the state comes into existence, originating in-the bare needs of life, and 
continuing in existence for the sake of a good life."

See Politics. Bk. 1,1252b28-30, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New  
York: Random House, 1941), 1129.
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preservation  of o rd ered  liberty . W hat C alhoun  u n d e rs to o d  b u t  w h a t the

exponents and ido lators o f sp len d id  governm ent in  every  age fail to see, is

that the fundam ental political choice for m ankind then is n o t be tw een  liberty

and power, b u t betw een liberty  and  just pow er, on the one h an d , and  slavery

and d istem pered g o v ern m en t on  the other hand. In the  final section  of the

D isq u isitio n  (67-78), C a lh o u n  u n d e rsco re s  once a g a in  th e  id ea l of

constitutional governm en t o rgan ized  on  the p rincip le  of co ncu rren t majority.

There he describes the effects of the Rom an an d  B ritish  co n stitu tio n s , w ith

whose celebration the D isq u isitio n  concludes. Such governm en ts ten d  to

. . . unite and  harm on ize  conflicting interests -- to s tren g th en  
attachm ents to the w h o le  com m unity, and  to m odera te  th a t to the 
respective orders o r classes; to rally all, in  the hour o f danger, around 
the standard  of the ir country ; to elevate the feeling of nationality , and 
to develop pow er, m ora l and  physical, to an  ex trao rd inary  extent. (76)

Also, C alhoun  a n tic ip a te d  th e  po p u lar objection th a t  constitu tional

governm ents m u st n ecessa rily  su ffer d isadvan tage  w h e n  c o m p ared  w ith

abso lu te  governm en ts as reg a rd s  the m arsh a llin g  a n d  p ro jec tio n  of a

com m unity 's pow er, d u e  to the divisions of pow er endem ic to the  former. In

the Discourse, a rg u in g  fo r a resto ra tion  of th e  fed e ra l ch arac te r of the

Am erican Union, he w rote:

Instead of w eaken ing  . . . governm ent by  counteracting  its tendencies 
[to abuse and oppression], and  restricting it to its p ro p e r sphere, [the 
negative or veto pow ers] w ould  render it far m ore pow erfu l. A  strong 
governm ent, instead  o f being  w eakened, is greatly  streng thened , by  a 
correspondingly s tro n g  negative. It m ay lose som eth ing  in  
p rom ptitude of action, in  calling out the physical force of the  country, 
b u t w ould  gain  v astly  in  m oral power. The security  it w o u ld  afford to 
all the different p a rts  a n d  interests of the country  — th e  assurance that 
the pow ers confided to  it, w ou ld  not be abused  -- an d  the  harm ony  and 
unanim ity  resu lting  from  the conviction th a t no one section  or 
interest could o p p ress  another, w ould, in  an  em ergency, p u t  the whole 
resources of the U nion , m oral and physical, a t the d isposa l of the
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governm ent — an d  give it a streng th  w hich never cou ld  be acquired  by 
the enlargem ent of its pow ers beyond the limits assigned  to it. It is, 
indeed, only by  such  confidence and unanim ity, th a t a  governm en t 
can, w ith  certainty, b reast the billows and ride th ro u g h  the  storm s 
w hich the vessel of State m ust often encounter in  its p rog ress. The 
stronger the p ressu re  of the steam , if the boiler be b u t p ropo rtiona lly  
strong, the m ore securely  the b a rk  buffets the w ave, a n d  defies the 
tem pest. 7i

So, one m ay ask: w h a t k inds of ships of state  are co n stitu tio n a l and 

abso lu te  governm ents respectively? For the struc tu res o f all governm ents, 

like the designs of sh ips, are  n o t all alike. A nd the ship  o f sta te , w here  the 

g o v ern m en t is co n stitu tio n a l, is a steam sh ip  w h ich  can , " w ith  certain ty , 

b rea s t the billows and  ride  th ro u g h  the  storm s." Because o f the  p rod ig ious 

p o w er generated and  harnessed  th ro u g h  its com bination of o p p o sin g  forces - 

- g o v e rn m e n t (p o sitiv e ) a n d  c o n s titu tio n  (n eg a tiv e ) re s p e c tiv e ly  -- 

c o n s titu tio n a l g o v e rn m e n t su b s is ts  as an in n o v a tiv e  d e s ig n  th a t  m u st 

necessarily  outstrip  o ther, m ore p rim itive  ships of state. Sw ifter, safer, and 

m o re  pow erfu l, the  c o n s titu tio n a l s team sh ip  can  n e v e r f in d  its  m atch  

am ongst those now  obsolete vessels of absolutism  th a t are  d r iv e n  m erely  by 

w in d , sail, o r ro w in g  a rm . S till, for v a rio u s  re a so n s , th e  d iffe ren t 

com m unities w hich to g e th er com prehend  the species have  n o t  b een  equally  

p ro m p t in  recognizing this point.

As C alhoun  a n d  o th e rs  u n d e rs to o d , an  ir re tr ie v a b ly  fo o lish  and  

vaing lo rious people w ill sp are  no expense to have  a g o v e rn m e n t su ited  to 

them , a m agnificent an d  sp len d id  one, ju st as a fop w ill w ea r n o th in g  b u t the

74 See the Discourse in Union and Liberty. 218-219.
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finery that flatters m ost, ev en  if it m eans his financial ru in .75 In fact, the costs 

of sp lend id  governm en t are  too  se ldom  considered. As w e have seen, the 

costs of such political g ran d eu r are o rdered  liberty, and  therefore m oral pow er 

— an d  hence, possibly, po litica l independence  and  even  the  su rv iv a l of the 

com m unity  itself. In ad d itio n , the  ex travagance an d  g enera l im m oderacy  

w h ich  characterizes su ch  g o v e rn m e n ts  tend  u ltim ate ly  to  red u ce  even  a 

p eo p le  once free an d  p ro sp e ro u s  to  penury , to ab ject d e p en d e n ce  on 

governm ent itself, and  to enslavem en t under a despot.

To conclude: A t th e  b e g in n in g  of th is chapter, I sa id  th a t certain

po litica l goods — v ir tu e , u n ity , a n d  s tren g th  of c o m m u n ity  -- share  in 

com m on their fundam enta l causes, as do their co rrespond ing  political evils -- 

vice, div ision, an d  w eakness. V irtue, unity, and  stren g th  reach  the  highest 

levels of actualization  of w h ic h  th ey  are susceptible w h en  the dual-princip le  

of ou r na tu re  is allow ed to develop  w ith in  the fram ew ork of a governm ental 

s truc tu re  su ited  to a co m m u n ity  w h ere  each significant in te res t or portion  

w ith in  th a t com m unity  en joys th e  p o w er of se lf-pro tection . O n the  other 

h a n d , vice, d iv is ion , a n d  w e ak n e ss  a re  su ffered  to d eve lop  to the  m ost 

om inous and destructive  p ro p o rtio n s  of w hich they  are suscep tib le  w hen  the 

dual-principle is allow ed to trag ically  m isdevelop w ith in  the  fram ew ork of a 

g o v e rn m e n ta l s tru c tu re  w h e re  som e one in te re s t o r  p o r t io n  of the

75 And so there is such a thing as political aesthetics, as it were, where the people or the 
ruling portion of a community insist on having a government suited to their taste, whether that 
taste be more modest or more extravagant, and crude or more refined. In this way, we can 
surmise a great deal about the substance and character of a people by observing the form of 
governance they either suffer or actively and enthusiastically uphold.

Thoreau had some sense of this. Speaking critically of many of his fellow Americans, he 
declared: ".. . the people must have some complicated machinery or other, and hear its din, to 
satisfy that idea of government which they have." See "Civil Disobedience" in The Portable 
Thoreau. ed. Carl Bode (New York: Penguin Books, 1982), 110.
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com m unity  possesses exclusive control of the pow ers o f governm ent, and 

exercises those pow ers to the prejudice of the rem ain ing , pow erless portion, 

a n d  thereby, to the  d e tr im e n t of the en tire  com m un ity . W hether a 

com m unity is s trong  or w eak  depends therefore on the m anner in  w hich its 

various po rtions or in te res ts  are  o rgan ized  in  re la tio n  to the  pow ers of 

governm ent. So the struc tu re  of governm ent, and  the fitness or unfitness of 

a particu lar governm ental s truc tu re  for tha t com m unity  to w hich  it has been 

a ssig n ed  -- b ecau se  o f th e ir  in fluence  on  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f the 

understand ing  and sen tim ents of indiv iduals — determ ine  in  large p a rt the 

m ateria l cond ition  a n d  m oral character of the  com m unity . By so doing, 

governm en ta l s tru c tu re  also de te rm ines in  large p a r t  the chances of the 

com m unity for su rv ival and  flourishing.
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CHAPTER DC

THE CONCURRENT MAJORITY 

AND

THE PROJECT OF SELF-KNOWLEDGE

"From law arises security: From security curiosity: And from curiosity knowledge."

David Hume, "On the Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences"
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In  this final chapter, I conclude m y exam ination  o f C alhoun 's account 

of the  developm ental fate of the dual-princip le  b y  exp lo ring  the influence of 

the d ifferen t k inds of governm ental struc tu re  — abso lu te  and  constitu tional — 

on in q u iry  into the hum an  good. For the good as it  p e rta in s  bo th  directly and  

in d ire c tly  to m an  is w h a t is m ean t by  the  h u m a n  good , and  it is the 

know ledge of that good w hich  we call self-know ledge. H ence self-know ledge 

refers bo th  to the good of the  ind iv idual as in d iv id u a l an d  to the good of the 

h u m an  com m unity  considered as a whole.

B ut th e  pecu liarly  h u m an  pro ject of a tta in in g  self-know ledge is one 

w h ich  has as b o th  its sou rce  an d  its d e fin itio n  a fu n d am e n ta l p rob lem  

stem m ing  d irectly  from  the h u m an  condition. This p rob lem  w as fram ed in 

a v e ry  genera l w ay  by  R ousseau, w hen  he said: "W e alw ays w an t w h a t is 

good  for us, b u t w e d o n 't alw ays see w ha t it is1." So each  p erso n  is confronted 

w ith  a know ledge problem , as it w ere, concerning h is ow n  good, or his true  

in terest; and  so too is every  com m unity. This fact is a cen tral feature of the 

h u m a n  co n d itio n , and  from  it w e m ay  in fer th a t  in q u iry  in to  the good  

n a tu ra lly  p ro ceed s a t severa l d iffe ren t levels, in c lu d in g  the  level of the 

in d iv id u a l, of the family, and  of the general com m unity.

A s w e shall see, according to C alhoun, the  governm en ta l system  of the 

concurren t m ajority  tends to foster and  to p e rp e tu a te  inqu iry  into the good at 

each of these levels. P u t ano ther way: analogous to the  m anner in  w hich the 

system  of the  concurren t m ajority  is conducive to  u n ity , m oral v irtue , and  

co m m u n a l p o w er, this system  of governm en t also cu ltivates and  preserves 

in te llectual v irtue , including the d isposition  to in q u iry  itself. In  this chapter,

  /
1 See Rousseau, Social Contract in The Basic Political Writings (Indianapolis: Hackett 

Pulblishing Company, 1987), 155.
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I shall rev iew  C a lh o u n 's  account of the influence of v a rious governm ental 

a rran g em en ts  o n  su ch  inqu iry ; and  by  such  review , I sh a ll reveal, in 

particular, how  the  developm ental fate of the dua l-p rincip le , or of the first 

principle of po litical science, is related to successful or unsuccessfu l inquiry 

into the good.

C alhoun  d id  n o t give a philosophical speech about self-know ledge per 

se. U nlike h is speeches on  the principal causes o f m oral v irtu e , unity, and 

com m unal s tre n g th , there  is no conceptual iso la tion  o f th is  issue  in  his 

works, and  therefore  no  trea tm ent of the issue as a d istinct subject dem anding 

explicit notice or e m p h a s is .2 Consequently, his account of the  influence of 

governm ental s tru c tu re  on  hum an  inquiry and u n d e rs tan d in g  m u st be sifted 

from  d is c u s s io n s  o rg a n iz e d  a ro u n d  d if fe re n t  b u t  r e la te d  to p ic s .3 

N ev erth e le ss , as w e sh a ll see below , e ssen tia l e lem en ts  of a general 

philosophical speech  abou t inquiry  into the  good are p resen t in  his w ork. In 

fact, as w e am plify  these elem ents, and determ ine their p ro p e r  relations one 

to ano ther, w e can  see such  a speech em erging. In d eed , as w e shall see 

presently, w h a t actually  em erges and presents itself, as it w ere , th ro u g h  such

2 It is certainly important and interesting to consider why a given thinker gives emphasis to 
one topic and not to another. The gamut of political scientific and philosophic topics is so 
extensive that emphasis on some subjects to the neglect of others is inevitable. Calhoun's 
emphasis on the conditions necessary for communal unity and moral virtue in citizenry and 
leaders reflects his v iew  that the primary aim of government is the protection of society, while 
his failure to treat in more explicit fashion the topic of this chapter reflects perhaps his 
association of the project of attaining more and more self-knowledge with the second aim of 
government, the improvement or "perfection" of society, and with the second aim of society, the 
perfection of the race. The rationale for this sort of prioritizing is suggested, for example, by 
Aristotle in the Politics, where he says that political society arises from mutual dependence 
for the sake of material well-being and safety, but persists for the sake of improvement, or 
eudaimonia.

3 The topics covered in this response include: how trial by jury works; w hy trial by jury 
based on the system of numerical majority would not work; the necessity at work in trial by jury 
as compared with the necessity underlying the operation of government; and other topics 
subsidiary to these.
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am plification is a specu lative  trea tm en t o f the issue  of inquiry  and  self-

knowledge th a t is im portan t, and in som e respects pe rhaps, quite original.

Before su rvey ing  and  assessing the elem ents o f this speech in C alhoun,

how ever, let u s  gain  a clearer conception of w hat w e have called the project of

se lf-know ledge by  a d v ertin g  to its o rig in  an d  h is to ry  as an object of

speculation w ith in  the W estern philosophical trad ition .

The project of self-knowledge has been regarded  by  som e philosophers,

m ost notably Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, as bo th  a practical concern of the

greatest im portance and  as the  fundam ental speculative problem  at the center

of all p h ilo soph iz ing .4 In the early eighteenth century, the Italian philosopher

Vico conjectured on  the  historical orig in  of this project. W hile so doing,

Vico uncovered  and  revealed the various d im ensions of the project. In  his

N ew  Science (1744), Vico describes how  the great A th en ian  law -giver Solon

w as m ade a u th o r  of the  expression  G no th i se a u to n  ("Know thyself").

According to Vico:

Solon m u st have been a sage of vulgar w isdom , p a rty  leader of the 
plebs in  the first tim es of the aristocratic com m onw ealth  at A thens.
This fact w as indeed  preserved by Greek h isto ry  w here  it narrates that 
at first A thens w as held by the optim ates. In  th is w ork  we shall show  
that such  w as universally  the case in all the heroic com m onwealths.
The heroes or nobles, by a certain natu re  of theirs w hich  they believed 
to be of d iv ine origin, were led to say that the gods belonged to them , 
and consequently  th a t the auspices of the gods w ere  theirs also. By 
m eans o f the auspices they kept w ith in  their o rders all the public and 
private institu tions of the heroic cities. To the p lebeians, w hom  they 
believed to be of bestial origin and consequently m en  w ithout gods and 
hence w ith o u t auspices, they conceded only the uses of natural l ib e rty .. 
.. Solon, how ever, had  adm onished the p lebeians to reflect upon 
them selves and  to realize that they w ere of like h u m an  nature w ith

4 See, for example, Plato, Socrates' Defense, especially 38a. And for a recent defense of the 
Socratic humanistic conception of philosophy and the project of self-knowledge, see Donald 
Phillip Verene. Philosophy and the Return to Self-knowledge (New Haven. Conn.: Yale 
University Press, 1997).
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the nobles an d  shou ld  therefore be m ade equal w ith  th em  in civil 
rights — unless, indeed , Solon w as [a poetic character for] the A thenian 
plebeians them selves, considered under this aspect [of know ing  
them selves an d  dem and ing  their righ ts].5

H aving n o ted  h o w  Solon w as transfo rm ed  by  th e  A th e n ia n  people 

from  an in d iv id u a l in to  a p o e tic  charac ter sy m b o liz in g  th e  A then ian  

p lebeians and  the ir successfu l resistance to noble d o m in io n , Vico, m oving 

forw ard in h istory  an d  w est-w ard  across the A driatic, observes how  n o t only 

the  A thenians, b u t  th e  R om ans too, "m ust also have  h a d  su ch  a Solon 

am ong them ":

For the p lebeians in  the heroic struggles w ith  the nob les, as ancient 
Rom an h isto ry  open ly  tells us, kep t saying th a t the fa the rs of w hom  
Rom ulus com posed the  Senate (and from w hom  these pa tric ian s were 
descended) n o n  esse caelo dem issos. "had no t come d o w n  from  
heaven"; tha t is, th a t Jove w as equally  [just] to all. This is the civil 
h istory of the expression  Iu p ite r  om n ibus aequus, in to  w h ich  the 
learned later read  the tenet tha t all m inds are equal a n d  th a t the 
differences they  take o n  arise from  differences in  the  o rgan iza tion  of 
their bodies a n d  in  their civil education. By this reflection  the  Rom an 
plebeians began  to achieve equality  w ith the patricians in  civil liberty, 
until they  en tire ly  changed  the Rom an com m onw ealth  from  an  
aristocratic to a p o p u lar fo rm .6

So Vico saw  how  a sp irit ak in  to Solon's, b u t one n a tiv e  to Italy, the 

sp irit of R om ulus 78, w o rk in g  am ong  the Rom ans, ro u sed  th e  p lebeians to 

resist pa tric ian  abuse  an d  o p p ressio n  by first reflecting  o n  th e  injunction 

"K now  thyself." In  A th en s, as in  Rome, this reflec tion  b o re  p ro found  

practical results:

5 Giambattista Vico, The N ew  Science of Giambattista Vico, tr. Thomas Goddard Bergin and 
Max Harold Fisch (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991), 133.

6 Ibid, 133.
7 Ibid, 134.
8 Significantly, in the final section of the Disquisition (67-78), Calhoun reviews the 

developments and events by which the principle of concurrent majority was adopted by the 
Romans, in the establishment of the Republic.
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. . . because from  this reflection there sprang  up  at A thens all the 
institu tions and law s that shape  a dem ocratic com m onw ealth, and  
because of the first peop les ' hab it of th inking  in  poetic characters, these 
institu tions and  law s w ere a ttribu ted  by  the A thenians to Solon, ju st as, 
by  the Egyptians, all inventions useful to hum an  civil life w ere 
a ttributed  to Thrice-great H e rm e s .9

But the sp irit of inqu iry  an d  of skillful and  courageous self-assertion  

w h ich  the  A then ians called  "S o lon"  an d  the  R om ans called  "R o m u lu s"  

could  n o t be confined  to A thens and  Rome. Indeed , Vico, in  th e  N ew  

Science, undertakes to dem onstra te , "bo th  by  reasons and by  au th o rity " , th a t 

" the  plebeians of the peoples u n iv e rsa lly , beg inn ing  w ith  Solon 's reflection, 

changed  the com m onw ealth s fro m  aris tocra tic  to p o p u la r."10 A fter the  

successful resistance of the A th en ian  p lebeians and  the e stab lishm en t of a 

dem ocratic com m onw ealth , says Vico, "the celebrated saying, 'K now  thyself,' 

w hich, because o f the g rea t civic u tility  it h ad  h ad  for the A then ian  peop le , 

w as inscribed in  all the public places of the city."11

H av ing  described  how  the id ea  of self-know ledge o rig ina ted  in  civil 

struggle, Vico goes on to rem ark  h o w  "Later the learned p referred  to reg a rd  it 

[the saying, 'K now  thyself'] as h a v in g  been  in tended  for w h a t in  fact it is, a 

g rea t counsel respec ting  m etaphysica l and  m oral th in g s ."12 In  th e  N e w  

Science, as w e have just seen, Vico rem inds us that the idea of self-know ledge 

has a public  and  civic orig in , a n d  th a t the  concept is to be  u n d e rs to o d  no t 

m erely  by  the  in d iv id u a l as a m etaphysical, and  m oral counsel b u t  b y  the

5 Vico. The N ew  Science.134.
10 Vico, The N ew  Science. 133-134, emphasis added. It should be noted that Vico is not

saying that democratic resistance to aristocracy is always successful. Instead, he is saying that
men are, by their nature, susceptible of being roused to such resistance and are capable, at least
over the course of several generations, of achieving a level of political actualization or
maturity whereby they can successfully govern themselves as a people.

’’ Ibid, 134.
12 Ibid, 134.
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citizen or partic ipan t in  a political o rd e r  as a civic doctrine. The A thenians 

acknow ledged and, indeed, undersco red  for posterity  the natu ra lly  close and 

in tim ate  re la tions b e tw een  the m o ra l, the  m etaphysica l, and  the  civic 

d im ensions of the project of self-know ledge w h en  they rep u ted  Solon the 

law-giver as "a sage in  esoteric w isdom " and m ade him  "prince of the Seven 

Sages of Greece." 13

The several d im ensions of th is project, reflected in  a full-blooded and 

m anifold idea (and ideal) of self-know ledge, w ould  be underscored in  Plato 's 

Apology, for exam ple, w here  Socrates tells his courtroom  audience th a t he 

could  never q u it ph ilo soph iz ing  w h ile  liv ing , since a h u m an  life w ith o u t 

(philosophical) self-exam ination w o u ld  no t be w orth  l iv in g .14 There also, 

Socrates is po rtrayed  as the gadfly th a t harasses and  stings the otherw ise lazy 

an d  p lo d d in g  h o rse  (the A th e n ia n  p eo p le ), u rg in g  th em  on to self- 

im p ro v em en t th ro u g h  critica l in q u iry  an d  se lf-exam ination .15 Clearly, 

Socrates' aim  is to p roduce  no t only b e tte r persons bu t also better citizens -- 

m en  of m ore advanced  u n d e rs tan d in g  and  feeling, fit for tak ing  on  m ore 

duties and responsibilities, bo th  p rivate  and  p u b lic .16

H aving  review ed, w ith  the assistance of Vico, the h istorical o rig in  of 

the  project of self-know ledge? and  h av in g  therew ith  exam ined the various

,3 Ibid, 134.
14 Plato, Apology. 38a: " ... to let no day pass without discussing goodness and all the other 

subjects about which you hear me talking and examining both myself and others is really the 
very best thing that a man can do, and . . .  life without this sort of examination is not worth 
living."

15 Ibid, 30e-31a.
16 Since Plato, the project and idea of self-knowledge have undergone many alterations and 

reformulations. For evidence of this change, see, for example, David L. Norton, Personal 
Destinies: A Philosophy of Ethical Individualism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1976). Norton reviews the "eudaimonisms" of British Absolute Idealism, Kierkegaard, 
Nietzsche, and Sartre.
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dim ensions of this project, w e are p re p a re d  now  — w ith  a som ew hat clearer 

conception of the project in h a n d  — to review  that speech  about the  na tu re  

and  a tta in m en t of se lf-know ledge th a t  w e have fo u n d  in the  w o rk s of 

C alhoun .

In C hapters VII and  VTH, w e exam ined C alhoun 's account of a num ber 

of "the m any and  strik ing  a d v an tag e s"  of the concurren t or constitu tional 

m ajority over the num erical or abso lu te  majority. C hapter DC w ill ro u n d  out 

this subsection  of the p re sen t w o rk  b y  considering  ye t ano ther of these 

"s trik in g  a d v an tag es"  of c o n s titu tio n a l over a b so lu te  g o v e rn m en t, an 

advantage regard ing  the tendency  of constitu tional governm ent to p rom ote  

inquiry  into and  understand ing  of the good  of ind iv iduals and com m unities, 

and  the tendency of absolute g o v ern m en t to retard a n d  inhibit such  inqu iry  

and understanding .

In  the  D isquisition, th e  g e n e ra l d iscursive con tex t w ith in  w h ich  

C alhoun begins his discussion of the  influence of governm ental s truc tu re  on 

inquiry  into the good is again , th a t system atic  com parison  of abso lu te  and  

constitu tional form s of governm en t w h ich  forms the m iddle po rtio n  of the 

D isquisition .17 H aving concluded  his d iscussion  of the  m oral and  physical 

causes of com m unal pow er, C a lhoun  considers two objections th a t m ay  be 

raised against the system  of concurren t majority. (48) The first objection is 

that, as com pared  w ith  the ir co rre sp o n d in g  absolu te form s, constitu tiona l 

governm ents are difficult to construct; and  this objection is ad d ressed  by 

C alhoun in a  series of discussions (10-28) which our p resen t purpose does not

17 This comparison falls between the introductory discussions of the origin, nature, and ends 
of society, government, and constitution, and the concrete historical examples of the system of 
concurrent majority, the Roman Republic and British Constitution, which together form the 
final portion of the Disquisition.
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oblige us to review. Instead , it is C a lh o u n 's  response to a second com m on

objection to the system  of concurren t m ajority  w hich  concerns us here . (48)

T his second  objection  s ta te s  th a t th is  g o v e rn m e n ta l system  w o u ld  be

"im practicable to obtain  the  concurrence of conflicting in terests", w here  these

interests w ere "num erous an d  d iversified", or, "if not, th a t the process for this

purpose, w ou ld  be too ta rd y  to m eet, w ith  sufficient p rom ptness, th e  m any

an d  dangerous em ergencies, to w hich a ll com m unities are  exposed ."  (48-49)

But w hile u ndertak ing  to give this objection the  "fu ller notice" it "deserves"

and  has no t "yet received" (48-53, an d  especially  49), C alhoun also suggests

ho w  one m igh t construct a full-blow n ph ilosoph ical speech on the  influence

of governm ental struc tu re  on  hum an  in q u iry  and  understand ing .

A fter first acknow ledg ing  the p lau s ib ility  of th is objection, C alhoun

proceeds to explain  how  the  perspective  th a t gives rise to it is n a rro w , and

h o w  the ob jec tion  itse lf, fo rm ed  o n  b u t a p a r t ia l  view , is th ere fo re

problem atic. Says Calhoun:

The d iversity  of op in ion  is u sua lly  so great, on  alm ost all questions of 
policy, tha t it is no t suprising, on  a  sligh t v iew  of the subject, it  shou ld  
be though t im practicable to b ring  the  various conflicting in terests of a 
com m unity to un ite  on  any one line  of policy — or, that a governm ent, 
founded on  such a principle, w o u ld  be too slow  in  its m ovem ents and 
too w eak in  its foundation  to succeed in  practice. But, plausible as it 
m ay seem  a t the first glance, a m ore  deliberate  v iew  will show , th a t this 
opinion is erroneous. (49)

A nd  so, w h a t seem s to som e ob se rv ers  as an  u tte rly  im p rac tica l
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contrivance 1S, and  to o thers, a d a n g ero u sly  slow  and cum bersom e device, 

a p p ea rs  so, C a lh o u n  says, on ly  on  a p a r tia l  an d  superfic ia l v iew  of the  

circum stances w ith  regard  to w hich  m en m u st govern  them selves. A deeper 

an d  fu ller view  reveals, how ever, n o t on ly  the. em inent w orkab ility  of the 

system  of concurrent m ajority, b u t also th a t system 's com parative advantages 

ov e r all o ther governm en ta l form s. C a lh o u n  show s this by  first observ ing  

how , "w hen  there  is no u rg en t necessity, it  is d ifficult to b rin g  those w ho  

differ, to agree on an y  one line of action", since "Each will na tu ra lly  insist on 

tak in g  the course he  m ay th in k  best — an d , from  pride  of op in ion , w ill be 

unw illing  to y ield  to  o thers." (49) This acknow ledgem ent of the w eigh t or 

influence of "d iversity  of op in ion" com bined  w ith  "pride  of op in ion", as it 

tu rn s  out, lends g rea te r p lausib ility  an d  a u th o rity  to C alhoun 's  ow n  view , 

especially as he proceeds to explain how  "the  case is different w hen  there  is an  

u rg en t necessity" presen t. For w hen  an  u rg en t necessity is indeed  presen t, the 

various interests of the  com m unity  are com pelled  by  a force of circum stances 

all b u t irresistible, to "unite  on  som e com m on course of action, as reason and  

experience  bo th  p ro v e ."  (49) T h at su ch  u rg e n t necessity  possesses su ch  

p rod ig ious com pulsory  pow er, an d  tha t its influence over m en  is so g rea t as 

to  be  all bu t irresistib le , " reaso n  an d  experience  bo th  p ro v e" , as C a lhoun  

p ro ceed s to show , firs t by  m eans of a n a ly s is ,. an d  later, b y  the  use  of

18 See, for example, Darryl Baskin, "The Pluralist Vision of John C. Calhoun" in Polity 2 
(Fall 1969): 49-65; and Louis Hartz, "The Constitution: Calhoun and Fitzhugh" in Tohn C. 
Calhoun: A Profile, ed. John L. Thomas (New York: Hill & Wang,1968), 164-170. But compare 
John Fischer, "Unwritten Rules of American Politics" in Harper's Magazine 197 (November 
1948): 27-36; Peter F. Drucker, "A Key to American Politics: Calhoun's P lu ra lis m " in Review of 
Politics 10 (October 1948): 412-426; and Wilhelm Ropke, The Social Crisis of Our Tim p  
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950).
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exam ples.19 T hus:

W hen som ething  m u s t  be done — and w hen it can be done only by the 
un ited  consent of all — the necessity of the case w ill force to a 
com prom ise -- be the  cause of tha t necessity w hat it may. O n all 
questions of acting, necessity, w here it exists, is the  overru ling  motive; 
and  w here, in such cases, com prom ise am ong the parties is an 
indispensable condition of acting, it exerts an  overru ling  influence in 
p red isposing  them  to acquiesce in  som e one op in ion  or course of 
action. Experience furnishes m any  exam ples in confirm ation of this 
im portan t truth. (49)

But before citing actual h istorical exam ples in  o rder to illustrate  how

the system  o f concurrent m ajority w orks constantly to p red ispose  the various

interests of the  com m unity  to agree, C alhoun  exam ines tha t instance of the

practical opera tion  of the  concurren t m ajority  w ith  w h ich  m en  are "m ost

fam iliar", nam ely  — trial b y  jury. Thus tria l by jury, w here  an  unanim ous

agreem ent o n  the p a rt of ju ro rs is requ ired  to reach a verdict, is a legal o r

ju r is p ru d e n t ia l  a n a lo g u e  of th e  political sy s te m  of c o n s titu tio n a l

governm ent. In other w ords, trial by  ju ry  is a system  o f concurrent m ajority

w rit sm all, because there,

. . . tw elve indiv iduals, selected w ith o u t discrim ination, m ust 
unan im ously  concur in  opinion — u n d e r the obligations of an oath to 
find a true  verdict, according to law  and  evidence; and this, too, not 
unfrequently  under such  great difficulty and  doub t, tha t the  ablest and 
m ost experienced judges and advocates differ in opinion, after careful 
exam ination. A nd yet, as im practicable as this m ode of trial w ould 
seem  to a superficial observer, it is found, in  practice, no t only to 
succeed, bu t to be the safest, the w isest and the best tha t hum an  
ingenu ity  has ever devised. W hen closely investigated , the cause will

13 Recall again the historical examples of concurrent majority governments which Calhoun 
discusses. On pp. 54-55 of the Disquisition. Poland of the Diet and the Iroquois Confederacy of 
North America are preferred as examples of the successful operation of the concurrent majority. 
At the end of the Disquisition, the examples of the British Constitution and the Roman 
Republic are presented. In his Discourse, to which, as 'we seii'ci in Chapter III, the Disquisition 
serves as introduction, the examples of the United States and the Constitution of South 
Carolina are proffered. And finally, in his "Speech on the Force Bill" (1833), Calhoun adverts 
to the Greek Confederacy against the Persians, and to the Twelve Tribes of Israel, as examples 
of the implementation of the principle of concurrence (444-445).
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be found in the necessity, u n d e r  w hich  the ju ry  is p laced , to agree 
u n an im o u sly , in order to find a verdict. The necessity acts as the 
p red isposing  cause of concurrence in some com m on op in ion ; and  w ith  
such  efficacy, that a  jury rare ly  fails to find a v e rd ic t.20 U n d e r its p o ten t 
influence, the jurors take the ir seats w ith the d isposition  to give a fair 
and  im partial hearing  to the argum ents on bo th  sides — m eet together 
in  the jury-room  — not as d isp u tan ts , bu t calmly to h ea r the  op in ions of 
each  other, and  to com pare a n d  w eigh  the argum ents on  w hich  they  
are  founded — and, finally, to ad o p t that which, on the w hole , is 
though t to be true. U nder the  influence of this d isp o sitio n  to 
h a rm o n ize , one after an o th e r falls into the sam e op in ion , un til 
unanim ity  is obtained. H ence its practicability — and  hence, also, its 
peculiar excellence. N othing , indeed , can be m ore favorable to the  
success of tru th  and  justice, th a n  th is predisposing influence caused  by  
th e  necessity of being unan im ous. It is so m uch so, as to  com pensate  
for the defect of legal know ledge, and  a high degree of in telligence on  
the  p a rt of those w ho u sua lly  com pose juries. (49-50)

Trial by jury, then , b rin g s to b e a r the p rincip le  o f th e  co n cu rren t

m ajority for the sake of insuring, in  so far as this is possible, tha t, b y  v irtu e  of

the very  m ode of trial, a true v e rd ic t w ill be  reached on  the  basis of law  an d

evidence. C iting the overw helm ing  and  as yet u n su rp assed  success of th is

legal o r  jud ic ial conven tion  in  p ro m o tin g  tru th  and  ju s tic e , C a lh o u n

contrasts the practicality and p ecu lia r excellence of this m o d e  of tria l, b ased

on the concurrent m ajority, to another, hypothetical one, in  w h ich  the system

of num erical majority is em ployed.

If the  necessity of unanim ity  w ere  dispensed w ith, an d  the  find ing  of a 
ju ry  m ade to depend  on a b a re  majority, jury trial, in stead  of be ing  one 
o f the  greatest im provem ents in  th e  judicial d ep artm en t of 
governm ent, w ou ld  be one o f the  greatest evils th a t cou ld  be inflicted

20 In trial by jury, of course, "opposing counsel try to enhance the likelihood of a fair hearing 
by rejecting potential jurors who have an interest in the trial's outcome", and this effort to 
promote fairness has the effect of offseting, to some degree, the fact that "a jury's failure to find 
a verdict rarely entails dire consequences for the jurymen." V̂nd so constitudonal interests tend 
to be more interested than jurymen of a pedt jury; but this greater interest does not tend to 
interfere with justice or the continuation of government since the compulsion stemming from the 
fear of anarchy is proportional greater than the corresponding pressure on a jury due to 
whatever discomfiture is caused by a hung jury. But cf. Ralph Lemer, "Calhoun's N ew  Science 
of Politics" in Tohn C. Calhoun: A Profile. 215, fn. 39, from which I have just quoted.
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on the com m unity. It w o u ld  be, in  such case, the co n d u it th rough  
w hich all the factious feelings of the day w ould  en ter a n d  contam inate 
justice at its source. (50)

The particu lar m ode or p ro ced u re  by  w hich a trial is conducted  is then 

far from  being  a m atter of ind iffe rence , in  so far as th is  m ode  d irec tly  

determ ines the fate of inquiry  in to  the  m otives and  actions of the  accused as 

these appertain  to his guilt o r innocence. But let us consider m ore  closely this 

issue of w hat I have called the fate of inquiry. For here w e are considering  the 

fate of inquiry  by a ju ry  into the  g u ilt or innocence of the  accused; and  the 

ju ro rs ' know ledge of the g u ilt  o r innocence of the accu sed , if a tta in ed , 

constitutes a p a rt of tha t know ledge of the  good of bo th  the accused  and  of the 

general society.

W hile the system  of concurrence tends to com pel the  ju ro rs, th rough  

the  need  to reach unan im ity  of op in ion , to p u sh  fu r th e r  in to  the m atte r of 

the  gu ilt or innocence of the  accused , requ iring  of them  th e reb y  a m ore 

d iligen t and  thorough  investigation  of the evidence and  law  w hich  apperta in  

to the  case; a m ode of trial based  on  the principle of the num erica l m ajority, 

in  contrast, tends, by  the v e ry  n a tu re  of its opera tion , to  cu t sh o rt such  

inquiry , thereby allow ing personal feeling and  prejudice, ra th e r th an  a careful 

reg a rd  for ev idence and  law , to  d e te rm in e  the  ou tcom e. Since, in  the 

num erical system , only  a bare  m ajo rity  w ould  be requ ired  to h a n d  d o w n  a 

verdict, jurors w ill be encouraged, b y  the  very structure of the system , to act as 

d ispu tan ts for one side or the o ther, instead  of calm ly rev iew ing  together the 

facts of the case. W here there arises a m inority  opinion, the  m ajor w ill have 

no  reason, aside from  som e p e rso n a l reg ard  for tru th  and  justice  on the p a rt 

of its m em bers, to register or to com e to  term s w ith  this o p p o sin g  opinion.
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Therefore, since a sim ple num erical m ajority w ould  be sufficient, by  itself, to 

determ ine the verd ic t and  thus carry the day, inquiry  w ould  tend  to com e to a 

halt as soon as som e such m ajority is reached; an  adven t w hich, in  every case 

b u t those rare occasions w here the vote is evenly split, m ust com e so soon as 

to p re-em pt in q u iry  altogether. A nd even in  those rare instances w here, p rio r 

to the  fo rm atio n  of a bare  m ajority, in q u iry  is p u rsu e d  fo r a tim e, the 

o p p o sin g  ju ris ts  w o u ld  find  th a t th e ir n a tu ra l h u m an  su sce p tib ility  to 

in te llectual s lo th  and  m oral laxity  are encou raged , u n d e r th is  num erica l 

system , by  th e ir  know ledge th a t one vo te  on ly  is needed  to  d e te rm in e  a 

verd ic t and  to free them selves, in  the m ost rap id  and  exped itious fashion, 

from  the intellectual, em otional, and even physical dem ands of their judicial 

labours. Furtherm ore , the circum stance of need ing  b u t one vo te , in stead  of 

being  com pelled to reach unanim ity, w ould  naturally  lead bo th  sides to d irect 

all th e ir labors to w a rd  p ersu ad in g  th a t one ju ro r on  the o th e r  side  m ost 

susceptible to b e in g  tu rned  from  his cu rren t con trary  opin ion  to agreem ent. 

For this reason, in q u iry  into law  and evidence w ill p roceed on ly  far enough  

to convince this least opposed  juror, because, ones a bare m ajority  is secured, 

there is no com pu lsion  to pu rsu e  the inqu iry  fu rther so as to convince the 

other, m ore de te rm ined  opponents am ong the jurors.

The fate of inqu iry  into the guilt or innocence of an  accused  party , and 

the final success o r  failure of a ju ry  to reach a true  verd ict based  on  law  and 

evidence, are de term ined  then, to a very great extent, by  the particu lar na tu re  

of the  m ode  o f tria l, an d  the  influence of th is  ju d ic ia l s tru c tu re  in  

d e te rm in in g  th e  feelings an d  d ispositions of ju ro rs. As it tu rn s  ou t, 

therefore, it is th e  m ode or struc tu re  of tria l by  ju ry  itself, w h e th e r  it  be
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organized  on the num erical system , the concurrent system , or som e other, 

w hich tends to determ ine, m ore than  an y  other factor, the fate o f inqu iry  in 

trials and  the particu lar verdicts rendered  by juries. In  add ition , as C alhoun 

po in ts  ou t, tria l by  ju ry  based  on  the p rincip le  of co n cu rren t m ajority  

constitutes "one of the g reatest im provem ents in  the judicial d ep a rtm e n t of 

g o v ern m en t"  in  p a r t  because  it com pensates for " the  d e fe c t o f legal 

know ledge, and  [the absence of] a h igh  degree of intelligence o n  the p a rt of 

those w ho usually  com pose juries." 21 (50) A nalogously, only  a m om en t's  

reflection w ill confirm  th a t no such com pensation  for deficiencies of legal 

know ledge and  native  intelligence w o u ld  be forthcom ing from  a m ode of 

tria l based on  the num erical principle. There, no palliative is to  be h ad  for 

ignorance of the law  an d  the grea ter suscep tib ility  to e rro r o f m odest or 

hum ble intellects. O n the other hand , such a palliative is an  essential feature 

of the m ode of trial based  on  the principle of concurrence, w here  there  is, as 

w e have  seen, a req u irem en t of u n an im ity  th a t b rings im p ro v e m e n t of 

disposition and understand ing ,

As it tu rns out, the various strengths of trial by  jury, based  as it is on 

the  concurren t p rinc ip le , an d  the  v arious deficiencies th a t m ay  be  righ tly  

a ttribu ted  to a hypo thetica l m ode of tria l by ju ry  based  on  th e  num erical 

principle, all have their analogues in  the  com parison betw een  constitu tional 

and  absolute governm ent. W e shall exam ine these analogues b e tw een  trial 

by  ju ry  and constitu tional governm ent, poin ts only in tim ated  b y  C alhoun  in 

the D isquisition  (50-51), after w e have presented  and exam ined h is  account of 

how , in  a w e ll-o rg an ized  g o v ern m en t founded  on  the  p rin c ip le  o f the

21 Here, there is a defect or omission in the Union and Liberty edition of the Disquisition, as 
I have indicated with brackets.
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concurren t m ajority, necessity  com pels the various interests or po rtions of the

com m unity to agree.

H aving exam ined  the  u n d erly in g  forces at w ork  in  tria l b y  jury, the

"m o st fam iliar" exam p le  o f the  system  of co n cu rren t m ajority , C a lhoun

p ro ceed s  to co m p are  th e se  forces to those a t w o rk  w ith in  an  en tire

governm ental system  o rgan ized  on  the  principle of concurren t m ajority . The

requ irem en t of u n a n im ity  w h ich  constitu tes the cen tra l fea tu re  of tria l by

ju ry  is analogous to b u t  d iffe ren t in  k in d  from  the  necessity  for unan im ity

am ong  interests or p o rtio n s  w ith in  a governm ent based  on  the p rin c ip le  of

concu rren t m ajority. U n d e rsco rin g  th is analogy  an d  the  m a in  d ifference

betw een  these tw o form s o f necessity, C alhoun says,

The necessity for unanim ity , in  o rder to keep the  governm en t in 
m otion, w ou ld  be far m ore u rgen t, and  w ould  act u n d er circum stances 
still m ore favorable to  secure it. It w ould be superfluous, after w h a t 
has been stated to a d d  to o ther reasons in o rder to show  th a t no 
necessity, physical o r m oral, can be m ore im perious than  th a t of 
governm ent. It is so m uch  so that, to suspend its action altogether, 
even for an  inconsiderable period , w ould  subject the com m unity  to 
convulsions an d  anarchy. But in  governm ents of the concurren t 
m ajority such  fatal consequences can only be avoided by  the 
unanim ous concurrence o r acquiescence of the  various po rtio n s of the 
com m unity . Such is the  im perious character of the necessity  w hich  
im pels to com prom ise u n d e r governm ents of th is descrip tion . (50- 
51)

C alhoun  nex t p ro ceed s  to  com pare  the force of the  n ecessity  for 

u n an im ity  in tria l b y  ju ry  to th e  co rrespond ing  force of the  necessity  for 

unan im ity  at w ork  in  governm en ta l system s of the concurren t m ajority. The 

force o r "influence" o f th e  latter, governm ental form  of necessity , C alhoun  

observes, is "overpow ering" , and , "to  have  a ju st conception" of th e  na tu re

22 Recall Calhoun's discussion of anarchy as the greatest political evil as recounted in 
Chapter IV.
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and exten t of th is influence, "the circum stances u n d e r  w h ich  it w ould act

m ust be taken into consideration" (51):

These [circum stances] w ill be found, on com parison , m uch more 
favorable th an  those u n d er w hich juries act. In  the latter case there is 
noth ing  besides the necessity of unanim ity  in  fin d in g  a verdict, and 
the inconvenience to w hich they  m ight be subjected  in  the  event of 
division, to induce juries to agree, except the love o f tru th  and  justice, 
w hich, w hen  n o t counteracted  by  some im proper m otive or bias, m ore 
or less influences all, no t excepting the m ost d ep rav ed . In the case of 
governm ents of the concurren t majority, there is, besides these, the 
love of country, th an  w hich, if no t counteracted by  the  unequal and 
oppressive action of governm ent, or o ther causes, few  m otives exert a 
greater sway. [The love of country] com prehends, indeed , w ithin itself, 
a large po rtion  b o th  of our individual and  social feelings; and, hence, 
its a lm ost boundless control w hen  left free to act. But the governm ent 
of the concurren t m ajority  leaves it free, by  p rev en tin g  abuse and 
oppression, and , w ith  them , the whole train  o f feelings and passions 
w hich lead to d iscord and  conflict betw een d ifferen t portions of the 
com m unity . Im pelled by  the im perious necessity  of p reventing  the 
suspension  of the action of governm ent, w ith  the  fatal consequences to 
w hich it w o u ld  lead, and  by  the strong add itional im pulse  derived 
from  an  a rd en t love of country, each portion  w o u ld  regard  the sacrifice 
it m igh t have  to m ake by  y ielding its peculiar in te res t to secure the 
com m on in terest an d  safety of all, including its ow n, as nothing 
com pared to the evils th a t w ould  be inflicted o n  all, includ ing  its ow n, 
by  pertinaciously  adhering  to a different line of action. (51)

A ccord ing  to  C a lh o u n , w h en  all these  th in g s  a re  considered , the  

w onder is no t, as a superfic ial critic m ight co n clu d e23, th a t the interests or 

po rtions of the  co m m u n ity , p laced  under such  a  g o v e rn m e n ta l system , 

sho u ld  com prom ise: In stead , the w onder, says C a lhoun , w ou ld  be if these 

in terests sh o u ld  n o t  com prom ise. This is so b e ca u se  " th e  m otives for 

concurring" are "so  pow erfu l" , w hile "those o p p o sed  to  it"  are "so w eak." 

(51) Before p ro ceed in g  w ith  o u r explication of C a lh o u n 's  account of the

23 See, for example, Ralph Lemer, "Calhoun's New Science of Politics" in Tohn C. Calhoun: 
A Profile. 215: " . . .  Calhoun was convinced — if not convincing — that the impulse to 
compromise would be well-nigh irresistible."
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im pu lse  of the various in te res ts  of the com m unity , u n d e r  the  concurren t 

system , to com prom ise, le t us pause  to review, as w e p rom ised  earlier, the 

various features of the  analogue C alhoun has suggested  betw een  tria l by jury 

and  the governm ental system  of the concurrent majority.

The principle of concurren t majority, being in ternal to b o th  the judicial 

conven tion  (trial by  jury) a n d  the general g o v ern m en ta l conven tion  (the 

governm ent of the concurren t or constitu tional m ajority) ensu res th a t these 

tw o hum an  artifices give rise to effects that are to som e degree parallel to one 

a n o th e r  or ana lo g o u s, w h ile  w h a t m akes th e ir  c o rre sp o n d in g  effects 

analogous rather th an  iden tica l to one another is the  fact th a t the respective 

ends of these conventions differ.

The ultim ate aim  of tria l by  ju ry  is justice, w hereas the  corresponding  

ultim ate  aim of constitu tional governm ent is the p ro tec tion  an d  perfection of 

society. The p rio r  and  m o re  im m ed ia te  aim  o f b o th  co n v en tio n s is 

know ledge, albeit know ledge of different sorts. The im m ed ia te  aim  of the 

ju ry  is a true verdict, and  know ledge of the guilt or innocence of the accused, 

w hereas the know ledge th a t  is the im m ediate a im  of the  in terests of the 

governm enta l system  in  q u estio n  is know ledge of th e  pub lic  or com m on 

good. But while trial by  ju ry  and  constitutional governm en t differ as regards 

the ir u ltim ate aim s, and  are  sim ilar only in  a general w ay  as regards their 

im m ediate aims, it is im p o rtan t no t to become d istracted  by  these differences 

o r dissim ilarities and  to overlook  thereby a com m only sh a red  feature tha t is 

o f the g rea tes t im p o rtan ce . B eing bo th  fo u n d ed  on  th e  p rin c ip le  of 

concu rren t m ajority, tria l b y  ju ry  and  constitu tional governm en t bo th  tend, 

b y  v irtu e  of their v e ry  s tru c tu re s , to p rom ote  su s ta in ed , th o ro u g h , and
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effective inquiry  into the concerns that are their resp ec tiv e  a n d  in tended  

objects.

In both cases, the need  for unanim ity  p red isp o ses the various parties 

concerned to jo in  to g e th er to reach  som e com m on o p in io n  a n d  course of 

action. Just as the op in ion  of every juror m ust be reg is te red , and  all opinions 

m ust agree, before a verd ic t m ay be declared, so th a t a sentence m ay  be issued 

an d  justice d ischarged ; w h ere  there  is c o n s titu tio n a l go v ern m en t, the  

op in ion  or sense of ev e ry  sign ifican t in terest of th e  co m m u n ity  m ust be 

registered, and  all these in te rests m ust concur, b e fo re  governm en t is d u ly  

au tho rized  e ither to act o r to refra in  from  ac tio n  on  th e  m a tte r  u n d e r  

consideration. Also in  b o th  cases, the very  s tru c tu re  of the "concurren t" 

artifice tends th rough  its influence to com pensate for defects of know ledge as 

w ell as for any absence of a h ig h  degree of in te lligence  on  the  p a rt of the  

hum an  agents th inking  a n d  acting w ith in  the system . 24 Trial by  ju ry  tends to 

com pensate for deficiencies in  legal know ledge and  experience am ongst the  

jurors, while the governm ent of the concurrent m ajo rity  tends to com pensate 

for deficiencies in p o litica l know ledge on  the  p a r t  of the  leaders an d  

m em bers of the various in terests of the com m unity. T herefore, sim ilar to the 

m an n er in  w h ich  a n  absence  of the  legal e x p e r tis e  o f th e  judge  is 

com pensated by  the influence of the  structure of the  legal convention know n 

as tria l by jury; so too, w ith in  the  governm ental sy s te m  of the  concurren t 

m ajo rity  -- reg a rd le ss  o f its  p a rtic u la r  re g im e n 25 — th e  absence o r 

d isco n tin u a tio n  of the  d ire c t ap p lica tio n  of p o lit ic a l  k n o w led g e  th a t

24 Calhoun, as we have seen, makes this point about compensating deficiencies of knowledge 
explicitly concerning trial by jury (50), but does not speak explicitly on this point in the 
Disquisition with regard to interests pursuing the public good within a constitutional system.

25That is, regardless of whether it is a government of the one, o f the few, of the many, or 
some combination of these.
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charac terized  th e  p e rso n a l ru le  o f the  m o n arch 26 is co m p en sa ted , in  a 

constitu tiona l regim e, by  the in fluence  of the  s tru c tu re  of g o v e rn m en t.27 

M oreover, from  all th a t has been  sa id , and  from  w h a t C a lhoun  has sta ted  

explicitly as w ell as from  w hat he h as  m erely  intim ated, w e m ay  responsib ly  

infer that, analogous to the m anner in  w hich  trial by  ju ry  m akes a p resid ing  

officer of the  judge, the  gov ern m en ta l system  of the  co n cu rren t m ajority  

ren d e rs  the s ta te sm an  th e  d e fe n d e r  an d  p rin c ip a l p e rp e tu a to r  of the  

constitu tion . H ence, w ith  the em ergence  of constitu tiona l as op p o sed  to 

absolute governm ent, the personal governm en t of the m onarch  is replaced by  

the sta tesm an, w ho serves the co m m u n ity  m ediate ly  or ind irec tly  in  the  

capacity  of g u a rd ian  an d  perfecter of its political constitu tion . Ju s t as the  

artifice th a t is trial by  ju ry  allows m en  to circum vent the liabilities or to avoid 

the dangers of en tru s tin g  absolu te  a n d  exclusive jud ic ial pow er, in  cases of 

capital crim es, to ind iv idua l judges; the  h u m an  artifice w hich  C alhoun  calls 

the system  of concurren t or constitu tional m ajority allow s m en  to avoid  the  

far g rea te r liab ilities a n d  d a n g ers  o f e n tru s tin g  ab so lu te  a n d  exclusive 

governm ental pow er to any  single m an  or group  of m en.

B ut in  a d d itio n  to  c o m p e n sa tin g  fo r defects of k n o w led g e , the  

co n cu rren t sy s tem  also  ten d s to  co m p en sa te  fo r an y  absence  of h ig h  

intelligence on  the  p a r t  of h u m a n  agen ts th ink ing  an d  ac tin g  w ith in  the  

system . (50) Thus tria l by  ju ry  has been  found  to w o rk  aston ish ing ly  w ell 

despite  the fact th a t m ore hum ble in telligences usually  com pose juries; w hile

26 Thus it is typically the case that the person who occupies the position of hereditary 
monarch is one from among the more prosperous and educated portion of the population.

27 Like any other human convention, the structure of a government is an embodiment of 
knowledge. For example, the system of concurrent majority, with its system of mutual 
negatives, reflects, by its very structure or organization; a certain true conception of human 
nature — namely, that we may be corrupted by power and become tyrannical, thereby abusing 
ourselves and others.
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in constitu tional governm en ts , any  lack of h igh  in telligence -- w hether of a 

k ing  in  a m onarchy, nobles in  an  aristocracy, or com m ons in  a dem ocracy -- 

tends to be com pensated  as w ell by  the very s tru c tu re  of governm en t itself. 

O n  the other h an d , how ever, no  such  com pensation issues from  an  absolute 

governm ental structure , w here  the  shortcom ings b o rn  o f the  m yopia of lesser 

intellects tend  to be felt in  all their w oeful force.

M ore generally , th en , co n stitu tio n a l g o v e rn m e n t p ro v id es  a hedge 

ag a in st those dan g ers  a n d  inconveniences w hich  n a tu ra lly  a tten d  a m ore 

extensive ignorance and  a m ore  lim ited  intelligence. In d eed , rev iew ing  the 

m a tte r  further, w e can see h o w  the  em ergence in  h is to ry  of such  legal and 

governm en ta l artifices or co n v en tio n s as tria l by  ju ry  and  constitu tional 

governm ent qualify  as sign ifican t an d  vitally im p o rtan t advances in  m an's 

know ledge of him self. Such contrivances underscore  h o w  m an  has brought 

to self-consciousness the fact of his ow n  essentially w eak  and  sinfu l nature; a 

conception of his na tu re  confirm ed  b y  every page of h isto ry , and  to w hich no 

grounded  objection m ay be p u t.

H av in g  th u s  re v ie w e d  th e  analogue  b e tw e e n  tr ia l b y  ju ry  and  

constitu tional governm en t, w e  m ay  continue now  w ith  ou r exam ination  of 

C alhoun 's view s on  the n a tu re  an d  extent of the im pulse  of in terests w ithin  a 

constitu tional system  to com prom ise.

A fter considering  th e  re la tive  streng th  of the m o tives fo r concurring 

an d  of those for no t concurring  (50-51), C alhoun goes o n  to p rov ide  "a juster 

estim ate  of the full force o f th is im pulse  to com prom ise ."  (51-52) There 

C a lh o u n  em phasizes how , w ith in  a w ell-founded  g o v e rn m en ta l system  of 

the  concurren t m ajority , com prom ises are n o t  com pelled  and  extracted from
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grudg ing  and  n iggard ly  parties, or from  interests each of w hom  is d isposed, 

for exam ple, to carefu lly  an d  w arily  reg is te r as a cost or sacrifice every  

com prom ise on  its o w n  p a rt, and  to d isco u n t the con tribu tions th ro u g h  

com prom ise of every o ther interest. In stead , the governm ental system  of the 

concurren t m ajority  tends to shape a n d  to transform  h u m an  feelings and  

dispositions, in  w ays that, on  a slight v iew  of the subject, seem  im probable, if 

n o t fantastic. In C hap ters VII and  VHI, w e saw  how  this transfo rm ative  

character or m oral influence of the system  of concurrent m ajority  plays the 

p rim ary  role in p roducing  a m ora lly  v irtu o u s  governm ental leadersh ip  and  

citizenry. W h at re m a in s , h o w ev er, is to consider th e  ro le  of th is  

transform ative property , and  of the system  of concurrent m ajority  in  general, 

in  fostering in te llec tual v irtue , in p ro m o tin g  inqu iry  into the  G ood, bo th  

ind iv idua l an d  com m unal, an d  finally, in  contributing to the project at the 

center of all tru ly  philosophical inquiry , the  project of self-know ledge. This 

role w ill becom e clearer as w e proceed  w ith  ou r exam ination of C alhoun 's 

view s on the im pulse to com prom ise.

P rev iously  in  th is w o rk , w e h a v e  seen  how  g o v e rn m en t of the  

concurren t m ajority , by  v ir tu e  of its v e ry  s tru c tu re , in fluences h u m an  

feelings and dispositions in  significant an d  beneficent w ays, and  indeed , has 

the  pow er to tran sfo rm  a n d  to p u r ify  h u m a n  m oral a n d  in te llec tu a l 

characters. As w e saw  in C hap ter VII, in  ou r discussion of the elevation and  

diffusion of v irtue  o r of vice, w e can beg in  to learn  about the  un d erly in g  

principles up o n  w hich  a particu lar governm en t is founded by  observing how  

th e  various in te rests of th a t co m m u n ity  feel ab o u t and  act to w ard  one 

another. But even m ore conspicuous, an d  therefore, m ore easily  ascertained,
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are the  m oral ch arac te rs  o f g o v e rn m e n ta l leaders , a n d  th e ir  [m oral-

intellectual] dispositions or ind ispositions both  to inquire  in to  the  good  of the

generality  and to engage in  com prom ise, as the representatives o f the  various

portions of the com m unity, each one w ith  the others for the  sake of obtain ing

and p erp e tu a tin g  th a t good. C a lhoun  calls the difference b e tw ee n  absolu te

and constitu tional governm en t as reg a rd s  their respective in fluence  on  the

fo rm a tio n  of th e  m o ra l c h a ra c te r  a n d  in te lle c tu a l d is p o s i t io n  o f

governm en ta l leaders "s trik ing" , th e re b y  suggesting  th a t i t  is p e rh a p s  the

m ost consp icuous difference b e tw een  these two d isp a ra te  sy s tem s. H e

rem inds us how  in  governm ents of th e  num erical m ajority:

. . . each faction, in  the struggle  to obtain the control of the 
governm ent, elevates to pow er the  designing, the artfu l, and  
unscrupulous, w ho, in their devo tion  to party  — instead  of a im ing  at 
the  good of the w hole -- aim  exclusively at securing the  ascendency of 
party. (52)

C a lh o u n  traces th is  m o st p ro m in e n t and  s tr ik in g  d iffe ren ce , the

difference betw een the leaders of th ese  tw o disparate  sy stem s, back  to its

source. H e finds tha t the conditions w hich , in  Chapter VH, w e  saw  issu ing  in

a m orally  v irtuous citizenry  and  leaders , are also those basic  cond itions th a t

issue in  in tellectual v irtue , or in  a d isposition  to' susta ined  in q u iry  in to  the

public good; while, on  the o ther h a n d , those conditions w h ich  conduce to a

m orally vicious citizenry  and  leaders also conduce to in te llec tua l vice o r to

an ind isposition  to such  inquiry. T hese basic conditions are, as w e have  seen

in the prev ious two chapters, the  dual-princip le  of our n a tu re  com bined  w ith

the struc tu re  of governm ent itself. H ence Calhoun says,

. . .  in  governm ents of the concu rren t majority, in d iv id u a l feelings are, 
from  its organism , necessarily en listed  on the side of the  social, and  
m ad e  to unite  w ith  them  in p ro m o tin g  the ̂ interests o f th e  w hole , as
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the best w ay  of prom oting  the separa te  interests of each; w hile, in  those 
of the num erical m ajority, the social are necessarily enlisted  on th e  side 
of the ind iv idual, and  m ade to con tribu te  to the interest of parties , 
regardless of that of the w hole. (52)

As w e saw  in C hapter VII, the p rincipal force by w hich feelings m ay  be 

en listed  is no t relig ion  or educa tion , or th e ir  co rru p t form s — su p e rs titio n 25 

and  p ropaganda29 — b u t is instead  the s truc tu re  of governm ent itself. B ut for 

C alhoun , to say  th a t the s tru c tu re  of g o v ern m en t is the p rinc ipal cause  by  

w h ich  the in d iv id u a l and social feelings a re  en listed  -- e ither o n  the s id e  of 

the public good, o r of some p rivate  and  exclusive interest — is m erely  a m ore 

specific and  technical w ay of say ing  th a t the  struc tu re  of governm en t is the 

p rincipal cause of the  m orals of the com m unity. A nd, w hen  C alhoun  speaks 

o f the  m orals or m oral charac ter of the in d iv id u a ls  of the  com m unity , he 

m eans no t the m o ra l v irtues o r vices, n a rro w ly  conceived, b u t the  m o ra l 

d ispositions of persons as these  ap p e rta in  to inqu iry  and u n d e rs tan d in g  as 

w ell.30 H ence, w e m ay say  th a t, acco rd in g  to C alhoun, a w e ll-fo u n d ed  

governm en t of the  concurren t m ajority , b y  en listing  the in d iv id u a l feelings 

on  the side of the social, does m ore th an  all o ther causes com bined, inc lud ing

28 In our more secular, post-Enlighterunent age, w e might well add to this list of influences on 
morals, false philosophy. For a speculative account of the distinction between true and false 
forms of philosophy, see Donald Livingston, Hume's Philosophy of Common Life (University of 
Chicago Press, 1994), including Chapter 10, "Metaphysical Rebellion."

29 Thus it was not, for example. National Socialist propaganda or the viciousness of 
individual leaders which were the principal causes of the spectacular barbarisms inflicted by 
the Third Reich. Instead, as Donald Livingston has pointed out, the principal cause was the 
structure of the modem consolidated nation-state itself. See Donald Livingston, Philosophical 
Melancholy and Delirium fUniv. of Chicago Press, 1998), Chapters 13 and 14.

30 Therefore Calhoun never draws a sharp distinction* between the moral and intellectual 
virtues and vices. U nlike, for example, Aristotle and Hume, Calhoun never wrote a work 
principally on morals, where some exhaustive listing and careful discrimination of the various 
virtues and vices would be expected. Focussing primarily on the more strictly political 
philosophic themes of the origin and nature of government and constitution, Calhoun had no 
occasion, as did Aristotle, to categorize the virtues and vices as either moral or intellectual.
See the Nicomachean Ethics. Bks. E-VI.
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religion and  education, to dispose the various interests and  ind iv iduals of the 

com m unity  to d iscover an d  pu rsue  th e ir com m on good. A nalogously , a 

governm ent w hose s tru c tu re  is abso lu te , by  enlisting the social feelings on 

the side  of the  in d iv id u a l, does m o re  th an  all o ther causes com bined , 

including  the  c o rru p t form s of re lig ion  an d  education  — su p e rs titio n  and  

p ro p ag an d a  respec tive ly  ~ , to d isco u rag e , to stifle, o r even , to  p re e m p t 

outright effective inquiry  in to  the public  good.

The a ttitu d e  of governm ental leaders tow ard  the general w elfare  and  

to w ard  in q u iry  c o n ce rn in g  such  w e lfa re  is one of e ith e r  so lic itu d e , 

indifference, o r contem pt, in  w hatever degree; and this a ttitude  is disclosed, 

quite unavo idab ly  of course, e ither th ro u g h  their w ords or the ir actions, or 

through both. The solicitude for the public  good that characterizes leaders in 

genu ine ly  co n stitu tio n a l regim es has its co u n te rp art in  the  n a rro w  an d  

callous indifference to such  good tha t is typical of absolute rulers. In  so far as 

these a ttitudes becom e know n  by the generality, and because op in ion , as we 

have  seen , is the u ltim a te  source o f po litica l au th o rity ; th e  p rac tic a l 

ram ifications of such  a ttitu d es are not, to  be discounted or u n d erestim a ted . 

A nother w ay  of say ing  th is is tha t, o n  the  m ost personal a n d  p rag m atic  

g rounds, it is far from  be in g  a m a tte r  of indifference w h a t s tru c tu re  of 

governm ent a com m unity  has, since th is  struc tu re  determ ines, in  large p a rt, 

the disposition  and  a ttitudes of those w ho  exercise governm ental pow er. For 

indeed, the a ttitude  of those who exercise pow er is itself a p rinc ipa l cause of 

the stability or instability of a given regim e.

A ccording  to C alhoun , it is because a governm ent of th e  co n cu rren t 

m ajority tends to p ro d u ce , by  its v e ry  s tru c tu re , leaders w ho  possess the
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vario u s  m oral and intellectual v irtues, tha t such  governm en ts repose on  a

fo u n d a tio n  of greater solidity. So once again  (52-53), the num erical an d

concu rren t system s are com pared by C alhoun; th is  tim e, w ith  regard  to the

so lid ity  of their respective foundations. C alhoun observes how:

Both, ultim ately, rest on necessity; for force, b y  w hich those of the 
num erical m ajority are upheld , is only acquiesced in  from  necessity; a 
necessity not m ore im perious, however, th a n  tha t w hich compels the 
different portions, in  governm ents of the concurren t majority, to 
acquiesce in com prom ise. There is, how ever, a great difference in  the 
m otive, the feeling, the aim, w hich characterize the act in  the two 
cases. In  the one, it is done w ith  th a t reluctance and  hostility ever 
incident to enforced subm ission to w hat is regarded  as injustice and  
oppression; accom panied by the desire and  pu rp o se  to seize on the first 
favorable opportunity  for resistance — b u t in  the  other, willingly and 
cheerfully, under the im pulse of an  exalted patrio tism , im pelling all to 
acquiesce in w hatever the com m on good requires. (53)

As w e saw  in C hapter VI, force is the conservative principle of absolu te  

g o v e rn m e n t,  w h ile  com prom ise  is th e  c o n s e rv a tiv e  p r in c ip le  o f 

c o n s titu tio n a l governm en t (30); ye t b o th  k in d s  of go v ern m en t re s t o n  

necessity, or on the overriding need to preserve society. But this preservation  

o r pro tection  is achieved in  different w ays, accord ing  to w hether the guard ian  

o f th e  co m m u n ity  th a t is g o v e rn m e n t h as  e ith e r  an  abso lu te  o r a 

constitu tiona l organization. In bo th  cases, the acquiescence of the various 

in d iv id u a ls  an d  interests th a t com pose the  co m m u n ity  to those m easu res 

w h ich  governm ent em ploys to pro tect society is requ ired . Yet the sp irit in  

w h ich  th is acquiescence is given d iffers w idely, accord ing  to w hether it is 

e lic ited  b y  force or by com prom ise. A ccording: to  the  specific m anner in  

w h ic h  it b rings about acquiescence in  its soc ie ty -p ro tec ting  m easures, the  

stru c tu re  of governm ent tends to elicit affection o r d isaffection for itself or for 

those  w ho exercise its pow ers. In this w ay . abso lu te  governm ents, by  v irtue
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of the ir ve ry  s tru c tu re s , fu n c tio n  in  w ays tha t ten d , to som e d eg ree , to 

u nderm ine  th e ir o w n  leg itim acy  a n d  viability, w hile, o n  the  o th e r  h an d , 

constitu tional reg im es n a tu ra lly  ten d , in  th is regard , to leg itim ize  a n d  to 

strengthen  them selves. __

As w e n o te d  in  C h ap te r VUE, in  the  d iscussion  of th e  m o ra l and  

physical causes of pow er, C a lhoun  believed  th a t the  abuses a n d  opp ression  

w hich n a tu ra lly  a tten d  absolute g overnm en t are u ltim ately  beneficial, in  the 

sen se  th a t  th e y  p ro m p t m e n  — th ro u g h  th e  g re a t s u f fe r in g  a n d  

inconveniences th e y  im pose -- to  dev ise  the rem edy  th a t is con stitu tio n . 

A long these  lines, C a lhoun  a lso  b e liev ed  th a t the  tendency  o f ab so lu te  

governm en t to u n d e r-c u t its o w n  au th o rity  by  encourag ing  lead ers  to be 

indifferent to an d  even  jealous o f the  pub lic  good m ay be v iew ed  as p a r t  o f a 

P ro v id en tia l p la n  in  w hich  th e  abuses th a t a tten d  abso lu te  g o v e rn m e n t 

encourage p o litica l in n o v atio n  a n d  th ereb y  in struc t m en on  th e  su p e rio r 

v irtues of constitu tion .

H av ing  p resen te d  and am p lified  the  essential e lem ents of C a lh o u n 's  

speech abou t self-know ledge and  inqu iry  into the good, w e are p rep a red  now  

to review  som e general aspects a n d  im plications of this speech.

C a lh o u n 's  po litica l p h ilo so p h iz in g  sheds ligh t on the p ro jec t o f self- 

know ledge in  basically  tw o d ifferen t w ays. A ccording to C alhoun, know ledge 

of the good is p u rsu e d  on a t lea s t tw o d ifferent levels: (1) a t the  level of 

interests, as a pub lic  enterprise; an d  (2) a t the level of the in d iv id u a l an d  of 

the family, as an  essentially  p riva te  enterprise. As regards the fo rm er [public] 

en terp rise , the  sy stem  of the co n cu rren t m ajority  p rom otes ex tensive  and  

effectual inqu iry  in to  the natu re  o f the in terests of the  various p o rtio n s of the

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

4 9 7

co m m u n ity , fosters m u tua l u n d e rs tan d in g  and  hence self-criticism  am ong  

these portions, and  thereby plays an  indispensable role in the advancem ent o f 

all those in terests . R egarding the la tte r [private] enterprise, by  safeguard ing  

and  o rdering  the  liberty  of the in d iv id u a l (45), as w e saw  in C hap ter V m , the  

system  of co n cu rren t m ajority also p rom otes su sta ined  and effectual in q u iry  

into the go o d  of self, family, and  friends, and  prom otes directly thereby th e  

in terests of ind iv iduals . So the positive  and  p rom inen t role of the system  o f 

the co n cu rren t m ajo rity  in p ro m o tin g  inqu iry  in to  the good a n d  the g o o d  

itse lf m ay  be co n trasted  w ith  the  in fluence  of the  system  o f  n u m erica l 

m ajority , o r o f abso lu te  governm ent in  general. For absolute g o v ern m en t 

tends to re ta rd  inqu iry  into the good , as w e have  seen, both a t the  level o f 

in te res ts , b y  fo s te rin g  b itte r an tag o n ism  an d  estrangem en t b e tw een  th e  

various p o rtio n s  of the com m unity  w here  one p o rtio n  or com bination  o f 

portions is a llow ed to dom inate and  abuse the rem ain ing  portions, and  a t the  

level of the in d iv id u a l and  the fam ily, by  failing to secure liberty an d  m aterial 

possessions, a n d  by  stifling thereby the  na tu ra l desire  for self-im provem ent. 

(40-46). The resu lt is th a t the h u m an  good tends to be more frequently  a n d  

fu lly  re a liz e d  u n d e r  c o n s titu tio n a l g o v e rn m e n t than  u n d e r  a b so lu te  

governm en t. Significantly, C a lh o u n 's  account of how  the p ro jec t of self- 

know ledge is p u rsu e d  a t several d ifferen t levels underscores the Platonic an d  

V ich ian  v iew , exam ined  earlier, th a t  the p ro jec t has several d im en sio n s, 

includ ing , as w e have  labelled them , the m etaphysical, the m oral, and  th e  

civic.

Still, the  question  m ay be raised: H ow  im p o rtan t is the  ro le  p layed  b y  

constitu tiona l governm en t in p ro m o tin g  inqu iry  and  self-know ledge, or b y
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absolute governm ent in p reven ting  these, as com pared w ith  other factors?

Success a t such inqu iry  clearly depends on several, and  not m erely one, 

cause. For instance, there  is the degree of resolve an d  determ ination  of the 

in d iv id u a l inqu irer, as w ell as the m anner in w hich inherited  w isdom  and  

other inherited goods m ay  either facilitate inquiry or bestow  knowledge about 

the self directly. A nd  so inherited  goods — includ ing  native genius — and  

ind iv idua l resolve m ay  be listed  a longside  the s tru c tu re  of governm ent as 

causes determ ining  the fate of self-inquiry. But w ha t rem ains is to assess the 

relative w eight or influence of these causes.

Earlier in  this chapter, w e saw  th a t it is the m ode o r structure of trial by  

ju ry  w hich tends to determ ine, m ore th an  any  other cause, the fate of inqu iry  

in  trials, an d  the  ju stness or un justness of pa rticu lar verdicts rendered  by  

juries. In fact, it was strongly  in tim ated  th a t the particu la r structure or m ode 

of tria l tends to influence the verd ic t m ore  than  all o ther factors com bined. 

A nd so, it w as said, the fact of w hether the verdict: w as rendered, for exam ple, 

b y  an  in d iv id u a l ju d g e , or b y  a ju ry  o rgan ized  e ith e r on  the num erica l 

m ajority  p rinc ip le , o r th e  p rin c ip le  o f concurren t m ajority , is th a t factor 

w hich  tends to determ ine verdicts, thereby  overrid ing  the com bined force of 

all o ther factors, such as the  good o r b ad  m oral character, and  the hum ble or 

m ore pow erfu l intellects, of the judge o r jurors.

A nalogously, w e  m ay  a rg u e  th a t it is the s tru c tu re  of governm en t 

w hich determ ines, m ore than  any  o ther single cause, the  fate of inquiry  into 

the general w elfare an d  in to  the self. P u t another w ay: the principal cause 

of one 's ow n  ignorance o r self-know ledge is the developm ental fate of the  

dual-principle, specifically, as this fate is  de term ined  b y  the  influence of the
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stru c tu re  of the governm ent th a t one lives under. G enerally speaking, in  

com m unities th a t do not enjoy constitu tional governance, se lf-exam ination  

tends to be either (1) restricted b y  the  active interference of the governm ental 

s tru c tu re  that does prevail, o r (2) inhibited  b y  th a t governm en t's  failure to 

police effectively be tw een  p riv a te  ind iv idua ls  an d  g roups, o r bo th . As a 

resu lt, inquiry  into the public  g o o d  by the v a rio u s  in terests o f society is 

p rec luded  outright; and  self-exam ination, in  so far as it is p u rsu e d  in o ther 

w ays, is rendered a private, m arg inal enterprise w hich  is constantly  subject to 

upse t, suspension, and  d isto rtion  as a direct or ind irect result of d istem pered  

governm en t. A ll o th er factors b e in g  equal, th en , the s tru c tu re  of the  

governm en t one lives under, th ro u g h  its influence on the developm en t of 

the understand ing  and  of the sen tim ents, is the principal cause e ither of the  

learn ing  that a com m unity  enjoys o r the ignorance tha t it suffers. Thus the  

stru c tu re  of a com m unity 's governm en t is e ith e r its greatest inducem en t o r 

its g rea test im p ed im en t to self-know ledge a n d  fu lfillm en t th ro u g h  self- 

exam ination. 31

31 In his essay, previously dted, titled "Of the Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences", 
David Hume argues that a confederation of states connected by trade and policy is remarkable 
for its tendency to advance reason and to restrain authority and power. Hume writes:

. .  . the divisions into small states are favorable to learning, by stopping the progress of 
authority as well as that of power. Reputation is often as great a fascination upon men 
as sovereignty, and is equally destructive to the freedom of thought and examination. 
But where a number of neighboring states have a great intercourse of arts and commerce, 
their mutual jealousy keeps them from receiving too lightly the law from each other, in 
matters of taste and of reasoning, and makes them examine every work of art with the 
greatest care and accuracy. The contagion of popular opinion spreads not so easily from 
one place to another. It readily receives a check in some state or other, where it concurs 
not with the p r e v a ilin g  prejudices. And nothing but nature and reason, or, at least, 
what bears them a strong resemblance, can force its way through all obstacles, and unite 
the most rival nations into an esteem and admiration of it.

To underscore this speculative account of the merits of the confederal form, Hume 
continues by citing the unparalleled cultural and intellectual example of ancient Greece as a 
"cluster of little principalities." See David Hume, Essays: Moral. Political. and T.iterarv 
(Indianapolis: LibertyPress, 1987), 120-121.
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But the influence of governm en ta l structure on  inqu iry  is so g reat th a t 

it tends to exceed the influence n o t m erely of this o r tha t o ther factor, such as 

the resolve of the  in d iv id u a l inquirer, or the insp ira tion , oppo rtun ities , an d  

read y -to -h an d  k n o w led g e  b e s to w e d  th ro u g h  in h e ritan ce . In s tead , the  

influence of the stru c tu re  of a com m unity 's governm en t on  the  fate of self­

inquiry  on the p a rt  of in d iv id u a ls  and  interests tends, in  ev ery  instance, to 

exceed the influence of all o th er factors combined.

A lthough  C a lhoun  d o es n o t m ake this claim  explicitly, it ev iden tly  

m ay  be in fe rred  from  h is p a ra lle l argum en t, ex am in ed  in  C h ap te r VII, 

concerning the influence of governm en ta l struc tu re  on  the  d ev e lo p m en t of 

the m oral v irtues. There, w e h ea rd  C alhoun claim:

So pow erfu l, indeed, is th e  operation  of the concurren t m ajority  . . . 
that, if it w ere possible for a co rrup t and degenerate  com m unity  to 
establish and  m ain tain  a  w ell-organized; governm ent of the  kind, it 
w ould of itself pu rify  an d  regenerate them ; w hile, o n  the  o ther han d , a 
governm ent based  w h o lly  on  the num erical m ajority, w o u ld  just as 
certainly co rrup t and  debase the m ost patriotic and  v irtuous people.
(39)

A nd add  to this, th a t the  developm ental fate of the in tellectual v irtues, 

as w e have a lread y  sh o w n  in  th is and  in  earlie r c h ap te rs , is in tim ate ly  

connected w ith  the  fate of the  m o ra l virtues, as w ell as w ith  the unification o r 

d iv is io n , a n d  th e  s tr e n g th e n in g  o r w e ak e n in g , o f th e  c o m m u n ity . 

Consequently, w e m ay infer from  all of this that im plicit to C alhoun 's  account 

com paring  c o n stitu tio n a l to ab so lu te  go v ern m en t is th e  c la im  th a t th e  

structure  of a com m unity 's governm en t tends to be m ore in fluen tia l than  all 

o ther causes com bined in  d e te rm in in g  the fate of in q u iry  in to  the  good an d  

the intellectual d ispositions of the  m em bers and  in terests of the  com m unity. 

Still, there  is yet a n o th e r im p o rtan t poirit w h ich  one m ay  infer from
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C a lh o u n 's  com parative  a cco u n t of governm ents. It is th a t w hereas the 

governm ent of the concu rren t m ajority  conduces to en ligh tenm en t and  self- 

u n d e rs ta n d in g  on  the  p a r t  of b o th  in te res ts  a n d  in d iv id u a ls ; abso lu te  

governm ent, inc lud ing  the  governm en t of the num erica l m ajority, tends to 

foster and  to p e rpe tua te  n o t on ly  a condition of passive ignorance, but, even 

w orse, a state of active self-delusion. So an  ind iv idua l, as w ell as a portion 

of the  com m unity , can becom e d e luded  ab o u t the  n a tu re  of its best or true 

in te rest, and  be p ro m p te d  th ereb y  to behave in  w ays th a t are u ltim ately  

destructive bo th  of self and  o f others. Consequently, there is a sense in  which 

abso lu te  governm ent is in h eren tly  obscuran tist in  character, opposing  by its 

very  structure the discovery, sp read , and  beneficent use  of know ledge. On the 

o th e r  h an d , g e n u in e  c o n s titu tio n a l g o v ernm en t, b y  v ir tu e  o f its very  

s tru c tu re , p o sse sse s  b o th  a re v e la to ry  p o w e r  th a t  m ak es  accu ra te  

de te rm ina tions of in te res t possib le , and  a s tru c tu re  w h ich  ren d ers  these 

d e te rm in a tio n s  th e  fu n d a m e n ta l  g u id e lin e s  a n d  c o n d itio n s  of all 

governm enta l activity.

B ut clearly, the  im p lic a tio n s  of C a lh o u n 's  acc o u n t o f ab so lu te  

governm ent as in heren tly  obscuran tist, a n d  of. constitu tiona l governm ent as 

in h e re n tly  rev e la to ry  a re  m a n y  a n d  w eighty , , a n d  th e re fo re  canno t be 

rev iew ed  system atically  h ere . N evertheless, it sh o u ld  be read ily  apparen t 

from  w h a t has been  sa id  th a t  the  influence of g o v ern m en ta l s truc tu re  on 

h u m a n  in q u iry  is so ex ten siv e  th a t no d im e n sio n  of h u m a n  life goes 

uneffected . In d eed , th e re  a re  m an y  objects a n d  ap p lica tio n s  of hum an  

inquiry . A nd so, m ore  o r less directly , the  s tru c tu re  o f a com m unity 's  

governm ent m u st effect n o t only  inquiry  into the in d iv id u a l and  public good,
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as we have seen, b u t also th a t inquiry  an d  investigation  a t the  center of all 

scientific and  theological s tudy , and  of all artistic in sp ira tion  and  creation as 

well.

A nticipating  C alhoun , H um e has perhaps m ost sk illfu lly  gauged the 

b ro ad e r effects of g o v e rn m e n ta l o rg an iza tio n  a n d  s tru c tu re  on h u m an  

inquiry, po in ting  o u t in  the in troduction to his T reatise how , for example, . 

. im provem ents in  reaso n  an d  ph ilosophy can only  be ow ing  to a land  of 

toleration and of l ib e r ty 32."

M ore generally, in  his essay titled "O n the Rise an d  Progress of the Arts 

and  Sciences", H um e observes how  " . . .  it is im possib le  for the  arts and 

sciences to arise, a t first, am o n g  any people un less  th a t  people  enjov the  

blessing of free g o v e rn m e n t."33 In that essay, H um e explains how  the arts and 

sciences cannot arise in  a com m unity  dom inated by the  unconstrained  pow er 

of a personal ru le r becau se  the lives and  p ro p erty  of c itizens are secure 

neither from  the d ep rada tions of fellow-citizens nor from  the ru ler him self.34 

A ccord ing  to H u m e , o n ly  tim e and  ex p erien ce  can  teach  m en  the 

com parative benefits o f free governm ent, or of g o v e rn m en t according to 

general rules o r law , over personal rule, o r governm ent by  the arbitrary  will

32 See David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. L. A, Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1990), xvii.

33 See p. 115 in David Hume, Essays: Moral. Political , and Literary. ed. Eugene Miller 
(Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1987), 111-137. And Hume goes on to specify (p. 124): " ... That 
though the only proper Nursery of these noble plants T the arts and sciences! be a free state: yet 
may they be transplanted into anv government: and th at a republic is most favourable to the 
growth of th e sciences, a c iv ilized  monarchy to th a tof th ep o lite  arts."

34 David Hume, Essays: Moral. P olitical. and Literary. ed. Eugene Miller (Indianapolis: 
LibertyClassics, 1987),118.
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of m an .35 So, as tim e passes, and as m en accum ulate experience and learning, 

nom ocracy, o r the ru le  of law, tends to replace a rb itrary  ru le. In  this way, a 

reasoned observance of general ru les th a t are  m ore an d  m ore  of a peop le 's  

ow n m ak in g  g ra d u a lly  su p p la n ts  an  o ld e r  sy s te m  c h a ra c te r iz e d  by  

unquestion ing  obedience to the d ictates e ither of one m an  o r of a sm all 

group w ho possess abso lu te  and  u nconstra ined - pow er.36 A n d  it is th is 

nom ocratic reg im en  or ru le of law  tha t m akes possible the rise o f the arts and  

sciences. T hus, says H um e: "F rom  law  arises security : F rom  secu rity

curiosity: A nd  from  curiosity  know ledge." 37 So cu rio s ity  o r w o n d er is a 

disposition an d  feeling necessary for inqu iry  and  know ledge, an d  one fostered 

and p e rp e tu a ted  on ly  by  a governm ent w hose pow er is constrained . A nd  as 

w e have seen  in  th is an d  in p rev io u s chap ters , it is on ly  constitu tiona l 

governm ents, o r g overnm en ts of the  co n cu rren t m ajority , w h ich  fit th is 

descrip tion.38

Finally, to close, w e m ay say th a t w hile  go v ern m en t founded  on  the 

principle of concu rren t m ajority p rom otes self-realization  by  first p rom oting  

self-inquiry and  self-understanding; absolute governm en t tends to condem n 

all efforts to w a rd  self-realization  to failu re  by  re ta rd in g  se lf-inqu iry  and  

p reven ting  se lf-understand ing . As Vico rem inds us, w ith  the  estab lishm ent

35 Significantly, Hume's account of the historical movement from arbitrary rule to the rule 
of law complement Calhoun's Providential view, discussed earlier, that the movement of men 
from absolute to constitutional government is prompted largely by the "sting of despotism" 
characteristic of the absqlutism.

36 F. A. Hayek has developed this Humean thesis in Studies in Philosophy. Politics, an d  
Economics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967). See, in particular, "Notes on the 
Evolution Systems of Rules of Conduct", 66-81, and "Rules, Perception, and Intelligibility", 43- 
65.

37 David Hume, "The Rise of the Arts and Sciences" in Essays: Moral. Political, and  
Literary. ed. Eugene Miller (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1987),118.

38 Again anticipating Calhoun, the examples that Hume provides in this essay include the 
Roman republic and the English constitution.

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



www.manaraa.com

504

a n d  m a in ten a n ce  of so u n d  p o litic a l c o n s titu tio n , th e  p ro jec t o f se lf- 

exam in a tio n  and  self-know ledge receives a public  and form al sanction. As 

C a lh o u n  show s us, know ledge o f th e  h u m an  good and  the in stan tia tio n  of 

th a t g o o d  in  a given instance d e p e n d , m ore  than  any  o ther factor, o n  the  

b eneficen t influence of a co n stitu tio n a l s tru c tu re  of governm en t. A nd  so 

C alhoun , w ith  his expository account of the concurrent majority, develops, as 

w e have  seen, the notion  of self-know ledge as a civic doctrine. A n d  yet, in  

the trad itio n  of Plato, Vico, and  o thers , C alhoun  also preserves an d  develops 

fu r th e r  th e  m an ifo ld  co n ce p tio n  of th e  p ro jec t of se lf-k n o w le d g e  as 

encom passing  m etaphysical, m oral, a n d  civic d im ensions tha t a re  n a tu ra lly  

an d  in tim ate ly  related one to another. Indeed , in closing it sh o u ld  be n o ted  

th a t, from  all that has been  e s tab lish ed  in  th is and  in  p rev io u s ch ap te rs , 

C a lh o u n 's  D isquisition  o n  G o v e rn m e n t — w ith  its system atic com parison  of 

abso lu te  and  constitutional governm en t — m ay  in  fact be read as an  ex tended  

reflection on  the fate of the project o f self-know ledge. This w ay  of read ing  the 

D isq u isitio n  is perhaps the best or m ost fru itfu l w ay, and  it is one, in  fact, that 

w e m ay  say  is recom m ended b y  its a u th o r n ear the end  of the w o rk , w here  

C a lh o u n  g rave ly  adm onishes p o ste rity , th a t the  g rea t p a in , su ffe ring , and  

inconvenience w hich n a tu ra lly  a tten d  d istem pered  and absolute go v ern m en t 

"w ill e n d u re  un til the govern ing  a n d  th e  governed  shall be tter u n d e rs ta n d  

the  e n d s  for w hich g o v ern m en t is o rd a in e d , and  the form  b e s t su ite d  to 

accom plish  them  under all the circum stances in  w hich com m unities m ay  be 

respectively  placed." (67)
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