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SELECTIONS
FROM THE

TRACTATUS THEOLOGICO-POLITICUS

...

A THEOLOGICO-POLITICAL TREATISE
CONTAINING CERTAIN DISCUSSIONS f h
WHEREIN IS SET FORTH THAT FREEDOM OF THBOOIFF
AND SPEECH NOT ONLY MAY, WITHOUT PREJUDICE
TO PIETY AND THE PUBLIC PEACE, BE GRANTED;
BUT ALSO MAY NOT, WITHOUT DANGER
TO PIETY AND THE PUBLIC
PEACE, BE WITHHELD

"Hereby know we that we dwell in Him, and He in us,
because He hath given us of His Spirit." I John iv. 13.

'.

[A]
PREFACE

MEN would never be superstit~, if they could govern all
their circumstances by set rules, or if they were always
favoured by fortune: but being frequently driven into straits
where rules are useless, and being often kept fluctuating pitiably
between hope and fear by the uncertainty of fortune's greedily
coveted favours, they are consequently, for the most part, ~ery
prone to credulity. The human mind is readily swerved this
way or that in times of doubt, especially when hope and fear
are struggling for the mastery, though usually it is boastful,
over-confident, and vain.
This as a general fact I suppose everyone knows, though
few, I believe, know their own nature; no one can have lived
iiltne worlawitTioutobserving that most people, when in prosperity, are so over-brimming with wisdom (however inexperienced they may be), that they take every offer of advice as a
personal insult, whereas in adversity they know not where to
turn, but beg and pray for counsel from every passer-by. No
plan is then too futile, too absurd, or too fatuous for their adoption; the most frivolous causes will raise them to hope, or plunge
them into despair-if anything happens during their fright
which reminds them of some past good or ill, they think it
portends a happy or unhappy issue, and therefore (though it
may have proved abortive a hundred times before) style it a
lucky or unlucky omen. Anything which excites their astonishment they believe to be a portent signifying the anger of the
3

4
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gods or of the Supreme Being, and, mistaking superstition for
religion, account it impious not to avert the evil with prayer
and sacrifice. Signs and wonders of this sort they conjure up
perpetually, till one might think Nature as mad as themselves,
they interpret her so fantastically.
Thus it is brought prominently before us, that superstition's
chief victims are those persons who greedily covet ~mt'OFal-ad
\.ol'>"l ' " vantag@s; they it is, who (especially when they are in danger,
1-o. ~
+J.a,._.,.p and cannot help themselves) are wont with prayers and womanish tears to implore help from God: upbraiding Reason as blind,
because she cannot show a sure path to the shadows they pursue, and rejecting human wisdom as vain; but believing the
phantoms of imagination, dreams, and other childish absurdities, to be the very oracles of Heaven. As though God had
turned away from the wise, and written His decrees, not in the
mind of man but in the entrails of beasts, or left them to be
proclaimed by the inspiration and instinct of fools, madmen,
and birds. Such is the unreason to which terror can drive mankind!
Sup<:rstition, then, is engendered, preserved, and fostered by
~If anyone desire an example, let him take Alexander, who
only began superstitiously to seek guidance from seers, when he
first learnt to fear fortune in the passes of Sysis (Curtius, v. 4);
whereas after he had conquered Darius he consulted prophets
no more, till a second time frightened by reverses. When the
Scythians were provoking a battle, the Bactrians had deserted,
and he himself was lying sick of his wounds, "he once more
turned to superstition, the mockery of human wisdom, and
bade Aristander, to whom he confided his credulity, inquire the
issue of aflalfS with sacrificed victims." Very numerous examples of a like nature might be cited, clearly showing the fact,
that only while under the dominion of fear do men fall a prey
to superstition; that all the portents ever invested wit~ the
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reverence of misguided religion are mere phantoms of dejected
~ fea[ful minds; and la~tly, that prophets have most power
';mong the people, and are most formidable to rulers, precisely
at those times when the state is in most peril. I think this is
sufficiently plain to all, and will therefore say no more on the
subject.
The origin of superstition above given affords us a clear reason for the fact, that it comes to all men aturally~though some
refer its rise to a dim notion of God, universal to mankind, and
also tends to show, that it is no less inconsistent and variable
than other mental hallucinations and emotional impulses, and
further that it can only be maintained by hope, hatred, anger,
and deceit; since it springs, not from reason, but solely from
the more {»werful phases of emotion. Furthermore, we may
readily understand how difficult it is, to maintain in the same
course men prone to every form of credulity. For, as the mass
of mankind remains always at about the same pitch ;£misery,
i; n~ ;;;sents long to any one remedy, but is always best
pleased by a novelty which has not yet proved illusive.
This element of inconsistency has been the cause of many
terrible wars and revolutions; for, as Curtius well says (lib. iv.
chap. 10): "The mob has no ruler more potent than superstition," and is easily led, on the plea of religion, at one moment
to-adore its kings as gods, and anon to execrate and abjure them
as humanity's common bane. Immense pains have therefore
been taken to counteract this evil by investing religion, whether
true or false, with such pomp and ceremony~ that it may rise
superior to every shock, and be always observed with studious
reverence by the whole people--a system which has been
brought to great perfection by the Turks, for they consider
even controversy impious, and so dog men's minds with dogmatic formulas, that they leave no room for sound reason, not
even enough to doubt with.

6
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But if, in des _tic statecraft~ the supreme and essential mystery be to hoodwmk the subjects, and to mask the fear, which
keeps them down, wjth the ~~cious _garb of religion, so that
men may fight as bravely for slavery as for-;afety, and count it
not shame but highest honour to risk their blood and their lives
fo~ the vainglory of a tyrant; yet in a free state no more mischievous expedient could be planned or attempted. Wholly re~ pug~ant _to the ~~_n~al freedom are such devices as~ enthralling
men_ s mmds With prejudices, forcing their judgment, or employmg any of the weapons of quasi-religious sedition· indeed
such seditions only spring up, when law enters the d~main of
~ulative thought, and opinions are put on trial and condemned O!J the same footing as crimes., while those who defend
and follow them are sacrificed, not to public safety but to their
opponents' hatred and cruelty. If deeds only could 'be made the
grounds of criminal charges, and words were always allowed to
pass free, such seditions would be divested of every semblance
of justification, and would be separated from mere controversies
by a hard and fast line.
No~, ~eeing that we have the rare happiness .a£ living_jn a
republic where everyone's judg_fllent~ free ~nd unshackled,
where each may worship God as_ his conscience dictat~nd
where freedom is esteemed before all things dear and precious
I have believed that I should be undertaking no ungrateful
unprofitable task, in demonstrating that not only ca~.r.ee
dom b ....gmnted without _,p_rejudicc to the publ.ic pea~o,
that Without such freedO.tlJ._,__ Qiety cannot flourish nor the J?.Ublic
- - ~ace beEure.

o:

')

Su~h is the chief con~lusion I seek to establish in this treatise;
~ut, m order to reach It, I must first point out the misconceptiO~s which, ~i~e scars of our former bondage, still disfigur~ur
n_o~IOn of rehg10n, and must expose the false views about the
CIVIl authority which many have most impudent y a~

7

endeavouring to turn the mind of the people, still prone to
heathen superstition, away from its legitimate rulers, and so
bring us again into slavery. As to the order of my treatise I
will speak presently, but first I will recount the causes which
led me to write.
I have often wondered, that persons who make a boast of
_professing the Christian religion, namely, love, joy, peac~ temperance, and charity to all men, should quarrel with such rancorous animosity, and display daily towards one another such
bitter hatred, that this, rather than the virtues they claim, is
the readiest criterion of their faith. Matters have long since
come to such a pass, that one can only pronounce a man Christian, Turk, Jew, or Heathen, by his general appearance and
attire, by his frequenting this or that place of worship, or employing the phraseology of a particular sect- s for manner of
}ife, it is in all cases the same. Inquiry into the cause of this
anomaly leads me unhesitatingly to ascribe it to the fact, that
the ministries of the Church are regarded by the masses merely
as dignities, her offices as posts of emolument-in short, popular
religion may be summed up as respect for ecclesiastics. The
spread of this misconception inflamed every worthless fellow
with an intense qesire to enter holy orders, and thus the love
of diffusing God's religion degenerated int<?,_sordid avarice and
_:_mbition. Every church became a theatre, where orators, instead
of church teachers, harangued, caring not to instruct the people,
but striving to attract admiration, to bring opponents to public
scorn, and to preach only novelties and paradoxes, such as
would tickle the ears of their congregation. This state of things
necessarily stirred up an amount of controversy, envy, and
hatred, which no lapse of time could appease; so that we can
scarcely wonder that of the old religion nothing survives but
its outward forms (even these, in the mouth of the multitude,
$Cern rather adulation than adoration of the Deity), and that

8
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faith has become a mere compound of credulity and prejudices
-aye, prejudices too, which degrade man from rational being
to ~st, which completely stifle the power of judgment between true and false, which seem, in fact, carefully fostered for
the purpose of extinguishing the last spark of reason! Piety,
great God! and religion are become a tissue of ridiculous mvsteries; men, who flatly despise reason, who reject and turn aw'ay
from understanding as naturally corrupt, these, I say, these of
all men, are thought, 0 lie most horrible! to possess light from
on High. Verily, if they had but one spark of light from on
High, they would not insolently rave, but would learn to worship God more wisely, and would be as marked among their
fellows for mercy as they now are for malice; if they were concerned for their opponents' souls, instead of for their own reputations, they would no longer fiercely persecute, but rather be
filled with pity and compassion.
Furthermore, if any Divine light were in them, it would
appear from their doctrine. I grant that they are never tired of
professing their wonder at the profound mysteries of Holy
Writ; still I cannot discover that they teach anything but speculations of Platonists and Aristotelians, to which (in order to
save their credit for Christianity) they have made Holy Writ
conform; not content to rave with the Greeks themselves, they
want to make the prophets rave also; showing conclusively, that
never even in sleep have they caught a glimpse of Scripture's
Divine nature. The very vehemence of their admiration for the
mysteries plainly attests, that their belief in the Bible is a formal
assent rather than a living faith: and the fact is made still more
apparentJ?y their layjqg_down beforehand, as a foundation-lor
the study and true interpretation of Scripture, the principle that
j t is in every__Qassage true and divine. Such a doctrine should
be reached only after strict scrutiny and thorough comprehension of the Sacred Books (which would teach it much better,
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for they stand in need of no human fictions), and not be set
up on the threshold, as it were, of inquiry.
As I pondered over the facts that the light of reason is not
only despised, but by many even execrated as a source of impiety, that human commentaries are accepted as divine records,
and that credulity is extolled as faith; as I marked the fierce
controversies of philosophers raging in Church and State, the
/'/ )
source of bitter hatred and dissensiol, the ready instruments
I
of sedition and othe~ ills innu~erable,.\ I detern_:i~ exa~i~e
the Bible afresh in a careful, tmparttal, and unfettered spmt,
making no assumptions concerning it, and attributing to it no
doctrines, which I do not find clearly therein set down. With
these precautions I constructed a method of Scriptural interpretation, and thus equipped proceeded to inquire-What is prophecy? in what sense did God reveal Himself to the prophets,
and why were these particular men chosen by Him? Was it on
account of the sublimity of their thoughts about the Deity and
nature, or was it solely on account of their piety? These questions being answered, I was easily able to conclude, that the
. matters of moral- ~..,pq_ ~ "
. ht onIy m
authority of the prophets has wetg
-~ ·~ ity and that their speculative doctrines affect us little.
{ • K f '- '
_,
Next I inquired, why the Hebrews were called God's chosen
people, and discovering that it was only because God had 1 / • p
~hosen for them a certain strip of territory, where they might
live peaceably and at ease, I learnt that the Law revealed by
God to Moses was merely the law of the individual Hebrew
state, therefore that it was binding on none but Hebrews, and
not even on Hebrews after the downfall of their nation. Further, in order to ascertain, whether it could be concluded from
Scripture, that the human understanding is naturally corrupt, I
inquired whether the Universal Religion, the Divine Law revealed through the Prophets and Apostles to the whole human
race, differs from that which is taught by the light of natural

·.!.!,
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reason, whether miracles can take place in violation of the laws
of nature, and if so, whether they imply the existence of God
more surely and clearly than events, which we understand
plainly and distinctly through their immediate natural causes.
Now, as in the whole course of my investigation I found
nothing taught expressly by Scripture, which does not agree
with our understanding, or which is repugnant thereto, and as
I saw that the prophets taught nothing, which is not very
simple and easily to be grasped by all, and further, that they
clothed their teaching in the style, and confirmed it with the
reasons, which would most deeply move the mind of the masses
to devotion towards God, I became thoroughly convinced, that
~ves reason absolutely free, that _it has nothiJ!g_in
compon with philoso~y, in fact, that Revelation an~ Philosop_!Iy_ s_tand <m totally different footings' In order t~ this
forth categorically and exhaust the whole question, I point out
t~ch the Bible should be interpreted, and show
that all knowledge of spiritual questions should be sought from
it alone, and not from the objects of ordinary knowledge.
Thence I pass on to indicate the false notions, which have
arisen from the fact that the multitude~ver prone to superstition, and caring more for the shreds of antiquity than for
eternal truths-pays homage to the Books of the Bible, rather
than to the Word of God. I show that the Word of God has
not been revealed as a certain number of books, but was displayed to the prophets as a simple idea of the Divine mind,
namely, obedience to God in singleness of heart, and in the
practice of justice and charity; and I further point out, that
this doctrine is set forth in Scripture in accordance with the
opinions and understandings of those, among whom the Apostles and Prophets preached, to the end that men might receive
it willingly, and with their whole heart.
Having thus laid bare the bases of belief, I draw the con-

elusion that Revelation has obedience for its sole object, and
therefore, in purpose no less than in foundation and method,
stands entirely aloof from ofdinary knowledge; each has its
separate province, neither can be called the handmaid of the
other.
Furthermore, as men's habits of mind differ, so that some
more readily embrace one form of faith, some another, for what
moves one to pray may move another only to scoff, I conclude,
in accordance with what has gone before, that everyone should
be free to choose for himself the foundations of his creed, and
that faith should be judged only by its fruits; each would then
obey God freely with his whole heart, while nothing would be
publicly honoured save justice and charity.
Having thus drawn attention to the liberty conceded to everyone by the revealed law of God, I pass on to another part of
my subject, and prove that this same liberty can and should be
accorded with safety to the state and the magisterial authority
-in fact, that it cannot be withheld without great danger to
peace and detriment to the community.
In order to establish my point, I start f~m the natural t2ghts
of the individual, which are co-extensive with his desir_:s and
~power, and from the fact that no one is bound to live as an~ther pleases, but i.:_ the guardian of his own liberty. I show
that these rights can only be transferred to those whom we
depute to defend us, who acquire with the duties of defence
the power of ordering our lives, and I thence infer that rulers
possess rights only limited by their power, that they are the
sole guardians of justice and liberty, and that their subjects
should act in all things as they dictate: nevertheless, since no
one can so utterly abdicate his own power of self-defence as
to cease to be a man, I conclude that no one can be deprived
of his natural rights absolutely, but that subjects, either by tacit
agreement, or by social contract, retain a certain number, which

IO
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~annot ~en from them without great danger to the state.

my treatise, to declare that I have written nothing, which I do
not most willingly submit to the examination and judgment
of my country's rtifers, andthat I am ready to retract anything, which they shall decide to be repugnant to the laws
or prejudicial to the public good. I know that I am a man and,
as a man, liable to error, but against error I have taken scrupulous care, and striven to keep in entire accordance with the
laws of my country, with loyalty, and with morality.1

I:Z

From these considerations I pass on to the Hebrew State,
which I describe at some length, in order to trace the manner
in which Religion acquired the force of law, and to touch on
other noteworthy points. I then prove, that the holders oLsovwer are the depositaries and i~terpreters of religious
ereign
no ess than of civil ordinances, and that they alone have the
right to decide what is just or unjust, pious or impi~us; lastly,
I conclude by showing, that they best retain this right and
secure safety to their state by allowing every man to think
~at he likes, and say what he thinks.
Such, LPhilosophical Reader/ are the questions I submit to
. on your' approval, for the subject matter
. countmg
your notice,
of the whole book and of the several chapters is important,
profitable. I would say more, but I do not want my preface to
extend to a volume, especially as I know that its leading propositions are to Philosophers but commonplaces. To the rest of
mankind I care not to commend my treatise, for I ~annot expect
that it contains anything to please them: ..!_!<now how deeply
rooted are the prejudices embraced under the name of religion;
I am aware that in the mind of the masses superstition is no
less deeply rooted than fear; I recognize that their constancyis
here obstinacy, and that they are led to praise or blame by
impulse rather than reason. Therefore the multitude, and those
of like passions with the multitud~.t.! ask not to read my bo~k;
nay, I would rathe!....!hat the should utterly_~glect it, than
that they should misinterpret it after their wont. They wOuid
gain no good themselves, and might ~a stumbling-block
to others, whose philosophy is hampered by the belief that
Reason is a mere handmaid to Theology, and whom I seek in
this work especiafly to benefit. But as there will be many who
have neither the leisure, nor, perhaps, the inclination to read
through all I have written, I feel bound here, as at the end of

1 Spinoza's position will be clarified for the reader by consideration of
the following paragraphs taken from Chapter XIV (not re-printed in the
present volume). Chapter XIV has the following title : "Definitions of
c oundations of Faith, which is once for
Faith, the True Pail. , an
all separated from Philosophy." In this chapter we arc told that "to
separate faith from philosophy" is the "chief aim of the whole Treatise."
The nature of Faith and Spinoza's notion of the content of the Universal
Religion arc conveyed in the following paragraphs:
"Faith consists in a knowledge of God, without which obedience to
Him would be impossible, and which the mere fact of obedience to Him
implies. This definition is so clear, and follows so plainly from what we
have already proved, that it needs no explanation. The consequences involved therein I will now briefly show. (I.) Faith is not salutary in itself,
but only in respect to the obedience it implies, or as James puts it in his
Episflc, ii. 17, 'Faith without works is dead' (sec the whole of the chapter
quoted) . (II.) He who is truly obedient necessarily possesses true and
saving faith; for if obedience be granted, faith must be granted also, as
the same Apostle expressly says in these words (ii. 18), 'Show me thy
faith without thy works, and I will show thee my faith by my works.'
So also John, I Ep. iv. 7: 'Everyone that loveth is born of God, and
knoweth God: he that loveth not, knoweth not God; for God is love.'
From these texts, I repeat, it follows that we can only judge a man faithful or unfaithful by his works. If his works be good, he is faithful, however much his doctrines may differ from those of the rest of the faithful:
if his works be evil, though he may verbally conform, · he is unfaithful.
For obedience implies faith, and faith without works is dead."
"Lastly, it follows that faith does not demand that dogmas should be
true as that they should be pious-that is, such as will stir up the heart
to obey; though there be many such which contain not a shadow of truth,
so long as they be held in good faith, otherwise their adherents are disobedient, for how can anyone, desirous of loving justice and obeying God,
adore as Divine what he knows to be alien from the Divine nature? How-
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have been well brought up, has passed away. Nevertheless,
they are in the meanwhile bound to live and preserve themselves as far as they can by the unaided impulses of desire.
Nature has given them no other guide, and has denied them
the present power of living according to sound reason; so that
they are no more bound to live by the dictates of an enlightened mind, than a cat is bound to live by the laws of the
nature of a lion.
Whatsoever, therefore, an individual (considered as under
the sway [imperium] of nature) thinks useful for himself,
whether ·led by sound reason or impelled by the passions, that
he has a sovereign right to seek and to take for himself as he
best can, whether by force, cunning, entreaty, or any other
means; consequently he may regard as an enemy anyone who
hinders the accomplishment of his purpose.
It follows from what we have said that the right and ordinance of nature, under which all men are born, and under
which they mostly live, only ~its _such things as no one
,desires, and no one can attain: it dOes nof forbid strife, nor
hatred, nor anger, nor deceit, nor, indeed, any of the means
suggested by desire.
This we need not wonder at, for nature is not bounded by
the laws of human reason, which aims only at man's true
benefit and preservation; her limits are infinitely wider, and
have reference to the eternal order of nature, wherein man is
but a speck; it is by the necessity of this alone that all individuals are conditioned for living and acting in a particular
way. If anything, therefore, in nature seems to us ridiculous,
absurd, or evil, it is because we only know in part, and are
almost entirely ignorant of the order and interdependence of
nature as a whole, and also because we want eve.-ything to
be arranged according to the dictates of our human reason;
in reality that which reason considers evil, is not evil in
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respect to the order and laws of nature as a whole, QUt only
in respect to the laws of our reason.
\
Nevertheless, no one can doubt that it is much better for
I us to live according to the laws and assured dictates of reason,
for, as we said, they have men's true good for their object.
Moreover, everyone wishes to live as far as possible securely
beyond the reach of fear, and this would be quite impossible
so long as everyone did everything he liked, and reason's claim
was lowered to a par with those of hatred and anger; there is
no one who is not ill at ease in the midst of enmity, hatred,
anger, and deceit, and who does not seek to avoid them as
much as he can. When we reflect that men without mutual
help, or the aid of reason, must needs live most miserably, as
we clearly proved in Chap. V., we shall plainly see that men
must necessarily come .to an agreement to live together as
securely and well as possible if they are to enjoy as a whole
the rights which naturally belong to them as individuals, and
their life should be no more conditioned by the force and desire
of individuals, but by the power and will of the whole body.
This end they will be unable to attain if desire be their only
guide (for by the laws of desire each man is drawn in a different direction); they must, therefore, most firmly decree and
establish that they will be guided in everything by reason
(which nobody will dare openly to repudiate lest he should be
taken for a madman), and will restrain any desire which is
injurious to a man's fellows, that they will do to all as they
would be done by, and that they will defend their neighbour's
rights as their own.
How such a compact as this should be entered into, how
ratified and established, we will now inquire.
Now it is a universal law of human nature that no one
. ever neglects anything which he judges to be good, except
with the hope of gaining a greater good, or from the fear of a

[G]
CHAPTER

XX

THAT IN A FREE STATE EvERY MAN MAY THINK WHAT
HE LIKES, AND SAY WHAT HE THINKS

JF men's minds were as easily controlled as their tongues,
every king would sit safely on his throne, and government
by compulsion would cease; for every subject would shape his
life according to the intentions of his rulers, and would esteem
a thing true or false, good or ·evil, just or unjust, in obedience
to their dictates. However, we have shown already (Chapter
XVII.) that no man's mind can possibly lie wholly at the disposition of another, for._!lo one can willing~raqsfer his natural
right ~e reason an<!Judgm ent, or be compelled so to do.
For t is reason governmen t which attempts to control minds
is accounted tyrannical, and it is considered an abuse of sovereignty and a usurpation of the rights of subjects, to seek to
prescribe what shall be accepted as true, or rejected as false, or
what opinions should actuate men in their worship of God. All
these questions fall within a man's natural right? which he cannot abdicate even with his own consent.
- I admit that the judgment can be ia;ed in many ways, and
to an almost incredible degree, so that while exempt from
direct external control it may be so dependent on another man's
words, that it may fitly be said to be ruled by him; but although
this influence is carried to great lengths, it has never gone so
far as to invalidate the statement, that every man's ~nderstand
ing is his own, and that brains are.. as diverse as palates.
-
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Moses, not by fraud, but by Divine virtue, gained such a hold
over the popular judgment that he was accounted superhuman,
and believed to speak and act through the inspiration of the
Deity; nevertheless, even he could not escape murmurs and evil
interpretations. How much less then can other monarchs avoid
them! Yet such unlimited power, if it exists at all, must belong
to a monarch, and least of all to a democracy, where the whole
or a great part of the people wield authority collectively. This
is a fact which I think everyone can explain for himself.
However unlimited, therefore, the power of a sovereign may
be, however implicitly it is trusted as the exponent of law and
religion, it can never prevent men from forming judgments
according to their intellect, or being influenced by any given
emotion. It is true that it has the right to treat as enemies all
men whose opinions do not, on all subjects, entirely coincide
with its own; but we are not discussing its strict rights, but its
proper course of action. I grant that it has the right to rule in
the most violent manner, and to put citizens to death for very
trivial causes, but no one supposes it can do this with the approval of sound judgment. Nay, inasmuch as such things cannot be done without extreme peril to itself, we may even deny
that it has the absolute power to do them, or, consequently, the
absolute right; for the rights of the sovereign are limited by his
power.
Since, therefore, no one can abdicate his freedom of judgment and feeling; since every man is by indefeasible natural
right the master of his own thoughts, it follows that men thinking in diverse and contradictory fashions, cannot, without disastrous results, be compelled to speak only according to the
dictates of the supreme power. Not even the most experienced,
to say nothing of the multitude, know how to keeE_ silence
Men's common failing is to confide thei; pl:ws to~·
'
-~
tbough there be need for secrecy, so that a government would

'(

be most harsh which deprived the individual of his freedom of
saying and teaching what he thought; and would be moderate
if such freedom were granted. Still we cannot deny that authority may be as much injured by words as by actions; hence,
although the freedom we are discussing cannot be entirely denied to subjects, its unlimited concession would be most ~anemquir~ how far such freedom / /
ful; we must, therefore,
)'
without danger to the peace of
conceded
be
to
ought
can and
the
at
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I
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rulers;
the
of
power
the
or
the state,
b~ginning of Chapter XVI., is my principal object.
It follows, plainly, from the "'explanation given above, of the
foundations of a state, that the ultimate aim of government is
not to rule, or restrain, by fear, nor to exact obedience, but
contrariwise, to free every man from fear, that he may live in
all possible security; in other words, to strengthen his natural
right to exist and work without injury to himself or others.
No, the object of government is not to change men from
rational beings into beasts or puppets, but to enable them to
develop their minds and bodies in security, and to employ their
reason unshackled; neither showing hatred, anger, or deceit,
nor watched with the eyes of jealousy and injustice. In fact, the true aim of eel!!!!lent is liberty.
Now we-have seen that in forming a state the power of making laws must either be vested in the body of the citizens, or
in a portion of them, or in one man. For, although men's free
judgments are very diverse, each one thinking that he alone
knows everything, and although complete unanimity of feeling
and speech is out of the question, it is impossible to preserve
peace, unless individuals abdicate their right of acting entirely
on their own judgment. Therefore, the individual justly cedes
the right of free action, though not of free reason and judgment; no one can act against the authorities without dang:r to
the state, though his feelings and judgment may be at vanance
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therewith; he may even speak against them, provided that he
does so from rational conviction, not from fraud, anger, or
hatred, and provided that he does not attempt to introduce any
change on his private authority.
For insta~ce, supposing a man shows that a law is repugnant to sound reason, and should therefore be re_()t!aled; if he
submits his opinion to the judgment of the authorities (who,
alone, have the right of making and repealing laws), and
meanwhile acts in nowise contrary to that law, he has deserved
well of the state, and has behaved as a good citizen should;
but if he accuses the authorities of injustice, and stirs up the
people against them, or if he seditiously strives to abrogate the
law without their consent, he is a mere agitator and rebel.
Thus we see how an individual may declare and teach what
he believes, without injury to the authority of his rulers, or to
the public peace; namely, .£y leaving in thcit.-haads ~ entire
~of legislation _as it affects actioq, and by doing nothing
against their laws, though he be compelled often to act in contradiction to what he believes, and openly feels, to be best.
Such a course can be taken without detriment to justice and
dutifulness, nay, it is the one which a just and dutiful man
would adopt. We have shown that justice is dependent on the
laws of the authorities, so that no one who contravenes their
accepted decrees can be just, while the highest regard for duty,
as we have pointed out in the preceding chapter, is exercised
in maintaining public peace and tranquillity; these could not
be preserved if every man were to live as he pleased; therefore
it is no less than undutiful for a man to act contrary to his
country's laws, for if the practice became universal the ruin of
states would necessarily follow.
Hence, so long as a man acts in obedience to the laws of
his rulers, he in nowise contravenes his reason, for in obedience
to reason he transferred the right of controliing his actions
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of philosophical speculation no less than of religious belief. I
confess that from such freedom inconveniences may sometimes
arise, but what question was ever settled so wisely that no
abuses could possibly spring therefrom? He who seeks to regulate everything by law, is more likely to arouse vices than to
reform them. It is best to grant what cannot be abolished, even
though it be in itself harmful. How many evils spring frpm
luxury, envy, avarice, drunkenness, and the like, yet these are
tolerated-vic es as they are-because they cannot be prevented
by legal enactments. How much more then should free thought
be granted, seeing that it is in itself a virtue and that it cannot
be crushed! Besides, the evil results can easily be checked, as I
will show, by the secular authorities, not to mention that such
freedom is absolutely necessary for progress in science and the
liberal arts: for no man follows such pursuits to advantage
unless his judgment be entirely free and unhampered.
But let it be granted that freedom may be crushed, and men
be so bound down, that they do not dare to utter a whisper,
save at the bidding of their rulers; nevertheless this can never
be carried to the pitch of making them think according to
authority, so that the necessary consequences would be that
men would daily be thinking one thing and saying another, to
the corruption of good faith, that mainstay of government, and
to the fostering of hateful flattery and perfidy, whence spring
stratagems, and the corruption of every good art.
It is far from possible to impose uniformity of speech, for
the more rulers strive to curtail freedom of speech, the more
obstinately are they resisted; not indeed by the avaricious, the
flatterers, and other numskulls, who think supreme salvation
consists in filling their stomachs and gloating over their moneybags, but by those whom good education, sound morality, and
virtue have rendered more free. Men, as generally constituted,
are most prone to resent the branding as criminal of opinions
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are those who condemn other men's writings, and seditiously
stir up the quarrelsome masses against their authors, rather
than those authors themselves, who generally write only for the
learned, and appeal solely to reason. In fact, the real disturbers
of the peace are those who, in a free state, seek to curtail the
liberty of judgment which they are unable to tyrannize over.
I have thus shown:-1. That it is impossible to deprive men
of the liberty of saying what they think. II. That such liberty
can be conceded to every man without injury to the rights and
authority of the sovereign power, and that every man may
retain it without injury to such rights, provided that he does
not presume upon it to the extent of introducing any new
rights into the state, or acting in any way contrary to the
existing laws. III. That every man may enjoy this liberty without detriment to the public peace, and that no inconveniences
arise therefrom which cannot easily be checked. IV. That every
man may enjoy it without injury to his allegiance. V. That
laws dealing with speculative problems are entirely useless.
VI. Lastly, that not only may such liberty be granted without
prejudice to the public peace, to loyalty, and to the rights of
rulers, but that it is even necessary for their preservation. For
when people try to take it away, and bring to trial, not only
the acts which alone are capable of offending, but also the
opinions of mankind, they only succeed in surrounding their
victims with an appearance of martyrdom, and raise feelings
of pity and revenge rather than of terror. Uprightness and good
faith are thus corrupted, fl.atterers and traitors are encouraged,
2nd sectarians triumph, inasmuch as concessions have been
made to their animosity, and they have gained the state sanction for the doctrines of which they are the interpreters. Hence
they arrogate to themselves the state authority and rights, and
do not scruple to assert that they have been directly chosen by
God, and that their laws are Divine, whereas the laws of the

[H]
AuTHoR's NoTEs
CHAPTER XVI
1. In the state of social life, where general right determines
what is good or evil, stratagem is rightly distinguished as of
two kinds, good and evil. But in the state of Nature, where
every man is his own judge, possessing the absolute right to
lay down laws for himself, to interpret them as he pleases, or
to abrogate them if he thinks it convenient, it is not conceivable
that stratagem should be evil.
2. Whatever be the social state a man finds himself in, he
may be free. For certainly a man is free, in so far as he is led
by reason. Now reason (though Hobbes thinks otherwise) is
always QlL!.he side""llf !?.eac~ which cannot be attained unless
'ffie general laws of the state be respected. Therefore the more
a man is led by reason-in other words, the more he is free, the
more constantly will he respect the laws of his country, and
obey the commands of the sovereign power to which he is
subject.
3· When Paul says that men have in themselves no refuge,
he speaks as a man: for in the ninth chapter of the same epistle
he expressly teaches that God has mercy on whom He will, and
that men are without excuse, only because they are in God's
power like clay in the hands of a potter, who out of the same
lump makes vessels, some for honour and some for dishonour,
not because they have been forewarned . As regards the Divine
natural law whereof the chief commandment is, as we have
said, to love God, I have called it a law in the same sense, as
philosophers style laws those general rules of nature, according
to which everything happens. For the love of God is not a state
of obedience: it is a virtue which necessarily exists in a man
who knows God rightly. Obedience has regard to the will of a
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INTRODUCTION

~OP_HERS conceive of the passions~ which harass us

as vrces mto which men fall by their own fault, and,
therefore, generally deride, bewail, or blame them, or execrate
them, if they wish to seem unusually pious. And so they think
they are doing something wonderful, and reaching the pinnacle
of learning, when they are clever enough to bestow manifold
1 praise on such human nature, as is nowhere to be found, and
to make verbal ~ks on that which, in fact, exists. For they
' conceive of men, not as they are, but as they themselves would
'; like them to be. Whence it has come to pass that, instead of
ethics, they have generally written satire, and that they have
never conceived a theory of politics, which could be turned to
'use,bu~ht-be "taken for a chimera, or might have
been formed in Utopia, or in that golden age of the poets when,
to be sure, there was least need of it. Accordingly, as in all
sciences, which have a useful application, so especially in that
of politics, theory is supposed to be at variance with practice;
l and no men are esteemed less fit to direct public affairs than
theorists or philosophers.
2. But~~en,_on the other hand, are suspected of plotting
against mankind, rather than consulting their interests, and are

I

So

esteemed more crafty than learned. No doubt nature has taught
them, that vices will exist, while men do. And so, while they
study to anticipate human wickedness, and that by arts, which
experience and long practice have taught, and which men generally use under the guidance more of fear than of reason, they
are thought to be enemies of religion, especially by divines,
who believe that supreme authorities should handle - public
affairs in accordance with the same rules of piety, as bind a
private individual. Yet there c~no doubt, that statesmen )(""
have written about politics far more happily than philosophers.
For, as they had experience for their mistress, they taught nothing that was inconsistent with practice.
3· And, certainl~m fully persuaded that.!:!Perience has
revealed all conceivable sorts of commonwealth (civitas), which
are consistent with men's living in unity, and likewise the
means by which the multitude may be guided or kept within
fixed bounds. So that I do not believe that we can by meditation discover in this matter anything not yet tried and ascertained, which shall be consistent with experience or practice. 1
For men are so situated, that they cannot live without some
general law. But general laws and public affairs are ordained
and managed by men of the utmost acuteness, or, if you like,
of great cunning or craft. And so it is hardly credible, that we
should be able to conceive of anything serviceable to a general
society (Societas communis), that occasion or chance has not
offered, or that men, intent upon their common affairs, and
seeking their own safety, have not seen for themselves.
4· Therefore, on .....applyi~ my mind to politics,_ I have resolved to demonstrate by a certain and undoubted course of
argument:- or to educe trom the very condition of hu~an .-I(
nature, not what is new and unheard of, but only such things
as agree best with practice. And that I might investigate the
subject-matter of this science with the same freedom of spirit
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as we generally use il!..!!!.athematics, r have laboured carefully,
not to mock, lament, or execrate, but to understand human
actions; and to this end I have looked upon _passions, such as
love, hatred, anger, envy, ambition, pity, and the other perturbations of the mind, not in the light of vices of human
nature, but as properties, just as pertinent to it, as are~ heat,
cold, storm, thunder, and the like to the nature of the atmosphere, which phenomena, though inconvenient, are yet necessary, and have fixed causes, by means of which we endeavour
to understand their nature, and the mind has just as much
pleasure in viewing them aright, as in knowing such things
as Batter the senses.1
1 With this, and the opening paragraph above, compare the following
passage from the famous introductory paragraph of the Ethics, Book III.
"Most writers on the emotions and on human conduct seem to be
treating rather of matters outside nature than of natural phenomena following nature's general laws. They appear to conceive man to be situated
in nature as a kingdom within a kingdom: for they believe that he disturbs rather than follows nature's order, that he has absolute control over
his actions, and that he is determined solely by himself. They attribute
human infirmities and fickleness, not to ths; power of nature in general,
but to some mysterious flaw in the nature of man, which accordingly they
bemoan, deride, despise, or, as usually happens, abuse: he, who succeeds
in hitting off the weakness of the human mind more eloquently or more
acutely than his fellows, is looked upon as a seer. Still there has been no
lack of very excellent men (to whose toil and industry I confess myself
much indebted), who have written many noteworthy things concerning
the right way of life, and have given much sage advice to mankind. But
no one, so far as I know, has defined the nature and strength of the emotions, and the power o£ the mind against them for their restraint.
"I do not forget, that the illustrious Descartes, though he believed, that
the mind has absolute power over its actions, strove to explain human
emotions by their primary causes, and, at the same time, to point out a
way, by which the mind might attain to absolute dominion over them.
However, in my opinion, he accomplishes nothing beyond a display of
the acuteness of his own great intellect, as I will show in the proper
place. For the present I wish to revert to those, who would rather abuse
or deride human emotions than understand them. Such persons will,
doubtless, think it strange that I should attempt to treat of human vice and
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5· For this is certain, and we have proved its truth in our
Ethics/ that~r~ of necessity liable to passions, arid so constituted as to pity those who are ill, and envy those who are
well off; and to be prone to vengeance more than to mercy:
and moreover, that every individual wishes the rest .to live
after his own mind, and to approve what he approves, and
reject what he rejects. And so it comes to pass, that, as all are
equally eager to be first, they iall to strife, and do their utmost
mutually to oppress one another; and he who comes out conqueror is more proud of the harm he has done to the other,
than of the good he has done to himself. And although all are
persuaded, that religion, on the contrary, teaches every man to
love his neighbour as himself, that is to defend another's right .
just as much as his own, yet we showed that this persuasion
has too little power over the passions. It avails, indeed, in the
hour of death, when disease has subdued the very passions,
folly geometrically, and should wish to set forth with rigid reasoning those
matters which they cry out against as repugnant to reason, frivolous, absurd, and dreadful. However, such is my plan: Nothing com:s to pass in
nature, which can be set down to a flaw therem; for nature ts always the
same, and everywhere one and the same in her efficacy and power of
action; that is, nature's laws and ordinances, whereby all things come to
pass and change from one form to another, are everywhere and always the
same; so that there should be one and the same method of understanding
the nature of all things whatsoever, namely, through nature's universal
laws and rules. Thus the passions of hatred, anger, envy, and so on, considered in themselves, f~llow from this same necessi!J. and efficacy of
nature; they answer to certain definite causes, thr(;;;'gh which they are
understood, and possess certain properties as worthy of being known as the
properties of anything else, whereof the contemplation in itself affords us
delight. I shall, therefore, treat of the nature and strength of the emotions
according to the same method, as . I employed heretofore in my investigations concerning God and the mind. I shall consider human actions and
desires in exactly the same manner, as though I were concerned with linesu
planes, and solids."
2 Ethics, III, r; IV, 4· Coroll.; III. 31, note; 32, note; IV. App. 4, 13;
IV. sB, note, I5.

f

~ lc--

TRACTATUS POLITICUS

and inan lies inert, or in temples, where men hold no traffic,
but least of all, where it is most needed, in the law-court or
the palace. We showed too, that ~~ can, indeed, do much
to restrain and moderate the passions, but we saw at the same
time, that the road, which reason herself points out, iu~ry
~; so that such as persuade themselves, that th~multitude
J or men distracted by politics can ever be induced to live according to the b~ .dictate of reason,. must be dreaming of the
poetic golden age, or of a stage-play.
6. A dominion (Imperium ) 3 then, whose well-being depends
on any man's good faith, and whose affairs cannot be properly
administered, unless those who are engaged in them will act
honestly, will be very unstable. On the contrary, to insure its
permanence, it~~blic affairs should b~ so ordered, that those
who administer them, whether guided by reason or passion,
cannot be led to act treacherously or basely. Nor does it matter
to the security of a dominion, in what spirit men are led to
_rightly administer its affairs. For liberality of spirit, or courage
1
~ a private virtus:; but the virtue of a state is its security.7· Lastly, inasmuch as all men, whether barbarous or civilized, everywhere frame customs, and form some kind of civil
state, we must not, therefore, look to proofs of reason for the
causes and natural bases of dominion, but derive them from
the ·general nature or condition of mankind, as I mean to do in
the next chapter.

I

3 Elwes's translation
of imperium, "dominion" has been retained.
Spinoza means by the term the fact of social organization with its principle of authority. "The state" or "government" would be a suitable translation in some cases, but not in all.
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natural things exist and operate is the very power of God
itself, we easily understand what natural right (jus naturae)
is. For as God has a right to everything, a~d God's right is
nothing else, but his very power, as far as the latter is considered to be absolutely free; it follows from this, that every
natural thing has by nature as much right, as it has power
to exist and operate; since the natural power of every natural
thing, whereby it exists and operates, is nothing else but the
power of God, which is absolutely free.
4· And so by natural right I understand the very laws or
rules of nature, in ~accordance with which everything takes
place, in other words, the 2ower of nature itself. And so the
natural right of universal nature, and consequently of every
individual thing, e_xtends as far as its power: and accordingly,
whatever any man does after the laws of his nature, he does
by the highest natural right, and he has as much right according to nature as he has power. 4
5· If then human nature had been so constituted, that men
should live according to the mere dictate of reason, and attempt
nothing inconsistent therewith, in that case natural right, considered as special to mankind, would be determined by the
power of reason only. But men are more led by blind desire,
than by reason: and therefore the natural power or right of
human beings should be limited, not by reason, but by every
appetite, whereby they are determined to action, or seek their
own preservation. I, for my part, admit, that those desires,
which arise not from reason, are not so much actions as passive
affections (passiones) of man. But as we are treating here of
the universal power or right of nature, we cannot here recognize any distinction between desires, which are engendered in
us by reason, and those which are engendered by other causes;
since the latter, as much as the former, are effects of nature,
4 Cf. the selection from Ch. IV of the T. T.-P., above, pp. 17-23.
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and display theE~ impulse, by which man strives to con~inue in existence. For man, be he learned or ig;;;;nt, is part
~ature, and everything, by which any man is determined to
actwn, ought to be referred to the power of nature, that is, to
that power, as it is limited by the nature of this or that man.
For man, whether guided by reason or desire alone, does nothing save in accordance with the laws and rules of nature that
'
is, by natural right. (Section 4.)
6. But most people believe, that the ignorant rather disturb
than follow the course of nature, and conceive of mankind in
nature as of 2!_le dominion within another. For they maintain,
that the human mind is produced by no natural causes, but
created directly by God, and is so independent of other things,
that it has an absolute power to determine itself, and make a
right use of reason. Experienc.e, however, teaches us but too J
well, that it is no more in our power to have a sound mind,
than a sound body. Next, inasmuch as everything whatever, as
far as in it lies, strives to preserve its own existence, we cannot
at all doubt, that, were it as much in our power to live after
the dictate of reason, as to be led by blind desire, all would
be led by reason, and order their lives wisely; which is very
far from being the case, for everyone is led by his own pleasure.
Nor do divines remove this difficulty, at least not by deciding,
that the cause of this want of power is a vice or sin in human
~ature, deriving its origin from our first parents' fall. For if itwas even in t_he fir~t m_an's pow~r as much to stand as to fall, J
and he was 10 possessiOn of h1s senses, and had his nature
unimpaired, h~w could it be, that he fell in spite of his knowledge and foresight? But they say, that he was deceived by the
devil. )Vho then was it, that deceived the devil himeslf? Who,
I say, so maddened the very being that excelled all other
created intelligences, that he wished to be greater than God?
For was not his effort too, supposing him of sounJ mind, to
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.Q_reserve himself and his existence, as far as in him lay? Be·
sides, how could it happen, that the first man himself, being
in his senses, and master of his own will, should be led astray,
and suffer himself to be taken mentally captive? For if he had
the power to make a right use of reason, it was not possible
for him to be deceived, for as far as in him lay, he of necessity
strove to preserve his existence and his soundness of mind.
But the hypothesis is, that he had this in his power; therefore
he of necessity maintained his soundness of mind, and could
not be deceived. But this from his history, is known to be false.
And, accordingly, it must be admitted, that it was not in the
first man's power to make a right use of reason, but that, like
us, he was subject to passions.
7· But that man, like other beings, as far as in him lies,
strives to preserve his existence, no one can deny. For if any
distinction could be conceived on this point, it must arise from
man's having a free will. But the freer we conceived man to
be the more we should be forced to maintain, that he must
of' necessity preserve his existence' and be in possession of his
senses; as anyone will easily grant me, that does not confound
liberty with contingency. For liberty is a virtue, or excellence.
) \Vhatever, therefore, convicts a man of weakness cannot be
ascribed to his liberty. And so man can by no means be called
free because he is able not to exist or not to use his reason,
bu/~Iy in so far as he preserves the power of existing and
operating according to the laws of human nature. The more,
therefore, we consider man to be free, the less we can say, that
he can neglect to use reason, or choose evil in preference to
good; and, therefore;:, God, who exists in absolute liberty, also
) understands and operates ~f necessity, that. is, exi~ts, under1 stands, and operates accordmg to the necesstty of hts own naure. For there is no doubt, that God operates by the same
liberty whereby he exists. As then he exists by the necessity
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of his own nature, by the necessity of his own nature also he
acts, that is, he acts with absolute liberty.
8. So we conclude, that it is not in the power of any man
always to use his reason, and be at the highest pitch of human
liberty, and yet that everyone always, as far as in him lies,
strives to preserve his own existence; and that (.s.infe each has ::,.C \-'
as much r~t as he has power) whatever anyone, be he learned
or ignorant, attempts and does, he attempts and does by supreme natural right. From which it follows that the law and
ordinance of nature, under which all men are born, and for the
most part live, forbids nothing but what no one wishes or is
able to do, and is not opposed to strifes, hatred, anger, treach·
ery, or, in general, anything that appetite suggests. No wonder
in this, for nature js not !;>ound by the laws of human reason,
which do but, pursue the true interest and preservation of man- v
_kimL~but ~ otherj!tfinite l?ws, which regard the eternal order
of universal nature, whereof man is an atom; and according to
the necessity of thi~T<inly are all individual beings determined in a fixed manner to exist and operate. Whenever, then,
anything in nature seems to us ridiculous, absurd, or evil,
it is because we have but a partial knowledge of things,
and are in the main ignorant of the order and coherence of
nature as a whole, and because we want everything to be
arranged according to the dictate of our own reason; although, in fact, what our reason pronounces bad, is not
bad as regards the order and laws of universal nature,
but only as regards the laws of our own nature taken separately.
9· Besides, it follows that everyone is so far rightfully dependent on another, as he is under that other's power, and so
far independent, as he is able to repel all violence, and avenge
to his heart's content all damage done to him, and in general
to live after his own mind.
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He has another under his power, who holds him bound,
or has taken from him arms and means of defence or escape,
or· inspired him with fear, or so attached him to himself by
past favour, that the man obliged would rather please his
benefactor than himself, and live after his mind than after his
own. He that has another under his power in the first or second
of these ways, holds but his body, not his mind. But in the
third or fourth way he has made dependent on himself as well
the mind as the body of the other; yet only as long as the fear
or hope lasts, for upon the removal of the feeling the other
is left independent.
11. The faculty of judgment can be dependent on another,
('
only as far as that other can deceive the mind; whence it follows that the mind is so far independent, as it uses reason
aright. Nay, inasmuch as human power is to be reckoned less
by physical vigour than by mental strength, it follows that
those men are most independent whose reason is strongest, and
who are most guided thereby. And so I am altogether for calling a man so far free, as he is led by reason; because so far
he is determined to action by such causes, as can be adequately
understood by his own nature, although by these causes he be
necessarily determined to action. For liberty, as we showed
above (Sec. 7), does not take away the necessity of acting, but
supposes it.
12 . The pledging of faith to any man, where one has but
\ verbally promised to do this or that, which one might rightfully
leave undone, or vice versil, remains so long valid as the will
of him that gave his word remains unchanged. For he that
has power to break ftlith has, in fact, bated nothing of his own
right, but only made a present of words. If, then, he, bein~ by
natural right judge in his own case, comes to the concluston,
rightly or wrongly (for "to err is human"), ~hat more harr~
than profit will come of his promise, by the JUdgment of his
10.
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own mind he decides that the promise should be broken, and
by natural right (Sec. 9) he will break the same.
I 3· If~ come together and J!!!!te their strength, they have
jointly more power, and consequently more right according to
nature than both of them separately, and the more there are
that have so joined in alliance, the more right they all col~
lectively will possess.
I4· In so far as men are tormented by anger, envy, or any
passion implying hatred, they are drawn asunder and made
contrary one to another, and therefore are so much the more
to be feared, as they are more _£9Werful, crafty, and cunning
than the other animals. And because men are in the highest
degree liable to these passions (Chap. I, Sec. s), therefore men
are naturally enemies. For he is IllY greatest enemy, whom I ~
must most fear and be on my guard against.
IS· But inasmuch as (Sec. 6) in the state of nature each is 0 .,..., c
so long independent, as he can guard against oppression by"Q S, ~(
another, and.. it is in vain for one man alone to try and guard
against all, it follows hence that so long as the natural right
of man is determined by the power of every individual, and
belongs to ,everyone, so long it is ·a nonentity, existing in opinion catht:r than fact, as there is no assurance of making it good.
And it is certain that the greater cause of fear every individual
has, the less power, and consequently the less right, he possesses.
To this must be added, that without mutual help men can
hardly support life and cultivate the mind. And so our conclusion is, that that natural right, which is special to the human
race, can hard!Y be conceived, except where men have general y
rights (jura communia), and combine to defend the possession
of the lands they inhabit and cultivate, to protect themselves,
to repel all violence, and to live according to the general judgment of all. For (Sec. I3) the more there are that co~bine
together, the more right they collectively possess. And if this is
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( why the schoolmen want to call man a sociable animal-! mean
because men in the state of nature can hardly be independent1
! have nothing to say against th~m. 5
16. Where men have general rights, and are all guided, as it
were, by one mind, it is certain (Sec. 13), that~y individual
has the less right the more the rest collectively exceed him in
power; that is, he has, in fact,- no right by nature but that
which the common law allows him. But whatever he is ordered
by the general consent, he is bound to execute, or may rightfully be compelled thereto (Sec. 4).
17. This right, which is determined by the power of a multitude, is generally called Dominion (Imperium). And, speaking generally, he holds dominion absolutely, to whom are entrusted by common consent affairs of state--such as the laying
down, interpretation, and abrogation of laws, the fortification
of cities, deciding on war and peace, &c. But if this charge
belong to a council, composed of the general multitude, then
the dominion is called a democracy (Democratia); 6 if the
council be composed of certain chosen persons, then it is an
aristocracy (Aristocratia); and if, lastly, the care of affairs of
state and, consequently, the dominion rest with one man, then
it has the name of monarchy ( M onarchia).
18. From what we have proved in this chapter, it becomes
clear to us that, in the state of nature, wrong-doing is impossible; or, if anyone does wrong, it is to himself, not to another. 7
For no one by the law of nature is bound to please another,
unless he chooses, nor to hold anything to be good or evil, but
what he himself, according to his own temperament, pronounces to be so; and, to speak generally, nothing is forbidden
by the law of nature, except what is beyond everyone's power
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(Sees. 5 and 8). But wrongdoing is action, which cannot lawfully be committed. But if men by the ordinance of nature
were bound to be led by reason, then all of necessity would be
so led. For the ordinances ( instituta) of nature are the ordinances of God (Sees. 2, 3), which God has instituted by the
liberty, whereby he exists, and they follow, therefore, from the
necessity of the divine nature (Sec. 7), and, consequently, are
eternal, and cannot be broken. But men are chiefly guided by
appetite, without reason; yet for all this they do not disturb
the course of nature, but follow it of necessity. And, therefore,
a man ignorant and weak of mind, is no more bound by natural law to order his life wisely, than a sick man is bound to be
sound of body.
19. Therefore wrong-doing cannot be conceived of, but under
dominion-that is, where, by th~· general right of_ the whole
dominion (Ex communi totius imperii jure), it is decided what
is good and what evil, and where no one does anything rightfully, save what he does in accordance with the general decree
or consent (Sec. 16). For that, as we said in the last section, is
wrong-doing, which cannot lawfully be committed, or is by law
forbidden. But obedience is the constant will to execute that,
which by law is good, and by the general decree ought to be
done.8
20. Yet we are accustomed to call that also wrong, which is
done against the sentence of sound reason, and to give the
name of obedience to the constant will to moderate the appetite
according to the dictate of reason: a manner of speech which
I should quite approve, did human liberty consist in the licence
of appetite, and slavery in the dominion of reason. But as
human liberty is the greater, the more man can be guided by
reason, and mo?erate his appetite, we cannot without great

5

Cf. the selection from Ch. V of the T. T.-P., above, pp. 24-26.
e Cf. Ch. XVI of the T.T.-P., above, pp. 32-35.
7 Cf. Ch. XVI of the T.T.-P., above, pp. 27-32.

s C/. Ch. XVI of the T. T.-P., above, pp. 34-35, and Ch. XIX, pp.
S0-53·
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impropriety call a rational life obedience, and give the name of
wrong-doing to that which is, in fact, a weakness of the mind,
not a licence of the mind directed against itself, and for which
a man may be called a slave, rather than free (Sees. 7 and II).
21. However, as reason teaches one to practise piety, and be
of a calm and gentle spirit, which cannot be done save under
dominion; and, further, as it is impossible for a multitude to
be guided, as it were, by one mind, as under dominion is required, unless it has laws ordained according to the dictate of
reason; men who are accustomed to live under dominion are
not, therefore, using words so improperly, when they call that
wrong-doing which is done against the sentence of reason, because the laws of the best dominion ought to be framed according to that dictate (Sec. 18). But, as for my saying (Sec.
z8) that man in a state of nature, if he does wrong at all, does
it against himself, see, on this point, Chap. IV., Sees. 4, 5,
where is shown, in what sense we can say, that he who holds
dominion and possesses natural right, is bound by laws and can
do wrong.
22. As far as religion is concerned, it is further clear, that a
man is most free and most obedient to himself when he most
loves God, and worships him in sincerity. But so far as we
regard, not the course of nature, which we do not understand,
but the dictates of reason only, which respect religion, and
likewise reflect that these dictates are revealed to us by God,
speaking, as it were, within ourselves, or else were revealed to
prophets as laws; so far, speaking in human fashion, we say
that man obeys God when he worships him in sincerity, and,
on the contrary, does wrong when he is led by blind desire.
But, at the same time, we should remember that we are subject to God's power, as clay to that of the potter, who of the
same lump makes some vessels unto honour, and others unto
dishonour. And thus man can, indeed, act contrarily to the

decrees of God, as far as they have been written like laws in
the minds of ourselves or the prophets, but against that eternal \ J
decree of God, which is written in universal nature, and has
regard to the course of nature as a whole, he can do nothing. 1 •
23. As, then, wrong-doing and obedience, in their strict sense,
so also justice and injustice cannot be conceived of, except
under dominion. For nature offers nothing that can be called
this man's rather -dian another's; but under nature every th ing ?JA
/ l,
belongs to all-that is, they have authority to claim it for them- )
selves. But under dominion, where it is by common law determined what belongs to this man, and what to that, he is called
just who has a constant will to render to every man his own,
but he unjust who strives, on the contrary, to make his own
that which belongs to another.
24. But that praise and blame are emotions of joy and sadness, accompanied by an idea of human excellence or weakness
as their cause, we have explained in our Ethics.
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CHAPTER

III

OF THE RIGHT oF SuPREME AuTHoRITIEs

1

UNDER every dominion the state is said to be Civil; but
the entire body subject to a dominion is called a Commonwealth (Civitas) and the general business of the dominion,
subject to the direction of him that holds it,;has the name of
Affairs of State (Respublica). Next we call men Citizens, as
far as they enjoy by the civil law all the advantages- of th~
commonweilih,;nd Subjects.,~ as far as they are bound to obey
its ordinances or laws. L~y, we have already said that, of the
civil state, there are three kinds--democracy, aristocracy, and
monarchy (Chap. II. Sec. 17). Now, before I begin to treat
of each kind separately, I will first deduce all the properties
of the civil state (status civilis) in general. And of these, first
of all comes to be considered the supreme right of the commonwealth, or the right of the supreme authorities.
2. From Chap. II. Sec. 15, it is clear that the right of the
supreme authorities is nothing else than natural right itself,
limited, indeed, by .the power, not of every individu~l, but of
tlie multitude, Wli1ch is guided as it were, by one mind-that
is, as each individual in the state of nature, so the body and
mind of a dominion have as much right as they have power.
And thus each single citizen or subject has the less right, the
more the commonwealth exceeds him in power (Chap. II. Sec.
16), and each citizen consequently does and has nothing, but
what he may by the general decree of the commonwealth
defend.
1

Cf. Ch. XVI of the T.T.-P., above.
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3· If the commonwealth grant to any man the right, and
therewith the authority (for else it is but a gift of words, Chap.
II. Sec. 12) to live after his own mind, by that very act it
abandons its own right, and transfers the same to him, to
whom it has given such authority. But if it has given this
authority to two or more, I mean authority to live each after
his own mind, by that very act it has divided the_dominion,
and if, lastly, it has given this sa~e authority to every citizen,
it has thereby destroyed itself, and there remains no more a
commonwealth, but everything returns to the state of nature;
all of which is very m~nifest from what goes before. And thus
it follows, that it can by no means be conceived, that every
citizen should by the ordinance of the commonwealth live
after his own mind, and accordingly this natural right of being
one's own judge ceases in the civil state. I say expressly "by
the ordinance of the commonwealth," for, if we weigh the
matter aright, the natural right of every man does not cease
in the civil state. For man, alike in the natural and in the
civil state, acts according to the laws of his own nature, and
consults his own interest. Man, I say, in each state is led by
fear or hope to do or leave undone this or that; but the._main
difference between the two states is this, that in the civil state jl I' ( •
all fear the same things, and all have the same ground of, 1/ {security, and manner of life; and this certainly does not - do away with the individual's fac~ of judgment. For he
that is 'icinded to obey all the commonwealth's orders,
1'. •
whether through fear of its power or through love of quiet, ' '~ ~
certainly consult~ls own heart his own safety and in- , 'l n
terest.
..:)
4· Moreover, we cannot even conceive, that every citizen
should be allowed to interpret the commonwealth's decrees or
laws. For were every citizen allowed this, he would thereby
be his own judge, because each would easily be able to give a

}I

l

' .. /..

•1A

......

(

\

....,...

r
98

-t./11.

colour of right to his own deeds, which by the last section
is absurd.
5· We see then, that every Citizen depends not on himself,
but on the commonwealth, all whose commands he is bound to
execute, and has no right to decide, what is equitable or iniquitous, just or unjust. But, on the contrary, as the body of the
dominion should, so to. speak, be guided by one mind, and
consequently the will of the commonwealth must be taken to
be the will of all; what the state decides to be just and good
must be held to be so decided by every individual. And so,
however iniquitous the subject may think the commonwealth's
decisions, he is none the less bound to execute them.2
6. But (it may be objected) is it not contrary to the dictate
of reason to subject one's self wholly to the judgment of another, and consequently, is not the civil state repugnant ,to
reason? Whence it would follow, that the civil state is irrational, and could only be created by men destitute of reason,
not at all by such as are led by it. But since reason teaches
nothing cont_rar to nature sound reason cannot therefore dictate, that every one should remain independent, so long as men
are liable to passions (Chap. II. Sec. 15), that is, reason pronounces against such independence (Chap. I. Sec. 5). Besides,
reas~ altogether ~s to seek .e_<:ace, and peace cannot be
maintained, unless the commonwealth's general laws be kept
unbroken. And so, the more a man is guided by reason, that is
(Chap. II. Sec. n), the more he is free, the more constantly
he will keep the laws of the commonwealth, and execute the
\ commands of the supreme authority, whose subject he is. Furthermore, the civil state is naturally ordained to remove general fear, and prevent general sufferings, and therefore pursues
above everything the very end, after which everyone, who is led
by reason, strives, but in the natural state strives vainly (Chap.
2
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II. Sec. I 5). Wherefore, if a man who is led by reason, has
sometimes to do by the commonwealth's order what he knows
to be repugnant to reason, that harm is far compensated by
the good, which he derives from the existence of a civil
state. For it is reason's own law, to choose the less of two
evils; and accordingly we may conclude, that no one is acting against the dictate of his own reason, so far as he does
what by the law of the commonwealth is to be done. And this
anyone will more easily grant us, after we have explained, how
far the power and consequl!n,tly the right of the commonwealth
extends.
7· For, first of all, it must be considered, that, as in the state
of nature the man .who is led by reason is most powerful and
most independent, so too that commonwealth will be mos~
powerful and most independent, which is founded and guided
by reason (Chapter II. Sec. u). For the right of the commonwealth is determined by the power of the multitude, which is \
led as it were by one mind. But this unity of mind can in
'
'
no wise be conceived,
unless the commonwealth pursues chiefly
tlie very end, which sound reason teaches is to the interest of
all men.
8. In the second place it comes to be considered, that subjects are so far dependent not on themselves, but on the commonwealth, as they fear its power or threats, or as they love
the civil state (Chap. II. Sec. IO ). Whence it follows, that
such things, as no one can be induced to do by rewards or
threats, do not fall within the rights of the commonwealth.
For instance, by reason of his faculty of judgment, it is in no
man's power to believe. 8 For by what rewards or threats can
a man be brought to believe, that the whole is not greater than
its part, or that God does not exist, or that that is an infinite
being, which he sees to be finite, or generally anything con-

---

C/. the selection from Ch. XVII of the T.T.-P., above, pp. 43·47·
$

~

•••d

1

Lt

!i/o.

. ......

>r

"L

r-

I

It ·I-

t.

/.

99

s C/. Ch. XX of the T .T.-P., above.

/~

.

OF TilE RIGHT OF SUPREME AUTHORITIES
100

?t. {,.-.
•
rtJ.,. •

I

101

TRACTATUS POLITICUS

trary to his sense or thought? So, too, by what rewards or
threats can a man be brought to~ one, whom he hates, or
to hate one, whom he loves? And to this head must likewise
be-;cierred such things as are so abhorrent to human nature,
that it regards them as actually worse than any evil, as that
a man should be witness against himself, or torture himself, or
kill his parents, or not strive to avoid death, and the like, to
which no one can be induced by rewards or threats. But if we
still choose to say, that the commonwealth has the right or
authority to order such things, we can conceive of it in no other
sense, than that in which one might say, that a man has the
right to be mad or delirious. For what but a delirious fancy
would such a right be, as could bind no one? And here I am
speaking expressly of such things as cannot be subject to the
right of a commonwealth and are abhorrent to human nature
in general. For the fact, that a fool or madman can by no
rewards or threats be induced to execute orders, or that this
or that person, because he is attached to this or that religion,
judges the laws of a dominion worse than any possible evil,
in no wise makes void the laws of the commonwealth, since
by them most of the citizens are restrained. And so, as .J4ose
who are without fear or ho e are so far indryendent (Chap.
II. Sec. ro ), they are, therefo;e, enemies of the dominion
(Chap. II. Sec. q), and may lawfully be coerced by force.
9· Thirdly and lasdy, it comes to be cpnsidered, that those
things are not so much within the commonwealth's right,
which cause indignation in the majority. For it is certain, that
by the guidance of nature men conspire together, either through
common fear, or with the desire to avenge some common hurt;
and as the right of the commonwealth is determined by the
cor ·mon power of the multitude, it is certain that the power
and right of the commonwealth are so far diminished, as it
gives occasion for many to conspire together. There are cer-

tainly some subjects of fear for a commonwealth, and as every
separate citizen or in the state of nature every man, s~ a commonwealth is the less independent, the greater reason It has to
fear. So much for the right of supreme authorities over subjects. Now before I treat of the right of the said authorities
as against others, we had better resolve a question commonly
mooted about religion. ,
ro. For it may be objected to us, Do not the civil state, and
the obedience of subjects, such as we have shown is required
in the civil state, do away with religion, whereby we are
bound to worship God? But if we consider the matter, as it
really is, we shall find nothing that can suggest a scruple. For
the mind, so far as it makes use of reason, is dependent, not
on \he supreme authorities, but on itself (Chap. II. Sec. n).
And so the true knowledge and the love of God cannot ]?e
subject to the dominion of any, nor yet can charity towards
OO'i:'s neighbour (Sec. 8). And if we further reflect, that the
highest exercise of charity is that which aims at keepin~ peace
and joining in unity, we shall not doubt that he does h1s duty,
who helps everyone, so far as the commonwealth's la~s, th~t ~s
so far as unity and quiet allow. As for external n~s, 1t IS
certain, that they can do no good or harmat all in respect .of
the true knowledge of God, and the love which necessarily
results from it; and so they ought not to be held of such importance that it should be thought worth while ~n. their ~c
rount to disturb public peace and quiet.4 Moreover It IS certam,
4 Spinoza everywhere maintains a fundamental .distinctio~ ?et~een the
"outward observances of piety and the external ntes of rehgwn on the
one hand, and piety itself, "the inward worship of God" . or ."the means
by which the mind is inwardly led to do homage to God m smgleness of
heart" on the other hand. Over the latter the sovereign can have no
power and therefore no right. The following citation,. from Ch. XIV of
the T. T.-P., may be collated with relevant passages m Chs. XVI, XIX,
and XX printed above in this volume:
. .
.
"As, then, each man's faith must be judged pious or 1mp10Us only m
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OF TilE RIGHT OF SUPREME AUTHORITIES

that I am not a champion of religion by the law of nature
that is (Chap. II. Sec. 3), by the divine decree. For I have n~
authority, as once the disciples of Christ had, to cast out unclean spirits and work miracles; which authority is yet so necessary to the propagating of religion in places where it is
forbidden, that without it one not only, as they say, wastes
5
•
an d trou ble, but causes besides very many inconone ' s time
veniences, whereof all ages have seen most mournful examples.
Everyone therefore, wherever he may be, can worship God
with true religion, and mind his own business, which is the
duty of a private man. But the care of propagating religion
should be left to God, or the supreme authorities, upon whom
alone falls the charge of affairs of state. But I return to my
subject.
r I. After explaining the right of supreme authorities over
citizens and the duty of subjects, it remains to consider the
right of such authorities against the world at large, which is
now easily intelligible from what has been said. For since
(Sec. 2) the right of the supreme authorities is nothing else
but natural right itself, it follows that two dominions stand
towards each other in the same relation as do two men in the
state of nature, with this exception, that a commonwealth can
provide against being oppressed by another; which a tnan in
the state of nature cannot do, seeing that he is overcome daily
by sleep, often by disease or mental infirmity, and in the end

,(
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respect of its producing obedience or obstinacy, and not in respect of its
/

I

i

..!!,!:l~h; and as no one will dispute that men's dispositions are exceedingly

vaned, that all do not acquiesce in the same things ... it follows. that
t~ere ~an be no doctrines in the catholic, or universal, religion, which can
gtve nse to controversy among good men . . .. To the universal religion,
then, belong only such dogmas as are absolutely required in order to
attain obedience to God, and without which such obedience would be
impossible; as for the rest, each man .. . should adopt whatever he thinks
best adapted to strengthen his love of justice."
5 Literally, "oil and trouble"-a common proverbial expression in Latin.
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by oJd age, and is besides liable to other inconveniences, from
which a commonwealth can secure itself.
12. A commonwealth then is so far independent, as it can
plan and provide against oppression by another (Chap. II.
Sees. 9, 15), and so far dependent on another commonwealth,
as it fears that other's power, or is hindered by it from executing its own wishes, or lastly, as it needs its help for its
own preservation or increase (Chap. II. Sees. ro, 15). For we
cannot at all doubt, that if two commonwealths are willing
to offer each other mutual help, both together are more powerful, and therefore have more right, than either alone (Chap.
II. Se.c. 13).
13. But this will be more clearly intelligible, if we reflect,
that two commonwealths are naturally enemies. For men in the
state of nature are enemies (Chap. II. Sec. 14). Those, then,
- wllo stand outside a commonwealth, and retain their natural
rights, continue enemies. Accordingly, if one commonwealth
wishes to make war on another and employ extreme measures
to make that other dependent on itself, it may lawfully make
the attempt, since it needs but the bare will of the commonwealth for war to be waged. But concerning peace it can decide
nothing, save with the concurrence of another commonwealth's
will. Whence it follows, that laws of war regard every commonwealth by itself, but laws of peace regard not one, but at
the least two commonwealths, which are therefore called "contracti!}g powers."
14. This "contract" (fcedus) remainL so long unmoved as
0e .motive for entering into it, that is, fear of hurt or hope of
gain, subsists. But take away from either commonwealth this
hope or fear, and it is left independent (Chap. II. Sec. 10 ),
and the link, whereby the commonwealths were mutually
bound, breaks of itself. And therefore every commonwealth
has the right to break its contract, whenever it chooses, and
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cannot be said to act treacherously or perfidiously in breaking
its word, as soon as the motive of hope or fear is removed.
For every contracting party was on equal terms in this respect,
that whichever could first free itself of fear should be independent, and make use of its independence after its own mind;
and, besides, no one makes a contract respecting the future,
but on the hypothesis of certain precedent circumstances. But
when these circumstances change, the reason of policy applicable to the whole position changes with them; and therefore
every one of the contracting commonwealths retains the right
of consulting its own interest, and consequently endeavours,
as far as possible, to be free from fear and thereby independent,
and to prevent another from coming out of the contract with
greater power. If then a commonwealth complains that it has
been deceived, it cannot properly blame the bad faith of another contracting commonwealth, but only its own folly in
having entrusted its own welfare to another party, that was
independent, and had for its highest law the welfare of its own
dominion.
15. To commonwealths, which have contracted a treaty of
peace, it belongs to decide the questions, which may be mooted
about the terms or rules of peace, whereby they have mutually
bound themselves, inasmuch as laws of peace regard not one
commonwealth, but the commonwealths which contract taken
together (Sec. 13). But if they cannot agree together about the
conditions, they by that very fact return to a state of war.
16. The more commonwealths there are, that have contracted a joint treaty of peace, the less each of them by itself
is an object of fear to the remainder, or the less it has the
authority to make war. But it is so much the more bound to
observe the conditions of peace; that is (Sec. 13), the less
independent, and the more bound to accommodate itself to the
general will of the contracting parties.
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17. But the good faith, inculcated by sound reason and
religion, is not hereby made void; for neither reason..E£!" Scrip·
ture teaches one to keep one's word in every case. For if I
have promised a man, for instance, to keep safe a sum of money
he has secretly deposited with me, I am not bound to keep my
word, from the time that I know or believe the deposit to have
been stolen, but I shall act more rightly in endeavouring to
restore it to its owners. So likewise, if the supreme authority
has promised another to do something, which subsequently
occasion or reason shows or seems to show is contrary to the
welfare of its subjects, it is surely bound to break its word.
As then Scripture only teaches us to keep our word in general,
and leaves to every individual's judgment the special cases
of exception, it teaches nothing repugnant to what we have
just proved.
x8. But that I may not have so often to break the thread
of my discourse, and to resolve hereafter similar objections,
I would have it known that all this demonstration of mine
roceeds from the necessity of human nature, considered in
wh~ light you w~ll-I mean, from the universal effort of all
men after ._!elf-E!eser~iov, an effort inherent in all men,
whether learned or unlearned. And therefore, however one
considers men are led, whether by passion or by reason, it will
be the same thing; for the demonstration, as we have said, is
of universal application.
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done, and, with a view to peace, to send and give audience to
ambassadors; and, finally, to levy the costs of all this.
3· Since, then, it is the right of the supreme authority alone
to handle public matters, or choose officials to do so, it follows,
that that subject is a pretender to the dominion, who, by his
own decision and without the supreme council's knowledge,
enters upon any public matter, although he believe that his
design will be to the best interest of the commonwealth.
4· But it is often asked, whether the supreme authority is
bound by laws, and, consequently, whether it can do wrong.
Now as the words "law" and "wrong-doing" ofteit refer not
merely to the laws of a commonwealth, but also to the general
rules which concern all natural things, and especially to the
general rules of reason, we cannot, without qualification, say
that the commonwealth is bound by no laws, or can do no
wrong. For were the commonwealth bound by no laws or
rules, which removed, the commonwealth were no commonwealth, we should have to regard it not as a natural thing (res
natura/is), but as a chimera. A commonwealth then does
wrong, when it does, or suffers to be done, things which may
be the cause of its own ruin; and we can say that it then does
wrong, in the sense in which philosophers or doctors say that
nature does wrong; and in this sense we can say, that a commonwealth does wrong, when it acts against the dictate of
r~ason. For a commonwealth is most independent when it acts
~ording to the dictate of reason (Chap. III. Sec. 7); so far,
then, as it acts against reason, it fails itself, or does wrong.
And we shall be able more easily to understand this if we
reflect, that when we say, that a man can do what he will
with his own, this authority must be limited not only by the
power of the agent, but by the capacity of the object. If, for
instance, I say that I can rightfully do what I will with this
table, I do not certainly mean, that I have the right to make
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it eat grass. So, too, though we say, that men depend not on
themselves, but on the commonwealth, we do not mean, that
men lose their human nature and put on another; nor yet that
the commonwealth has the right to make men wish for this
or that, or (what is just as impossible) regard with honour
things which excite ridicule or disgust. But it is implied, that
there are certain intervening circumstances, which supposed,
one likewise supposes the reverence and fear of the subjects
towards the commonwealth, and which abstracted, one makes
abstraction likewise of that fear and reverence, and therewith of
the commonwealth itself. The commonwealth, then, to maintain its independence, is bound to preserve the causes of fear
and reverence, otherwise it ceases to .be a commonwealth. For
the person or persons that hold dominion, can no more combine with the keeping up of majesty the running with harlots
drunk or naked about the streets, or the performances of a
stage-player, or the open violation or contempt of laws passed
by themselve,s, than they can combine existence with nonexistence. But to proceed to slay and rob subjects, ravish
maidens, and the like, turns fear into indignation and the civil
state into a state of enmity.
5· We see, then, in what sense we may say, that a commonwealth is bound by laws and can do wrong. But if by
"law" we understand civil law, and by "wrong" that which,
by civil law, is forbidden to be done, that is, if these words
be taken in their proper sense, we •cannot at all say, that a
commonwealth is bound by laws, or can do wrong. For the
1naxims and motives of fear and reverence, which a commonwealth is bound to observe in its own interest pertrn not to
'
civil jurisprudence, but to the law of nature, since (Sec. 4)
they cannot be vindicated by the civil law, but by the law of
war. And a commonwealth is bound by them in no other sense
than that in which in the state of nature a man is bound to
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take heed, that he preserve his independence and be not his
own enemy, lest he should destroy himself; and in this taking
heed lies not the subjection, but the liberty of human nature.
But civil jurisprudence depends on the mere decree of the
commonwealth, which is not bound to please any but itself,
nor to hold anything to be good or bad, but what it judges
to be such for itself. And, accordingly, it has not merely the
right to avenge itself, or to lay down and interpret laws, but
also to abolish the same, and to pardon any guilty person out
of the fulness of its power.
6. Contracts or laws, whereby the· multitude transfers its
right to one council or man, should without doubt be broken,
when it is expedient for the general welfare to do so. But to
decide this point, whether, that is, it be expedient for the
general welfare to break them or not, is within the right of
no private person, but of him only who holds dominion (Sec.
3); therefore of these laws he who holds dominion remains sole
interpreter. Moreover, no private person can by right vindicate
these laws, and so ~-do _!lOt really bind him who holds
dominion. Notwithstanding, if they are of such a nature that
th~y cannot be broken, without at the same time weakening
the commonwealth's strength, that is, without at the same 1 I/
' ,
time. changing to indignation the common fear of most of the
f, •
and
dissolved,
is
citizens, by this very fact the commonwealth
the contract comes to an end; and therefore such contract is ~"""~ .. ·
vindicated not by the civil law, but by the law of war. And 11 c./...._~
so he who holds dominion is not bound to observe the terms of
the contract by any other cause than that, which bids a man
in the state of nature to beware of being his own enemy, lest
he should destroy himself, as we said in the last section.
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· ~~ Chap. II. Sec. ~. we showed, that man is then most
mdependent, when he is most led by reason, and, in consequence (Chap. III. Sec. 7), that that commonwealth is most
powerful and most independent, which is founded and guided
by reason. But, as the best plan of living, so as to assure to the ·
utmo~t self-preservation, is that which is framed according to
t~e d~ctate of reason, therefore it follows, that that in every
kmd IS best done, which a man or commonwealth does, so far
as he or it is in the highest degree independent. For it is one
thing to till a field by right, and another to till it in the best
way. One thing, I say, to defend or preserve ·one's self, and to
pass judgment by right, and another to defend or preserve
one's self in the best way, and to pass the best judgment; and,
consequently, it is one thing to have dominion and care of
affairs of state by right, and another to exercise dominion and
direct affairs of state in the best way. And so, as we have treated
of the right of every commonwealth in general, it is time to
treat of the best state of every dominion.1
2 •. Now the quality of the state of any dominion is easily
perceived from the end of the civil state, which end is nothing
else but peace and security of life. And therefore that dominion is the best, where men pass their lives in unity, and
the laws are kept unbroken. For it is certain, that seditions,
wars, and contempt or breach of the laws are not so much
1

Cf. the selection from Ch. XVII of the T. T .-P., above, pp. 43-47.
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to be imputed to the wickedness of the subjects, as to the bad
state of a dominion. For ~~e not b.Qrn fit Qr .&.tlizenship,
but must be made so. Besides, men's natural passions are everywhere the same; and if wickedness more prevails, and more
offences are committed in one commonwealth than in another,
it is certain that the former has not enough pursued the end
of unity, nor framed its laws with sufficient forethought; and
that, therefore, it has failed in making quite good its right as
a commonwealth. For a civil state, which has not done away
with the causes of seditions, where war is a perpetual object of
fear, and where, fastly, the laws are often broken, differs but
little from ·the mere state of natur! , in which_everyone lives
after his own mind at the great risk of his life.
3· But as the vices and inordinate licence and contumacy
of subjects must be imputed to the commonwealth, so, on the
other hand, their virtue and constant obedience to the laws are
to be ascribed in the main to the virtue and perfect right of
the commonwealth, as is clear from Chap. II. Sec. 15. And so
it is deservedly reckoned to Hannibal as an extraordinary
virtue, that in his army there never arose a sedition.
4· Of a commonwealth, whose subjects are but hindered by
terror from taking arms, it should rather be said, that it is free
from war, than that it has peace. For peace is I!Ot mere absence
of war, but is a virtue that springs f~om force of character:
for obedience (Chap. II. Sec. 19) is the constant will to execute
~. by the general decree of ~he commonwealth, ought to be
done. Besides, that commonwealth, whose peace depends on the
sluggishness of its subjects, that are led about like sheep, to
learn but slavery, may more properly be called a desert than a
.
5· When, then, we call that dominion best, where men pass
their lives in unity, I understand a human life.. defined not by
mere circulation of the blood, and other qualities common to
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all animals, but above all by reason, the true excellence and
life of the mind.
~
6. But be it remarked that, by the dominion which I have
said is established for this end, I intend that which has been
established by a free multitude, not that which is acquired over
a multitude by right of w<tr. For a ~ multitude is guided
more by hope than fear; a conquered one, more by fear than
hope: inii'Sffiuclt as the former aims at making use of life, the
latter but at escaping death. The former, I say, aims at livl!!g
for its own ends, the latter is forced to belong to the conqueror;
and so we say that this is enslaved, but that free. And, therefore, the end of a dominion, which one gets by right of war, is
to be master, and have rather slaves than subjects. And although between the dominion created by a free multitude, and
that gained by right of war, if we regard generally the right
of each, we can make no essential distinction; yet their ends,
as we have already shown, and further the means to the preservation of each are very different.
7· But what __....
means a prince, whose sole motive is lust of
mastery, should use to establish and maintain his dominion,
the most ing_enious Machia elli has set forth at large, but with
w at design one can hardly be sure. If, however, he had some
good design, as one should believe of a learned man, it seems
to have been to show, with how little foresight many attempt
to remove a tyrant, though thereby the causes which make the
prince a tyrant can in no wise be removed, but, on the con_trary, are so much the more established, as the prince is given
more cause to fear, which happens when the multitude has
made an example of its prince, and glories in the parricide as
in a thing well done. Moreover, he perhaps wished to show
how cautious a free multitude should be of entrusting its welfare absolutely to one man, who, unless in his vanity he thinks
he can please everybody, must be in daily fear of plots, and
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is forced to look chiefly after his own interest, and, as for
the multitude, rather to plot against it than consult its good.
And I am the more led to this opinion concerning that most
gr-seei~ man, because it is known . that he was ~avour~ble
to liberty, for the maintenance of wh1ch he has bes1des g1ven
-the most wholesome advice.
50
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JNAS~UCH as men a~e led, as we have said, more by
passton than reason, tt follows, that a multitude comes
together, and wishes to be guided, as it were, by one mind,
not at the suggestion of reason, but of some common passionthat is (~hap. III. Sec. 9), common.hope, or fear, or the desire
of avengmg some common hurt. But since re"ar of solitude
exists in all men, because no one in solitude is strong enough
to defend himself, and procure the necessaries of life, it follows
that men naturally aspire to the civil state; nor can it happen
that men should ever utterly dissolve it.
2. Accordingly, from the quarrels and seditions which are
often stirred up in a commonwealth, it never results that the
citizens dissolve it, as often happens in the case of other associations; but only that they change its form into some otherthat is, of course, if the disputes cannot be settled, and the fea·
tures of the commonwealth at the same time preserved. Wherefore, by means necessary to preserve a dominion, I intend such
things as are necessary to preserve the existing form of the
dominion, without any notable change.
3· But if human nature were so constituted, that men most
desired what is most useful, no art would be needed to produce unity and confidence. But, as it is admittedly far otherwise
with human nature, a dominion must of necessity be so ordered, that all, governing and governed alike, wh~ther they
will or no, shall do what makes for the general welfare; that
is, that all, whether of their own impulse, or by force or
rq
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necessity, shall be compelled to live according to the d~c~ate of
reason. And this is the case, if the affairs of the domrmon ~
so managed, that nothing which affects the general welfare ts
entirely entrusted to the good faith of any one. For no man
is so watchful, that he never falls asleep; and no man ever had
a character so vigorous and honest, but he sometimes, and that
just when strength of character was most wanted, w~s ~iverted
from his purpose and let himself be overcome. And 1t ~s surely
folly to require of another what one can never obtam from
one's self; I mean, that he should be more watchful for another's interest than his own, that he should be free from
avarice, envy, and ambition, arid so on; especially when he is
one, who is subject daily to the strongest temptations of every
passion.
. But, on the other hand, experience is thought to teach,
4
that it makes for peace and concord, to confer the whole
authority upon one man. For no dominion has stood so long
without any notable change, as that of the Turks1 and on ~he
other hand there were none so little lasting, as those, whtc~
were popular or democratic, nor any in which s~ many seditions arose. Yet if slavery, barbarism, and desolatiOn are to be
called peace, men can have no worse misfortune. No doubt
there are usually more and sharper quarrels betw~en parents
.ldren than between masters and slaves; yet tt advances
an d Chl
'
, · h ·
not the art of housekeeping, to change a father s ng t mto a
right of property, and count childre~ but as slaves. Slavery
then, not peace, is furthered by handmg over to on~ man t~e
whole authority. For peace, as we said before, conststs. not m
mere absence of war, but in a union or agreement of mmds.
. And in fact they are much mistaken, who suppose that
5
one man can by himself hold the supreme right of a commonwealth. For the only limit of right, as we showed (Chap. II.),
is power. But the power of one man is very inadequate to
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support so great a load. And hence it arises, that the man,
whom the multitude has chosen king, looks out for himself
generals, or counsellors, or friends, to whom he entrusts his
own and the common welfare; so that the dominion, which is
thought to be a perfect monarchy, is in actual working an aristocracy, not, indeed, an open but a hidden one, and therefore
the worst of all. Besides which, a king, who is a boy, or ill,
or overcome by age, is but king on sufferance; and those in
this case have the supreme authority, who administer the
highest business of the dominion, or are near the king's person;
not to mention, that a lascivious king often manages everything
at the caprice of this or that mistress or minion. "I had heard,"
says Orsines, "that women once reigned in Asia, but for a
eunuch to reign is something new."
6. It is also certain, that a commonwealth is always in
greater danger from its citizens than from its enemies; for the
good are few. Whence it follows, that he, upon whom the
Whole rig t of the dominion has been conferred, will always
be more afraid of citizens than of enemies, and therefore will
look to his own safety, and not try to consult his subjects'
interests, but to plot against them, especially against those who
are renowned for learning, or have influence through wealth.
7· It must besides be added, that kings fear their sons also
more than they love them, and so much the more as the latter
are skilled in the arts of war and peace, and endeared to the
subjects by their virtues. Whence it comes, that kings try so to
educate their sons, that they may have no reason to fear them.
Wherein ministers very readily obey the king, and will be at
the utmost pains, that the successor may be an inexperienced
king, whom they can hold tightly in hand.
8. From all which it follows, that the more absolutely the
commonwealth's right is transferred to the king, the less independent he is, and the more unhappy is the condition of his
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any of these clans are to be received into the number of citizens
and their names inscribed on the roll of their clan, as soon a;
they have reached the age, when they can carry arms and know
their duty; with the exception of those, who are infamous
from some crime, or dumb, or mad, or menials supporting life
by some servile office.
I 2, The fields, and the whole soil, and, if it can be managed,
t~e houses should be public property, that is, the property of
htm, who holds the right of the commonwealth: and let him
let them at a yearly rent to the citizens, whether townsmen
or countrymen, and with this exception let them all be free
or ex_empt from ev~ry kind of taxation in time of peace. And
of thts rent a part IS to be applied to the defences of the state
a part to the king's private use. For it is necessary in time of
peace to fortify cities against war, and also to have ready ships
and other munitions of war.
13. After the selection of the king from one of the clans
none are to be held noble, but his descendants, who are there~
fore to be distinguished by royal insignia from their own and
the other clans.
14. Those male nobles, who are the reigning king's collaterals, and stand to him in the third or fourth degree of consanguinity, must not marry, and any children they may have
had, are to be accounted bastards, and unworthy of any dignity,
nor may they be recognized as heirs to their parents, whose
goods must revert to the king.
. 15: Moreover the Ising's counsellors, who are next to him in
dtgn~ty, must b.e numerous, and chosen out of the citizens only;
that IS ( supposmg there to be no more than six hundred clans)
from every clan three or four or five, who will form together
one section of .this council; and not for life, but for three, four,
or five years, so that every year a third, fourth, or fifth part
may be replaced by selection, in which selection it must be
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observed as a first condition, that out of every clan at least one
counsellor chosen be a jurist.
z6. The selection must be made by the king himself, who
should fix a time of year for the choice of fresh counsellors.
Each clan must then submit to the king 1:he names of all its
citizens, who have reached their fiftieth year, and have been
duly put forward as candidates for this office, and out of these
the king will choose whom he pleases. But in that year, when
the jurist of any clan is to be replaced, only the names of
jurists are to be submitted to the king. Those who have filled
this office of counsellor for the appointed time, are not to be
continued therein, nor to be replaced on the list of candidates
for five years or more. But the reason why one is to be chosen
every year out of every clan is, that the council may not be
composed alternately of untried novices, and of veterans versed
in affairs, which must necessarily be the case, were all to retire
at once, and new men to succeed them. But if every year one
be chosen out of every family, then only a fifth, fourth, or at
most a third part of the council will consist of novices. Further,
if the king be prevented by other business, or for ar.y other
reason, from being able to spare time for this choice, then let
the counsellors themselves choose others for a time, until the
king either chooses different ones, or confirms the choice of the
council.
1 7. Let the primary function of this ~cil be to defend
the fundamental laws of the dominion, and to give advice
about administration, that the king may know, what for the
public good ought to be decreed: and that on the u_nderstanding, that the king may not decide in any matter, ':"tthout first
hearing the opinion of this council. But if, as Will genera~ly
happen, the council is not of one mind, but is divided in ?pmion even after discussing the same subject two or three t1mes,
the;e must be no further delay, but the different opinions are
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to be submitted to the king, as in the twenty-fifth section of
this chapter we shall show.
18. Let it be also the duty of this council to publish the
king's orders or decrees, and to see to the execution of any
decree concerning affairs of state, and to supervise the administration of the whole dominion, as the king's deputies.
19. The citizens should have no access to the king, save
through this council, to which are to be handed all demands
or petitions, that they may be presented to the king. Nor should
the envoys of other commonwealths be allowed to obtain permission to address the king, but through the council. Letters,
too, sent from elsewhere to the king, must be handed to him
by the council. And in general the king is to be accounted as
the mind of the commonwealth, but the council as the senses
outside the mind, or the commonwealth's body, through whose
intervention the mind understands the state of the commonwealth, and acts as it judges best for itself.
20. The care of the education of the king's sons should
also fall on this council, and the guardianship, where a king
has died, leaving as his successor an infant or boy. Yet lest
meanwhile the council should be left without a king, one of
the elder nobles of the commonwealth should be chosen to fill
the king's place, till the legitimate heir has reached the age
at which he can support the weight of government.
21. Let .the candidates for election to this council be such
as know the system of government, and the foundations, and
state or condition of the commonwealth, whose subjects they
are. But he that would fill the place of a jurist must, besides the
government and condition of the commonwealth, whose subject
he is, be likewise acquainted with those of the other commonwealths, with which it has any intercourse. But none are to be
placed upon the list of candidates, unless they have reached
their fiftieth year without being convicted of crime.
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In this council no decision is to be taken about the
affairs of the dominion, but in the presence of all the members. But if anyone be unable through illness or other cause
to attend he must send in his stead one of the same clan, who
has filled the office of counsellor or been put on the list of
candidates. Which if he neglect to do, and the cou~cil through
his absence be forced to adjourn any matter, let h1m be fined
a considerable sum. But this must be understood to r:n:an,
when the question is of a matter affecting the .w~ole dommwn,
as of peace or war, of abrogating or estabbshmg a law,. of
trade, &c. But if the question be one that affects only a particular city or two, as about petitions, &c., it will suffice that a
majority of the council attend.
23 • To maintain a perfect equality between the clans, ~nd
a regular order in sitting, making p:oposals, and ~r<:akmg,
every clan is to take in turn the pres1den~y at the sittings, a
different clan at every sitting, and that wh1ch was first at one
· ·
· t be last at the next · But among members of the
s1ttmg
IS o
same clan, let precedence go by priority of election.
.
This council should be summoned at least four times
24·
.
. .
a year, t o d em and of the ministers account of their
. admimstra'f
tion of the dominion, to ascertain the state of affairs, and see 1
anything else needs deciding. For it seems impossible for ~o
large a number of citizens to have con~tant l~isure for pubhc
business. But as in the meantime pubbc busmess must none
cl;" l;;s be carried on, therefore fifty or more are to be chosen
out of this council to supply its place after its dismissal; and
these should meet daily in a chamber next the ki~g's, . and
so have daily care of the treasury, the cities, the fort1ficatwns,
the education of the king's son, and in general of all those
duties of the great council, which we have just enumerated,
except that they cannot take counsel about new matters, concerning which no decision has been taken.
22 •
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?n. the meeting. of the council, before any:hing is pro-

posed m I~, let five, SIX, or more jurists of the clans, whic;h
stand .first m ~rder ~f. place at that session, attend on the king,
to d~hver to him petitions or letters, if they have any, to declare
to him the state of affairs, and, lastly, to understand from him
what he .bids them propose in his council; and when they have
heard this, let them return to the council, and let the first in
precedence open the matter of debate. But, in matters which
seem to any of them to be of some moment, let not the votes
be taken at once, but let the voting be adjourned to such a date
as the urgency of the matter allows. When, then, the council
stands adjourned till the appointed time, the counsellors of
every clan ':ill meanwhile be able to debate the matter separately, and, 1f they think it of great moment, to consult others
that have been counsellors, or are candidates for the council.
And if within the appointed time the counsellors of any clan
cannot agree among themselves, that clan shall lose its vote
for every clan can give but one vote. But, otherwise, let th~
juri.st of the clan lay before the council the opinion they have
decided to be best; and so with the rest. And if the majority
of. t~e council ~ink fit, after hearing the grounds of every
op~mon, to consider the matter again, let the council be again
adJourned to a date, at which every clan shall pronounce its
final opinion; and then, at last, before the entire council, let
the votes be taken, and that opinion be invalidated which has
not at least a hundred votes. But let the other opinions be
submitted to the king by all the jurists present at the council,
that, after hearing every party's arguments, he may select which
opinion he pleases. And then let the jurists leave him, and
return to the council; and there let all await the king at the
time fixed by himself, that all may hear which opinion of those
proposed he thinks fit to adopt, and what he decides should
be done.
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26. For the administration of justice, another c;ouncil is to be
formed of jurists, whose business should be to decide suits, and
punish criminals, but so that all the judgments they deliver
be tested by those who are for the time members of the great
council-that is, as to their having been delivered according
to the due process of justice, and without partiality. But if
the losing party can prove, that any judge has been bribed
by the adversary, or that there is some mutual cause of
friendship between the judge and the adversary, or of hatred
between the judge and himself, or, lastly, that the usual process of justice has not been observed, let such party be restored
to his original position. But this would, perhaps, not be observed by such as love to convict the accused in a criminal
case, rather by torture than proofs. But, for all that, I can conceive on this point of no other process of justice than the
above, that befits the best system of governing the commonwealth.
27. Of these judges, there should be a large and odd number
-for instance, sixty-one, or at least forty-one,-and not more
than one is to be chosen of one clan, and that not for life, but
every year a certain portion are to retire, and be replaced
by as many others out of different clans, that have reached
their fortieth year.
28. In this council, let no judgment be pronounced save in
the presence of all the judges. But if any judge, from disease
or other cause, shall for a long time be unable to attend the
council, let another be chosen for that time to fill his place. But
in giving their votes, they are all not to utter their opinions
aloud, but to signify them by ballot.
29. Let those who supply others' places in this and the firstmentioned council first be paid out of the goods of those whom
they have condemned to death, and also out of the fines of
which any are mulcted. Next, after every judgment they pro-
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nounce in a civil suit, let them receive a certain proportion of
the whole sum at stake for the benefit of both councils.
30. Let there be in every city other subordinate councils
whose members likewise must not be chosen for life, but mus;
be partially renewed every year, out of the clans who live there
only. But there is no need to pursue this further.
. 3~· No military pay is to be granted in time of peace; but,
m time of war, military pay is to be allowed to those only,
who support their lives by daily labour. But the commanders
and other officers of the battalion.s are to expect no other advantage from war but ~~e spoil of the enemy.
32. If a foreigner takes to wife the daughter of a citizen
his children are to be counted citizens, and put on the roll of
their mother's clan. But those who are born and bred within
the dominion of foreign parents should be allowed to purchase .
at a fixed price the right of citizenship from the captains of
thousands of any clan, and to be enrolled in that clan. For no
h~rm can arise thence to the dominion, even though the captams of thousands, for a bribe, admit a foreigner into the number of their citizens for less than the fixed price; but, on the
contrary, means should be devised for more easily increasing
the number of citizens, and producing a large confluence of
men. As for those who are not enrolled as citizens, it is but
fair that, at least in war-time, they should pay for their exemption from service by some forced labour or tax.
33· The envoys to be sent in time of peace to other commonwealths must be chosen out of the nobles only, and their
expenses met by the state treasury, and not the king's privy
purse.
34· Thos.e that attend the court, and are the king's servants,
and are paid out of his privy purse, must be excluded from
every appointment and office in the commonwealth. I say
expressly, "and are paid out of the king's privy purse," to
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except the body-guard. For there should be no other bodyguard, but the citizens of the king's city, who should take
tu(ns to keep guard at court before the king's door.
35· War is only to be made for the sake of peace, so that,
at its end, one may be rid of arms. And so, when cities have
been taken by right of war, and terms of peace are to be made
after the enemies are subdued, the captured cities must not be
garrisoned and kept; but either the enemy, on accepting the
t~rms of peace, should be allowed to redeem them at a price,
or, if by following that policy, there would, by reason of the
danger of the position, remain a constant lurking anxiety, they
must be ut~rly destroyed, _and the inhabitants removed elsewhere.
36. The king must not be allowed to contract a foreign
marriage, but only to take to wife one of his kindred, or of
the citizens; yet, on condition that, if he marries a citizen, her
near relations become incapable of holding office in the commonwealth.
37· The dominion must be indivisible. And so, if the king
leaves more than one child, let the eldest one succeed; but by
no means be it allowed to divide the dominion between them,
or to give it undivided to all or several _of them, much less to
give a part of it as a daughter's dowry. For that daughters
should be admitted to the inheritance of a dominion is in no
wise to be allowed.
38. If the king die leaving no male issue, let the next to him
in blood be held the heir to the dominion, unless he chance
to have married a foreign wife, whom he will not put away.
'39· As for the citizens, it is manifest (Chap. III. Sec. 5)
that every one of them ought to obey all the commands of
the king, and the decrees published by the great council,
although he believe them to be most absurd~ and otherwise
he may rightfully be forced to obey. And these are the founda-
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CHAPTER VII
OF MoNARCHY. PRooF OF THE FouNDATIONs OF A MoNARCHICAL
DoMINION
AFTER explaining the foundations of a monarchical dominion, I have taken in hand to prove here in order the
fitness of such foundations. And to this end the first point to
be noted 'is, that it is in no way repugnant to experience, for
laws to be so firmly fixed, that not the king himself can abolish
them. For though the Persians worshipped their kings as gods,
yet had not the kings themselves authority to revoke laws once
established, as appears from Daniel, and nowhere, as far as I
know, is a monarch chosen absolutely without any conditions
expressed. Nor yet is it repugnant to reason or the absolute
obedience due to a king. For the foundations of the dominion
are to be considered as eternal decrees of the king, so that his
ministers entirely obey him in refusing to execute his orders,
when he commands anything contrary to the same. Which
we can make plain by the example of lnysses. For his comrades
were executing his own order, when they would not untie him,
when he was bound to the mast and captivated by the Sirens'
song, although he gave them manifold orders to do so, and
that with threats. And it is ascribed to his forethought, that
he afterwards thanked his comrades for obeying him according
to his first intention. And, after this example of lnysses, kings
often instruct judges, to administer justice without respect of
persons, not even of the king himself, if by some singular
accident he order anything contrary to established law. For
kings are not gods, but men, who are often led captive by the
127
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Sirens' song. If then everything depended on the inconstant
will of one man, nothing would be fixed. And so, that a monarchical dominion may be ~e, it must be ordered, so that
everything be done by the king's decree only, that is, so that
every law be an explicit will of the king, but not every will of
the king a law; as to which see Chap. VI. Sects. 3, 5, 6.
2. It must next be observed, that in laying foundations it is
very necessary to~ passions:- and it is not
enough to have shown, what ought to be do::te, but it ought,
above all, to be shown how it can be effected, that men,
whether led by passion or reason, should yet keep the laws
firm and unbroken. For if the constitution of the dominion,
or the public liberty depends only on the weak assistance of
the laws, not only will the citizens have no security for Its - maintenance (as we showed in the third section of the last
chapter), but it will even turn to their ruin. For this is certain,
that no condition of a commonwealth is more wretched than
that of the best, when it begins to totter, unless at one blow
it falls with a rush into slavery, which seems to be quite impossible. And, therefore, it would be far better for the subjects
to transfer their rights absolutely to one man, than to bargain
for unascertained and empty, that is unmeaning, terms of
liberty, and so prepare for their posterity a way to the most
cruel servitude. But if I succeed in showing that the foundations of monarchical dominion, which I stated in the last chapter, are firm and cannot be plucked up, without ~e indignation
~f the larger patt of an armecl multi~ude, and that from them
follow peace and security for king and multitude, and if I
deduce this from general human nature, no one will be able
to doubt, that these foundations are the best and the true ones
(Chap. III. Sec. 9, and Chap. VI. Sects. 3, 8). But that such
is their nature, I will show as briefly as possible.
3· That the duty of him, who holds the dominion, is always
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contrary, its greatest part must consist of such, since everyone,
in that case, tries hard to have dullards for colleagues, that they
may hang on his words, for which there is no opportunity in
·
large councils.
5· Furthermore, it is certain, that everyone would rather..
rule. t~an be ruled. "For no one of his own will yields up
dommton to another," as Sallust has it in his first speech to
Ca:sar. And, therefore, it is clear, that a whole multitude will
never transfer its right to a few or to one, if it can come to
an agreement with itself, without proceeding from the controversies, which generally arise in large councils, to seditions.
And so t;?e multitude does not, if it is free, transfer to the
~i~g. an.ything but that, which it cannot itself have absolutely
Wtthm tts authority, namely, the ending of controversies and
t~ using despatch in decisions. For as to the case which
often arises, where a king is chosen on account of war, that is,
beca~se war is much more happily conducted by kings, it is
mamfest folly, I say, that men should choose slavery in time of
peace for the sake of better fortune in war; if, indeed, peace
can be conceived of in a dominion, where merely for the sake
of war the highest authority is transferred to one man, who is,
therefore, best able to show his worth and the importance to
everyone of his single self in time of war; whereas, on the
contrary, democracy has this advantage, that its excellence is
greater in peace than in war. However, for whatever reason
a king is chosen, he cannot by himself, as we said just now,
know what will be to the interest of the dominion: but for this
purpose, as we showed in the last section, will need many
citizens for his counsellors. And as we cannot at all suppose,
that any opinion can be conceived about a matter proposed for
discussion, which can have escaped the notice of so large a
number of men, it follows, that no opinion can be conceived
tending to the people's welfare, besides all the opinions of this

council, which are submitted to the king. And so, since the
people's welfare is the highest law, or the king's utmost right,
it follows that the king's utmost right is but to choose one
of the opinions offered by the council, not to decree anythin~,
or offer any opinion contrary to the mind of all the counctl
at once (Chap. VI. Sec. 25). But if all the opinions offered in
the council were to be submitted to the king, then it might
happen that the king would always favour the small . cit~es,
which have the fewest votes. For though by the constitutiOn
of the council it be ordained, that the opinions should be
submitted to the king without mention of their supporters, yet they will never be able to take such good c~re, but
that some opinion will get divulged. And, therefore, tt must
of necessity be provided, that that opinion, which ~as not
gained at least a hundred votes, shall be held . votd; an.d
this law the larger cities will be sure to defend wtth all thetr
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might.
6. And here, did I not study brevity, I would show other
advantages of this council; yet one, which seems of the ~reatest
importance, I will allege. I mean, that there can be gtven no
greater inducement to virtue, than this general hope of t~e
highest honour. For by ambition are we all most led, as m
1
our Ethics we showed to be the case.
. But it cannot be doubted that the majority of this council
7
will never be minded to wage war, but rather always pursue
and love peace. For besides that war will always cause them
fear of losing their property and liberty, it is to be added, that
war requires fresh expenditure, which they must. meet, and als.o
that their own children and relatives, though mtent on thetr
domestic cares, will be forced to turn their attention to war ~nd
go a-soldiering, whence they will never bring back anythmg
but unpaid-for scars. For, as we said (Chap. VI. Sec. 31), no
1 Ethics, iii. 29, 30 ; IV. 58.
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pay is to be given to the militia, and (Chap. VI. Sec. IO) it is
to be formed out of citizens only and no others.
8. There is another accession to the cause of peace and concord, which is also of great weight: I mean, that no citizen
can have immovable property (Chap. VI. Sec. 12). Hence
all will have nearly an equal risk in war. For all will be
obliged, for the sake of gain, to practise trade, or lend money
to one another, if, as formerly by the Athenians, a law be
passed, forbidding to lend money at interest to any but inhabitants; and thus they will be engaged in business, which
either is mutually involved, one man's with another's, or needs
the same means for its furtherance. And thus the greatest part
of this council will generally have one and the same mind
about their common affairs and the arts of peace. For, as we
said (Sec. 4), every man defends another's cause, so far as he
thinks thereby to establish his own.
9· It cannot be doubted, that it will never occur to anyone
to corrupt this council with bribes. For were any man to draw
over to his side some one or two out of so great a number of
men, he would gain nothing. For, as we said, the opinion,
which does not gain at least a hundred votes, is void.
IO. We shall also easily see, that, once this council is established its members cannot be reduced to a less number, if we
consider the common passions of mankind. For all are guided
mostly by ambition, and there is no man who lives in health
but hopes to attain extreme old age. If then we calculate the
number of those who actually reach their fiftieth or sixtieth
year, and further take into account the number that are every
year chosen of this great council, we shall see, that there can
hardly be a man of those who bear arms, but is under the
influence of a great hope of attaining this dignity. And so
they will all, to the best of their power, defend this law of the
council. For be it noted, that corruption, unless it creep in
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gradually, is easily prevented. But as it can be more easily supposed, and would be less invidious, that a less number should
be chosen out of every clan, than that a less number should be
chosen out of a few clans, or that one or two clans should
be altogether excluded; therefore (Chap. VI. Sec. IS) the number of counsellors cannot be reduced, unless a third, fourth} or
fifth part be removed simultaneously, which change is a v~ry
great one, and therefore quite repugnant t~ com~on prac~lce.
Nor need one be afraid of delay or neghgence 1n choosmg,
because this is remedied by the council itself. See Chap. VI.
Sec. I6.
th
I I. The king, then, whether he is induced by. fe~r of e
multitude or aims at binding to himself the ma1onty of an
• armed mcltitude, or is guided by a generous spirit, a wish t~at
is, to consult the public interest,~ill always confirm t~at ~pm
ion, which has gained most V~, that is .<~ec. 5), wh~ch IS tO
the interest of the greater part of the dommlOn; a~d V.:lll_study
to reconcile the divergent opinions referred to h1m, 1f 1t c~n
be done, that he may attach all to himself (in which he w1ll
exert all his powers), and that alike in peace an~ war they
ut what an advantage his single self IS to them.
m~ find O '
.
And thus he will then be most independent, and most m possession of dominion, when he most consults the general welfare of the multitude.
I 2 • For the king by himself cannot_restrain all by fear. B~t
his power:-as we have said, rests upon the ~umber_ of ~IS
soldiers, and especially on their valour and faith, w~Ich will
always remain so long enduring between men, as With them
· JOine
· · d nee d , be that need honourable or. .disgraceful. And
IS
.
this is why kings usually are fonder of excitmg t~an _restraming their soldiery, and shut their eyes more to the1r vices than
to their virtues, and generally, to hold under the best of t~em,
seek out, distinguish, and assist with money or favour the Idle,
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that a king soon perishes, when his soldiers cease to desire his
safety, it is certain that kings are always in the greatest danger
from those who are nearest their persons. The fewer counsellors, then, there are, and the more powerful they consequently
are, the more the king is in danger of their transferring the
dominion to another. Nothing in fact more alarmed David,
than that his own counsellor Ahitophel sided with Absalom.
Still more is this the case, if the whole authority has been
transferred absolutely to one man, because it can then be more
easily transferred from one to another. For two private soldiers
once took in hand to transfer the Roman empire, and did
transfer it. I omit the arts and cunning wiles, whereby counsellors have to assure themselves against falling victims to their
unpopularity; for they are but too well known, and no one,
who has read history, can be ignorant, that the good faith
of counsellors has generally turned to their ruin. And so, for
their own safety, it behoves them to be cunning, not faithful.
But if the counsellors are too numerous to unite in the same
crime, and are all equal, and do not hold their office beyond a
period of four years, they cannot be at all objects of fear to the
king, except he attempt to take away their liberty, wherein he
will offend all the citizens equally. For, as Antonio Perez 2 excellently observes, an absolute dominion is to the prince very
dangerous, to the subjects very hateful, and to the institutes
of God and man alike opposed, as innumerable instances show.
15. Besides these we have, in the last chapter, laid other
foundations, by which the king is greatly secured in his dominion, and the citizens in their hold of peace and liberty, which
foundations we will reason out in their proper places. For I
was anxious above everything to reason out all those, which
refer to the great council and are of the greatest importance.
2 Antonio Perez, a publicist, and professor of law in tbe University of
Louvain in tbe first part of the seventeenth century.
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enslavement of others, and the mastery for themselves. Lastly,
I have added this point for the greater safety of the whole
dominion, that these commanders of the militia are to be
selected from the king's counsellors or ex-counsellors-that is,
from men who have reached the age at which mankind generally prefer what is old and safe to what is new and dangerous.3
18. I said that the citizens were to be divided into clans/
and an equal number of counsellors chosen from each, in order
that the larger towns might have, in proportion to the number
of their citizens, a greater number of counsellors, and be able,
as is equitable, to contribute more votes. For the power and,
therefore, the right of a dominion is to be estimated by the
number of its citizens; and I do not believe that any fitter
means can be devised for maintaining this equality between
citizens, who are all by nature so constituted, that everyone
wishes to be attributed to his own stock, and be distinguished
by race from the rest.
19. Furthermore, in the state of nature, there is nothing
which any man can less claim for himself, and make his own,
than the soil, and whatever so adheres to the soil, that he cannot hide it anywhere, nor carry it whither he pleases. J'he soli,_
therefore, and whatever adheres to it in the way we have mentioned, must be quite common propercy of the SQ._m_!!!onwealth
-that is, of all those who, by their united force, can vindicate jV I~
their claim to it, or of him to whom all have given authority
to vindicate his claim. And therefore the soil, and all that
adheres to it, ought to have a value with the citizens proportionate to the necessity there is,~ may b~ able to ~t their feet thereon, and defend their cOm.J!lO igllt or Iibert ...:
But m the e1ghth section of this chapter we have shown the
3
4

Chap. VI. Sec. I o.
Chap. VI. Sees. II,
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his father by right, or (if there be no issue) the nearest to him
in blood, it is clear as well from Chap. VI. Sec. 13, as because
the election of the king made by the multitude should, if
possible, last for ever. Otherwise it will necessarily happen,
that the supreme authority of the dominion will frequently
pass to the multitude, which is an extreme and, therefore,
exceedingly dangerous change. But those who, from the fact
that the king is master of the dominion, and holds it by absolute right, infer that he can hand it over to whom he pleases,
and that, therefore, the king's son is by right heir to the
dominion, are greatly mistaken. For the king's will has so long
the force of law, as he holds the sword of the commonwealth;
for the right of dominion is limited by power only. Therefore,
a king may indeed abdicate, but cannot hand the dominion
over to another, unless with the concurrence of the multitude
or its stronger part. And tb.at this may be more clearly understood, we must remark, that children are heirs to their parents,
not by natural, but by civil law. For b the ower of the
commonwealth alone is anyone master of definite property.
And, therefore, by the same power or right, whereby the will
of any man concerning his property is held good, by the same
also his will remains good after his own death, as long as the
c~mmonwealth endures. And this is the reason, why everyone
in the civil state maintains after death the same right as he
had in his lifetime, because, as we said, it is not by his own
power, but by that of the commonwealth_, which is everlasting, that he can decide anything about his property. But the king's
case is quite different. For the king's will is the civil law itself,
and the king the commonwealth itself. Therefore, by the d,ath
of the king, the commonwealth is in a manner dead, and the
civil state naturally returns to the state of nature, and consequently the supreme authority to the multitude, which can,
therefore, lawfully lay down new and abolish old laws. And so
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it appears that no man succeeds the king by right, but him
whom the multitude wills to be successor, or in a theocracy,
such as the commonwealth of the Hebrews once was, him
whom God has chosen by a prophet. We might likewise infer
this from the fact that the king's sword, or right, is in reality
the will of the multitude itself, or its stronger part; or else
from the fact, that men endowed with reason never so utterly
abdicate . their right, that they cease to be men, and are accounted as sheep. But to pursue this further is unnecessary.
26. But the right of religion, or of worshipping God, no man
can transfer to another. However, we have treated of this point
at length in the last chapters of our Theologico-Political
Treatise/ 0 which it is superfluous to repeat here. And herewith I claim to have reasoned out the foundations of the best
monarchy, though briefly, yet with sufficient clearness. But their
mutual interdependence, or, in other words, the proportions
of my dominion, anyone will easily remark, who will be at the
pains to observe them as a whole with some attention. It
remains only to warn the reader, that I am here conceiving of
that monarchy, which is instituted by a free multitude, 'for
which alone these foundations can serve. For a multitude that
has grown used to another form of dominion will not be able
without great danger of overthrow to pluck up the accepted
foundations of the whole dominion, and change its entire
fabric.
27. And what we have written will, perhaps, be receive,d
with derision by those who limit to the _po~ulace only the vices
which are inherent in all mortals; and use such phrases as,
"the mob, if it is not frightened, inspires no little fear," and
"the populace is either a humble slave, or a haughty master,"
and "it has no truth or judgment," etc. But all have one common nature. Only we are deceived by power and refinement.
10 Above,

pp. 63-73.
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Whence it comes that when two do the same thing we say,
"this man may do it with impunity, that man may not;". not
because the deed, but because the doer is different. Haughtmess
is a property of rulers. Men are haughty, but by reason of an
appointment for a year; how much more th~n nobles, that h~ve
their honours eternal! But their arrogance 1s glossed over w1th
importance, luxury, profusion, and a kind of ha~m~ny of vices,
and a certain cultivated folly, and elegant vlilamy, so that
vices each of which looked at separately is foul and vile,
beca~se it is then most conspicuous, appear to the inexperienced and untaught honourable and becoming. "The mo~, too,
if it is not frightened, inspires no little fear;" yes, for hberty
and slavery are not easily mingled. Lastly, as for the populace
being devoid of truth and judgment, that is nothing wonder~ul,
since the chief business of the dominion is transacted behmd
its .back, and it can but make conjectures from the little, which
cannot be hidden. For it is an uncommon virtue to suspend
one's judgment. So it is supreme folly to wish to transact
everything behind the backs of the citizens, ~nd to e~pect that
they will not judge ill of the same, and will not g1ve everything an unfavourable interpretation. For if the popul.ace co~ld
moderate itself and suspend its judgment about thmgs Wlth
which it is im~rfectly acquainted, or judge rightly of things
by th~ little it knows already, it would surely be more fit to
govern, than to be governed. But, as we said, all have. the same
nature. All grow haughty with rule, and cause fear 1f they do
not feel it, and everywhere truth is generally transgressed by
~ies or guilty people; especially where one or a few have
mastery, and have respect in trials . not to justice or truth, but
to amount of wealth.
2 8. Besides, paid soldiers, that are accustomed to military
discipline, and can support cold and hunger, are lik.ely to despise a crowd of citizens as very inferior for storrmng towns
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who showed a singular loyalty towards their kings, and with
equal constancy preserved unbroken the constitution of the
kingdom. For as soon as they had cast off the slavish yoke of
the Moors, they resolved to choose themselves a king, but on
what conditions they could not quite make up their minds,
and they therefore determined to consult the sovereign pontiff
of Rome. He, who in this matter certainly bore himself as
Christ's vicar, blamed them for so obstinately wishing to choose
a king, unwarned by the example of the Hebrews. However,
if they would not change their minds, then he advised them
not to choose a king, without first instituting customs equitable
~ smtable to the national genius, and above all he would
have them create some sup_reme council, to balance the king's
power like the ephors of the Laced:emonians, ana to have absolute right to determine the disputes, which might arise between
the king and the citizens. So then, following this advice, they
established the laws, which seemed to them most equitable, of
which the supreme interpreter, and therefore supreme judge,
was to be, not the king, but the council, which they call the
Seventeen, and whose president has the title of Justice.n This
Justice then, and the Seventeen, who are chosen for life, not by
vote but by lot, have the absolute right of revising and annulling all sentences passed upon any citizen by other courts, civil
or ecclesiastical, or by the king himself, so that every citizen
had the right to summon the king himself before this council.
Moreover, they once had the right of electing and deposing the
king. But after the lapse of many years the king, Don Pedro,
who is called the Dagger, by canvassing, bribery, promises, and
every sort of pract:ice, at length procured the revocation of this
11 See Hallam's "History of the Middle Ages," Chap. IV., for the con·
stitutional history of Arragon. Hallam calls the Justiza the Justiciary, but
the literal translation, Justice, seems warranted by our own English use
of the word to designate certain judges. [Eiwes's note.]
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the king should outweigh the subjects, nor yet the subjects the
king; for that if either party were too powerful, the weaker
would not only try to recover its former equality, but in vexation at its injury to retaliate upon the other, whence would follow the ruin of either or both. Which very wise language I could
not enough wonder at, had it proceeded from a king accustomed
to command not freemen but slaves. Accordingly the Arragonese retained their liberties after the time of Ferdinand,
though no longer by right but by the favour of their too powerful kings, until the reign of Philip II., who oppressed them with
better luck, but no less cruelty, than he did the United Provincei. And although Philip III. is supposed to have restored
everything to its former position, yet the Arragonese, partly
from eagerness to flatter the powerful (for it is folly to kick
against the pricks), partly from terror, have kept nothing but
the specious names and empty forms of liberty.
31. We conclude, therefore, that the multitude may preserve
under a king an ample enough liberty; if it contrive that the
king's power be determined by the sole power, and preserved
by the defence of the multitude itself. And th.is was the single
rule which I followed in laying the foundations of monarchy.
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0 ~ar of m~archy. But now we will. say, on what plan an
anstocracy Js to be framed, so that Jt may be lasting. We
have defined an aristocratic dominion as that, which is held not
by one man, but by certain persons chosen out of the multitude,
whom we shall henceforth call patricians. I say expressly, "that
which is held by certain persons chosen." For the chief difference between this and a democracy is, that the right of governing depends in an aristocracy on _slection on!y_, but in a democracy for the most part on some right either congenital or
acquired by fortune (as we shall explain in its place); and
therefore, although in any dominion the entire multitude be
received into the number of the patricians, provided that right
of theirs is not inherited, and does not descend by some law to
others, the dominion will for all that be quite an aristocracy,
because none are received into the number of the patricians
save by express election. But if these chosen persons were but
two, each of them will try to be more powerful than the other,
and from the too great power of each, the dominion will easily
be split into two factions; and in like manner into three, four,
or five factions, if three, four, or five persons were put into
possession of it. But the factions will be the weaker, the more
there are to whom the dominion was delegated. And hence it
follows, that to secure the stability of an aristocracy, it is necessary to consider the proportionate size of the actual dominion,
in order to determine the minimum number of patricians.
2. Let it be supposed, then, that for a dominion of moderate
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size it suffices to be allowed a hundred of the best men.' and
that upon them has been conferred the supreme auth~nty of
the dominion, and that they have consequently the nght ~o
elect their patrician colleagues, when any of the ~umber ~Ie.
These men will certainly endeavour to secure their successwn
to their children or next in blood. And thus the supreme
authority of the dominion will always be wit~ .those, whom
fortune has made children or kinsmen to patne1ans. And, as
out of a hundred men who rise to office by fortune, ~ard~y three
are found that excel in knowledge and counsel, It will thus
come to pass, that the· authority of the dominion will rest, not
with a hundred, but only with two or three who excel by
vigour of mind, and who will easily draw to themselves ever!thing, and each of them, as is the wont of human .greed, will
be able to prepare the way to a monarchy. And so, If we ma~e
a right calculation, it is necessary, that the ..supreme authont~ f"),
( ~.
of a dominion, whose size requires at least a hundred first-rate
men, should be conferred on QOt less than-~thousaud For
by this proportion it will never fail, bu~ a hundred shall ~e
found excelling in mental vigour, that IS, on the ~ypotheSlS
that, out of fifty that seek and obtain office, one ~d~ always
be found not less than first-rate, besides others that Imitate the
virtues of the first-rate, and are therefore worthy to rule. .
. The patricians are most commonly citizens of one city,
w~ich is iliehead of the whole dominion, so that the commonwealth o~blic has its name from it, as once that ~f Rome,
and now those of Venice, Genoa, etc. But the repubh~ of .the
D t h has its name from an entire province, whence It anses,
th~tcthe subjects of this dominion enjoy a greater. libert.y. N_ow,
before we can determine the foundations on which thrs ansto. dominion ought to rest, we must observe a very great
h. h ·
erat rc
difference, which exists between the dominion w rc IS. conferred on one man and that which is conferred on a sufficrently
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large council. For, in the first place, the power of one man is
(as we said, Chap. VI. Sec. 5) very inadequate to support the
entire dominion; but this no one, without manifest absurdity,
can affirm of a sufficiently large council. For, in declaring the
council to be sufficiently large, one at the same time denies,
that it is inadequate to support the dominion. A king, therefore, is altogether in need of counsellors, but a council like this
is ~so in the least. In the second place, kings are mortal,
but councils are everlasting. And so the power of the dominion
which has once been transferred to a large enough council
never reverts to the multitude. But this is otherwise in a monarchy, as we showed (Chap. VII. Sec. 25). Thirdly, a king's
dominion is often on sufferance, whether from his minority,
sickness, or old age, or from other causes; but the power of a
council of this kind, on the contrary, remains always one and
the same. In the fourth place, one man's will is very fluctuating
and inconstant; and, therefore, in a monarchy, all law. is, indeed, the explicit will of the king (as we said, Chap. VII.
Sec. 1 ), but not every will of the king ought to be law; but
this cannot be said of the will of a -sufficiently numerous council. For since the ~council itself, as we have just shown, needs
no counsellors, its every explicit will ought to be law. And
hence we conclude, that the dominion conferred upon a large
enough council is absolute, O{ appz:oaches nearest to the absolute. For if there be any absolute dominion, it is, in fact, that
which is held by an entire multitude.
4· Yet in so far as this aristocratic dominion never (as has
just been shown) reverts to the multitude, and there is under
it no consultation with the multitude, but, without qualification, every will of the council is law, it must be considered as
quite absolute, and therefore its foundations ought to rest only
on the will and judgment of the said council, and not on the
watchfulness of the multitude, since the latter is excluded from

l)I

giving its advice or its vote. The reason, th:n, w~y in practice '
aristocracy is not absolute, is that the multrtud~ I_s a cau~e of
fear to the rulers, and therefore succeeds in retammg. for Itself
some liberty, which it asserts and holds as its own, If not by
.
. .
an express law, yet on a tacit underst~ndi~g.
. And thus it is manifest that this kmd of dommwn will
the best possible condition, if its institutions are such
it most nearly approaches the absolute-that is, that _the mul_utude is as little as possible a cause of fear, and retams no liberty, but such as must necessarily be assigned it by the _law of
the dominion itself, and is therefore not so much a nght _of
the multitude as of the whole dominion, asserted and ma~n
tained by the aristocrats only as their own. For th~s practi~e
agrees best with theory, as appears from the last secu_o~, and IS
also self-evident. For we cannot doubt that the dommwn rests
the less with the patricians, the more rights the ~ommons ~ssert
for themselves, such as those which the corporatiOns of artrsans
in Lower Germany, commonly called Guilds, generally possess.
6. But the commons need not apprehend any danger of ~
hateful slavery from this form of dominion, mer~ly because It
is conferred on the council absolutely. For the will of so large
a council cannot be so much determined by lust as by reason;
because men are drawn asunder by an evil passion, and cannot
be guided, as it were, by one mind, except so far as they
desire things honourable, or that have at least an honourable
.
appearance.
anstocracy'
an
of
foundations
the
then
.
.
d
I
'
etermmmg,
7 n
it i; above all to be observed, that they should res_t on the so!~
will and power of the supreme council, so that It may be .
independent as possible, and be in no danger from _the muludetermine these foundations, which are to
·1 1
tu d e. I n order to
sole will and power . of the councrh' et usd
the
rest, I say, upon
see what foundations of peace are peculiar to monarc y, an

be~n

th~t

r

f

OF ARISTOCRACY
152

--

TRACTATUS POLITICUS

unsuited to this form of dominion. For if we substitute for
these equivalent foundations fit for an aristocracy, and leave
the rest, as they are already laid, we shall have removed without
doubt every cause of seditions; or, at least, this kind of dominion will be no less safe than the monarchical, but, on the
contrary, so much the more so, and of so much better a condition, as, without danger to peace and liberty, it approaches
nearer than monarchy to the absolute (Sees. 3, 6). For the
greater the right of the supreme authority, the more the form
of dominion agrees with the dictate of reason (Chap. III. Sec.
s), and, therefore, the fitter it is to maintain peace and liberty.
Let us run through, therefore, the points we stated in our sixth
chapter, beginning with the ninth section, that we may reject
what is unfit for this kind of dominion, and see what agrees
with it.
8. That it is necessary, in the first place, to found and fortify
one or more cities, no one can doubt. But that city is above all
to be fortified, which is the head of the whole dominion, and
also those that are on its frontiers. For that which is the head
of the whole dominion, and has th·e supreme right, ought to be
more powerful than the rest. But under this kind of dominion
it is quite unnecessary to divide all the inhabitants into clans.
9· As for the military, since under this dominion ~ality
is not to be looked for among all, but between the patricians
only, and, in particular, the po.wer of the patricians is greater
than that of the commons, it is certain that it makes no difference to the laws or fundamental principles of this dominion,
that the military be formed of others besides subjects.1 But it is
of the first importance that no one be admitted into the number
of the patricians, that has not a proper knowledge of the art
of war. But for the subjects to be excluded, as some would
have it, from military service, is surely folly. For besides that
1

C/. Chap. VI. Sec.

10.
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the military pay given to subjects remains within the realm,
whereas, on the contrary, what is paid to a foreign soldiery is
altogether lost, the greatest strength of the dominion is a~so
thereby weakened. For it is certain that those fight With
peculiar valour who fight for altar and hearth. Whence, also,
it is manifest that those are ~Iess wrong, who lay down that
military commanders, tribunes, centurions, etc., should be
chosen from among the patricians only. For with what courage
will those soldiers fight who are deprived of all hope of
gaining glory and advancement? But, on the other hand,. to
establish a law forbidding the patricians to hire foreign soldiers
when circumstances require it, whether to defend themselves,
and suppress seditions, or for any other reason, besides being
inconsiderate, would also be repugnant to the supreme right
of the patricians, concerning which see Sees. 3, 4, 5 of this
chapter. But the general of a single army, or ot the entire mil~
tary, is to be chosen but in time of war, and among the patncians only, and is to hold the command for a year at most,
without power of being continued therein, or afterwards reappointed. For this law, necessary as it is under a monar~h~,
is so above all under this kind of dominion. For although It IS
much easier, as we have said above, to transfer the dominion
from one man to another than from a free council to one man;
yet it does often happen, that particians are subdued by their
own generals, and that to the much greater harm of the commonwealth. For when a monarch is removed, it is but a change
of tyrant, not of the form of dominion; but, under an aristocracy, this cannot happen, without an upsetting of the fo~m
of dominion, and a slaughter of the greatest men. Of which
thing Rome has offered the most mournful examples. But our
reason for saying that, under a monarchy, the militia ~hould
serve without pay, is here inapplicable. For since the subjects
are excluded from giving their advice or votes, they are to be
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reckoned as foreigners, and are, therefore, to be hired for service on no worse terms than foreigners. And there is in this
case no danger of their being distinguished above the rest by
the patricians: nay, further, to avoid 't he partial judgment
which everyone is apt to form of his own exploits, it is wiser
for the patricians to assign a fixed payment to the soldiers for
their service.
10. Furthermore, for this same reason, that all but the patricians are foreigners, it cannot be without danger to the whole
dominion, that the lands and houses and the whole soil should
remain public property, and be let to the inhabitants at a yearly
rent. For the subjects having no part in the dominion would
easily, in bad times, all forsake their cities, if they could carry
where they pleased what goods they possess. And, therefore,
lands and farms are not to be let, but sold to the subjects, yet
on condition that they pay every year an aliquot part of the
year's produce, etc., as is done in Holland.
11 . These points considered, I proceed to the foundations
on which the supreme council should rest and be established.
We have shown (Sec. 2) that, in a moderate-sized dominion,
this council ought to have about five thousand members. And
so we must look for means of preventing the dominion from
gradually getting into fewer hands, and of insuring, on the
contrary, that the number of members be increased in proportion to the growth of the dominion itself; and, next, that between the patricians, equality be as far as possible maintained;
and, further, that there may be speed and expedition in their
counsels, and that they tend to the general good; and, lastly,
that the power of the patricians or council exceed the power of
the multitude, yet so that the multitude suffer no harm thereby.
12. But jealousy catJses a great difficulty in maintaining our
first point. For men are, as we have said, by nature enemies,
so that however they be associated, and bound together by

laws, they still retain their nature. And he_nce I think it is,
that democracies change into aristocracies, and these at le_n gth
into monarchies. For I am fully persuaded that most anstoc'racies we~e formerly democracies. For when a given multitude,
in search of fresh territories, has found and cultivated them, it
retains, as a whole, its equal right of dominion, because no
man gives dominion to another spontaneously. But although
every one of them thinks it fair, that he should have the same
right against another that that other h~s _against him, he yet
thinks it unfair, that the foreigners that JOin them should hav.e
equal right in the dominion with the~selves, ':ho sought 1t
by their own toil, and won it at the pnce of theu own blood.
And this not even the foreigners themselves deny, for, of
course, they migrate thither, not to hold dominion, _b ut fo~ the
benefit of their own private business, and are qmte sausfied
if they are but allowed the liberty of transacting that business
in safety. But meanwhile the multitude _is augmen~ed by the
influx of foreigners, who gradually acqmre the natw~al manners until at last they are distinguished by no other d1fference
tha~ that of incapacity to get office; and while their number
daily increases, that of the citizens, on the contrary, is by many
causes diminished. For families often die out, and some per~ons
are disqualified for their crimes, and a great many are dnv~n
by domestic poverty to neglect affairs of state, and meanwh1le
the more powerful aim at nothin~ else, but to govern alone;
and thus the dominion is gradually limited to a few, and at
length by faction to one. And here we might add other causes
that destroy dominions of this sort; but as they are well known,
I pass them by, and proceed now to ~tate the laws by whi~h
this dominion, of which we are treatmg, ought to be mam-
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13 . The primary law of this dominion ought_t~ be that w 1c.
determines the proportionate numbers of patnc1ans and mult1-
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tude. For a proportion (Sec. I) ought to be maintained between
the multitude arid the patricians, so that with the increase of
The former the number of the latter should be raised. And this
proportion (in accordance with our remarks in the second section) ought to be about fift to one, that is, the inequality
between the members of each should never be greater. For
(Sec. r) without destroying the form of dominion, the number
of patricians may be greater than the number of the multitude.
But there is no danger except in the smallness of their number.
But how it is to be provided that this law be kept unbroken,
I will presendy show in its own place.
14. Patricians, in some places, are chosen only out of particular families. But it is ruinous to lay this down expressly
by law. For not to mention that families often die out, and
that the other families can never be excluded without disgrace,
it is also repugnant to the form of this dominion, that the
dignity of patrician should be hereditary (Sec. r ). But on this
system a dominion seems rather a democracy, such as we have
described in Sec. 12, that is in the hands of very few citizens.
But, on the other hand, to provide against the patricians choosing their own sons and kinsmen, and thereby against the right
of dominion remaining in particular families, is impossible,
and indeed absurd, as I shall show (Sec. 39). But provided
that they hold that right by no express law, and that the rest
(I mean, such as are born within the dominion, and use the
vulgar tongue, and have not a foreign wife, and are not infamous, nor servants, nor earning their living by any servile
trade, among which are to be reckoned those of a winemerchant, or brewer) are not excluded, the form of the dominion will, notwithstanding, be retained, and it will be
possible to maintain the proportion between the patricians and
the multitude.
15. But if it be further by law appointed that no young men
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e chosen, it will never happen that a few families hold the
right of government in their hands. And, therefore.' be. it. by
law appointed, that no man that has not reached his thirtieth
year be put on the list of candidates.
. .
1 6. Thirdly, it is next to be ordained, that all the patncians
must be assembled at certain fixed times in a particular part
of the city, and that whoever does not attend the council,
unless he be hindered by illness or some public business, shall
be fined some considerable amount. For, were it otherwise,
most of them would neglect the public, for the sake of their
own private affairs.
Let this council's functions be to pass and repea~ ~aws,
and to choose their patrician colleagues, and all the mmisters
of the dominion. For he, that has supreme right, as we have
decided that this council has, cannot give to anyone authority
to pass and repeal laws, without at the same time abdica~ing
his own right, and transferring it to him, to whom he gives
that power. For he, that has but for one day only authority to
pass and repeal laws, is able to change the entire form of. the
dominion. But one can, without forfeiting one's supreme nght,
temporarily entrust to others the daily business of dominion
to be administered according to the established laws. Furthermore, if the ministers of dominion were chosen by any other
but this council, then its members would be more properly
called wards than patricians.
1 8. Hence some are accustomed to create for the council a
ruler or prince, either for life, as the Venetians, ~r for a time,
as the Genoese; but yet with such grea~ precautiOns, .as make
it clear enough, that it is not done without great nsk. And
assuredly we cannot doubt but that the dominion there~y approaches the monarchical form, and as far as we can conJecture
from their histories, it was done for no other reason, than that
before the institution of these councils they had lived under a
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with only short intervening periods; and this number surely,
together with that made up by the syndics, will be little less
than the number of patricians that have attained their fiftieth
year. And so all the patricians will always have a great hope
of gaining the rank of senator or syndic, and yet notwithstanding, the same patricians, at only short intervals, will always hold
senatorial rank, and (according to what we said, Sec. 2) there
will never be wanting in the senate distinguished men, excelling in counsel and skill. And because this law cannot be
broken without exciting great jealousy on the part of many
patricians, it needs no other safeguard for its constant validity,
than that every patrician who has reached the age we mentioned, should offer the proof thereof to the syndics, who shall
put his name on the list of candidates for the senatorial duties,
and read the name before the supreme council, so that he may
occupy, with the rest of the same rank, a place set apart in this
supreme council for his fellows, next to the place of the senators.
31. The emoluments of the senators should be of such a
kind, that their profit is greater from peace than from war.
And therefore let there be awarded to them a hundredth or a
fiftieth part of the merchandise exported abroad from the
dominion, or imported into it from abroad. For we cannot
doubt, that by this means they will, as far ~s they can, preserve
peace, and never desire to protract war. And from this duty
not even the senators themselves, if any of them are merchants,
ought to be exempt; for such an immunity cannot be granted
without great risk to trade, as I think no one is ignorant. Nay,
on the contrary, it must be by law ordained, that no senator
or ex-senator may fill any military post; and further, that no
one may be declared general or pr~tor, which officers we said
(Sec. 9) were to be only appointed in time of war, whose
father or grandfather is a senator, or has held the dignity of

senator within two years. Which laws we cannot doubt, that
the patricians outside the senate will defend with all their
might: and so it will be the case, that the senators will always
have more profit from peace than from war, and will, therefore, never advise war, except the utmost need of the dominion
compels them. But it may be objected to us, that on this system, if, that is, syndics and senators are to be allowed so great
profits, an aristocracy will be as burdensome to the subjects
as any monarchy. But not to mention that royal courts require
larger expenditure, and are yet not provided in order to secure
peace, and that peace can never be bought too dear; it is to be
added, first, that all that under a monarchy is conferred on one
or a few, is here conferred upon very many. Next kings and
their ministers do not bear the burden of the dominion with
the subjects, but under this form of dominion it is just the
reverse; for the patricians, who are always chosen from the
rich, bear the largest share of the weight of the commonwealth.
Lastly, the burdens of a monarchy spring not so much from
its king's expenditure, as from its secret policy. For those burdens of a dominion, that are imposed on the citizens in order
to secure peace and liberty, great though they be, are yet supported and lightened by the usefulness of peace. What nation
ever had to pay so many and so heavy taxes as the Dutch?
Yet it not only has not been exhausted, but, on the contrary,
has been so mighty by its wealth, that all envied its good
fortune. If therefore the burdens of a monarchy were imposed
for the sake of peace, they would not oppress the citizens; but,
as I have said, it is from the secret policy of that sort of
dominion, that the subjects faint under their lord; that is,
because the virtue of kings counts for more in time of war
than in time of peace, and because they, who would reign by
themselves, ought above all to try and have their subjects poor;
not to mention other things, which that most prudent Dutch-
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choose their judges not among the patricians, but among foreigners. But this seems to me, considering the matter in the
abstract, absurdly ordained, that foreigners and not patricians
should be called in to interpret the laws. For what are judges
but interpreters of the laws? And I am therefore persuaded that
herein also the Genoese have had regard rather to the genius
of their own race, than to the very nature of this kind of
dominion. We must, therefore, by considering the · matter in
the abstract, devise the means which best agree with the form
of this government.
38. But as far as regards the number of the judges, the
theory of this constitution requires no peculiar number; but
as under monarchical dominion, so under this, it suffices that
they be too numerous to be corrupted by a private man. For
their duty is but to provide against one private person doing
wrong to another, and therefore to decide disputes between
private persons, as well patricians as commons, and to exact
penalties from delinquents, and even from patricians, syndics,
and senators, as far as they have offended against the laws,
whereby all are bound. But disputes that may arise between
cities that are subject to the dominion, are to be decided in
the supreme council.
39· Furthermore the principle regulating the time, for which
the judges should be appointed, is the same in both dominions,
and also the principle of a certain part of them retiring every
year ; and, Iastly, although it is not necessary for every one of
them to be of a different family, yet it is necessary that two
related by blood should not sit on the same bench together.
And this last point is to be observed also in the other councils, except the supreme one, in which it is enough, if it be
only provided by law that in elections no man may nominate
a relation, nor vote upon his nomination by another, and also
that two relations may not draw lots from th:: urn for t!le
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for instance, that all the patricians must be of the same religion,
that is, of that most simple and general religion, which in that
treatise we described. For it is above all to be avoide,d, that
the patricians themselves should be divided into sects, and show
favour, some to this, and others to that, and thence become
mastered by superstition, and try to deprive the subjects of the
liberty of speaking out their opinions. In the second place,
though everyone is to be given liberty to speak out his opinion,
yet great conventicles are to be forbidden. And, therefore, those
that are attached to another religion are, indeed, to be allowed
to build as many temples as they please; yet these are to be
small, and limited to a certain standard of size, and on sites
at some little distance one from another. But it is very important, that the temples consecrated to the national religion
should be large and costly, and that only patricians or senators
should be allowed to administer its principa1 rites, and thus that
patricians only be suffered to baptize, celebrate marriages, and
lay on hands, and that in general they be recognized as the
priests of the temples and the champions and interpreters of
the national religion. But, for preaching, and to manage the
church treasury and its daily business, let some persons be
chosen from the commons by the senate itself, to be, as it were,
the senate's deputies, and, therefore, bound to render it account
of everything.
47· And these are points that concern the foundations of
this sort of dominion; to which I will add some few others
less essential indeed, but yet of great importance. Namely, that
the patricians, "Yhen they walk, should be distinguished by
some special garment, or dress, and be saluted by some special
title; and that every man of the commons should give way to
them; and that, if any patrician has lost his property by some
unavoidable misfortune, he should be restored to his old condition at the public expense; but if, on the contrary, it be
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proved that he has spent the same in presents, ostentation,
gaming, debauchery, &c., or that he is insolvent, he must lose
his dignity, and be held unworthy of every honour and office.
For he, that cannot govern himself and his own private affairs,
will much less be able to advise on pu lie affairs.
48. Those, whom the law compels to take ,an oath, will be
much more cautious of perjury, if they are bidden to swear by
the country's safety and liberty and by the supreme council,
than if they are told to swear by God. For he who swears by
God, gives as surety some private advantage to himself, whereof
he is judge; but he, who by his oath gives as surety his country's liberty and safety, swears by what is the common advantage of all, whereof he is not judge, and if he perjures himself,
thereby declares that he is his country's enemy.
49· Academies, that are founded at the public expense, are
instituted not so much to cultivate men's natural abilities as
to restrain them. But in a free commonwealth arts and sciences
will be best cultivated to the full, if everyone that asks leave
is allowed to teach publicly, and that at his own cost and risk.
But these and the like points I reserve for another place. 4 For
here I determined to treat only such matters as concern an
aristocratic dominion on! y.
4 This promise is not kept by the author, no doubt owing to his not
living to finish the work.
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be the head of the dominion; and, therefore, either they would
have to take turns, or a place would have to be assigned for
this council, that has not the right of citizenship, and belongs
equally to all. But either alternative is as difficult to effect, as
it is easy to state; I mean, either that so many thousands of
men should have to go often outside their cities, or that they
should have to assemble sometimes in one place, sometimes in
another.
4· But that we may conclude aright what should be done in
this matter, and on what plan the councils of this domini9n
ought to be formed, from its own very nature and condition,
these points are to be considered; namely, that every city' has
so much more right than a private man, as it excels him in
power (Chap. II. Sec. 4), and consequently that every city of
this dominion has as much right within its walls, or the limits
of its jurisdiction, as it has power; and, in the next place, that
all the cities are mutually associated and united, not as under
a treaty, but as forming one dominion, yet so that every city
has so much more right as against the dominion than the
others, as it exceeds the others in power. For he who seeks
equality between unequals, seeks an absurdity. Citizens, ipdeed, are rightly esteemed equal, because the power of each,
comp!lred with that of the whole dominion, is of no account.
But each city's power constitutes a large part of the power of
the dominion itself, and so much the larger, as the city itself
is greater. And, therefore, the cities cannot all be held equal.
But, as the power of each, so also its right should be estimated
by its greatness. The bonds, however, by which they should be
bound into one dominion, are above all a senate and a court
of justice (Chap. IV. Sec. I). But how by these bonds they
are all to be so united, that each of them may yet remain, as
far as possible, independent, I will here briefly show.
5· I suppose then, that the patricians of every city, who,
(
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(conclusion)

HAVING explained and made proof of the foundations
of both kinds of aristocracy, it remains to inquire whether
by reason of any fault they are liable to be dissolved or changed
into another form. The primary cause, by which dominions
of this kind are dissolved, is that, which that most acute
Florentine 1 observes in his "Discourses on Livy" (Bk. iii.
chap. 0. namely, that like a human body, "a dominion has
\ daily added to it something that at some time or other needs
to be remedied." And so, he says, it is necessary for something
occasionally to occur, to bring back the dominion to that first
principle, on which it was in the beginning established. And
if this does not take place within the necessary time, its
blemishes will go on increasing, till they cannot be removed,
but with the dominion itself. And this restoration, he says,
may either happen accidentally, or by the design and forethought of the laws or of a man of extraordinary virtue. And
we cannot doubt, that this matter is of the greatest importance,
and that, where provision has not been made against this
inconvenience, the dominion will not be able to endure by its
own excellence, but only by good fortune; and on the other
hand that, where a proper remedy has been applied to this
evil, it will not be possible for it to fall by its own fault, but
only by some inevitable fate, as we shall presently show more
1

Machiavelli.

clearly. The first remedy, that suggested itself for this evil, was
to appoint every five years a supreme dictator for one or two
months, who should have the right to inquire, decide, and
make ordinances concerning the acts of the senators and of
every official, and thereby to bring back the dominion to its
first principle. But he who studies to avoid the inconveniences,
to which a dominion is liable, must apply remedies that suit
its nature, and can be derived from its own foundations; otherwise in his wish to avoid Charybdis he falls upon Scylla. It
is, indeed, true that all, as well rulers as ruled, ought to be
restrained by ~ of punishment or loss, so that they may not
do wrong wrth impunity or even advantage; but, on the other
hand, it is certain, that if this fear becomes common to good
and bad men alike, the dominion must be in the utmost danger. I
Now as the authority· of a dictator is absolute, it cannot fail
to be a terror to all, especially if, as is here required, he were
appointed at a stated time, because in that case every ambitious
man would pursue this office with the utmost energy; and it is
certain that in time of peace virtue is thought less of than
wealth, so that the more haughty a man he is, the more
easily he will get office. And this perhaps is why the Romans
used to make a dictator at no fixed time, but under pressure
of some accidental necessity. Though for all that, to quote
Cicero's words, "the tumour of a dictator was displeasing to
the good." 2 And to be sure, as this authority of a dictator
is quite royal, it is impossible for the dominion to change into
a monarchy without great peril to the republic, although it
happen for ever so short a time. Furtherm.ore, if no fixed time
were appointed for creating a dictator, no notice would be paid
to the interval between one dictator and another, which is
the very thing that we said was most to be observed; and the
2 Cic. ad Quint. Grat. iii. 8, 4· The better reading is "rumour," not
"tumour." "The good" in such a passage means the aristocratic party.
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to the nature of its situation and the national genius, and herein
it is above all to be studied, that the subjects may do their duty
rather spontaneously than under pressure of the law.
8. For a dominion, that looks no farther than to lead men
by fear, will be ratl;ler free from vices, than possessed of virtue.
But men are so to be led, that they may think that they are
not led, but living after their own min.d, and according to their
free decision; and so that they are restrained only by love of
liberty, desire to increase their property, and hope of gaining
the honours of the dominion. But effigies, triumphs, and other
incitements to virtue, are signs rather of slavery than liberty.
For rewards of virtue are granted to slaves, not freemen . I
adm1t, indeed, that men are very much stimulated by these
incitements; but, as in the first instance, they are awarded to
great men, so afterwards, with the growth of envy, they are
granted to cowards and men swollen with the extent of their
wealth, to the great indignation of all good men. Secondly,
those, who boast of their ancestors' effigies and triumphs, think
they are wronged, if they are not preferred to others. Lastly,
not to mention other objections, it is certain that equality,
which once cast off the general liberty is lost, can by no means
be maintained, from the time that peculiar honours are by
public law decreed to any man renowned for his virtue.
g. After which premisses, let us now see whether dominions
of this kind can be destroyed by any cause to which blame
attaches. But if any dominion can be everlasting, that will
necessarily be so, whose constitution being once rightly instituted remains unbroken. For the constitution is the soul of a
dominion. Therefore, if it is preserved, so is the dominion.
But a constitution cannot remain unconquered, unless it is
defended alike by reason and common human passion: otherwise, if it relies only on the help of reason, it is certainly weak
and easily overcome. Now since the fundamental constitution
~
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of both kinds of aristocracy has been shown to agree with
reason and common human passion, we can therefore assert
that these, if any kinds of dominion, will be eternal, in other
words, that they cannot be destroyed by any cause to which
blame attaches, but only by some inevitable fate.
10. But it may still be objected to us, that, although the
constitution of dominion above set forth is defended by reason
a'ld common human passion, yet for all that it may at some
time be overpowered. For there is no passion, that is not sometimes overpowered by a stronger contrary one; for we frequently see the fear of death overpowered by the greed for
another's property. Men, who are running away in panic fear
from the enemy, can be stopped by the fear of nothing else,
but throw themselves into rivers, or rush into fire, to escape
the enemy's steel. In whatever degree, therefore, a commonwealth is rightly ordered, aitd its laws well made; yet in the
extreme difficulties of a dominion, when all, as sometimes
happens, are seized by a sort of panic terror, all, without
regard to the future or the laws, approve only that which their
actual fear suggests, all turn towards the man who is renowned
for his victories, and set him free from the laws, and ( establishing thereby the worst of precedents), continue him in command, and entrust to his fidelity all affairs of state: and this
was, in fact, the cause of the destruction of the Roman dominion. But to answer this objection, I say, first, that in a
rightly constituted republic such terror does not arise but from
a due cause. And so such terror and consequent confusion can
be attributed to no cause avoidable by human foresight. In the
next place, it is to be observed, that in a republic such as
we have above described, it is impossible (Chap. VIII. Sees.
9, 25), for this or that man so to distinguish himself by the
report of his virtue, as to turn towards himself the attention
of all, but he must have many rivals favoured by others. And

so, although from terror there arise some confusion in the
republic, yet no one will be able to elude the law and declare
the election of anyone to an illegal military command, without
its being immediately disputed by other candidates; and to
settle the dispute, it will, in the end, be necessary to have
recourse to the constitution ordained once for all, and approved
by all, and to order the affairs of the dominion according to
the existing laws. I may therefore absolutely assert, that as the
aristocracy, which is in the hands of one city only, so especially
that which is in the hands of several, is everlasting, or, in other
words, can be dissolved or changed into another form by no
internal cause.
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lff PASS, at length, to the third and

rfectl absolute do(~ minion, which we call democracy. The difference between
this~ristocracy consists, we have said, chiefly in this, that
in an aristocracy it depends on the supreme council's will and
free choice only, that this or that man is made a patrician,
so that no one has the right to vote or fill public offices by
inheritance, and that no one can by right demand this right,
as is the case in the dominion, whereof we are now treating.
For all, who are born of citizen parents, or on the soil of the
country, or who have deserved well of the republic, or have
accomplished any other conditions upon which the law grants
to a man right of citizenship; they all, I say, have a right to
demand for themselves the right to vote in the supreme council
and to fill public offices, nor can they be refused it, but for
crime or infamy.
2. If, then, it is by a law appointed, that the elder men only,
who have reached a certain year of their age, or the first-born
only, as soon as their age allows, or those who contribute to
the republic a certain sum of money, shall have the right of
voting in the supreme council and managing the business of
the dominion; then, although on this system the result might
be, that the supreme council would be composed of fewer
" above,
citizens than that of the aristocracy of which we treated
y et, for all that, dominions of this kind should be called de194
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mocracies because in them the citizens, who are destined to
'
~
manage affairs of state, _are not chosen as the best by the
supreme council, but are destined to it by a law. And although !
for this reason dominions of this kind, that is, where not the /
best, but those who happen by chance to be rich, or who are
born eldest, are destined to govern, are thought inferior to an
aristocracy; yet, if we reflect on the practice or general condition of mankind, ,the result in both cases will come to the same
thing. For patricians will always think those the best, who are
rich or related to themselves in blood, or allied by friendship.
And, indeed, if such were the nature of patricians, that they
were free from all passion, and guided by mere zeal for the
public welfare in choosing their patrician colleagues, .no do~in
ion could be compared with aristocracy. But expenence Itself
teaches us only too well, that things pass in quite a contrary
manner, above all, in ligarchies, where the will of the patricians, from the absence of rivals, is most free from the law.
For there the patricians intentionally keep away the best men
from the council, and seek for themselves such colleagues in it,
as hang upon their words, so that in such a dominion t~ings
are in a much more unhappy condition, because the chmce of
patricians depends entirely upon the arbitrary will of a few,
which is free or unrestrained by any law. But I return to
my subject.
.
. .
.
3· From what has been said in the last sectiOn, It IS roamfest that we can conceive of various kinds of democracy. But
my intention is not to treat of every kind, ~ut of that only,
wherein all, without exception, who owe allegtance to the laws
of the country only, and are further independent and of r~
spectable life, have the right of voting in the supreme counctl
and of filling the offices of the dominion. I say expressly, who
owe allegiance to the laws of the country only,, to ex.cl~de
foreigners, who are treated as being under another s dommwn.
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I added, besides, who are i.JJ.de.petuient,. _e.xcept in so far as thfJY
are under al)egiance to the laws of the dominion, to exclude
-women and slaves, who are under the authority of men and
masters, and also children and wards, as long as they are under
the authority of parents and guardians. I said, lastly, and of
respectable life, to exclude, above all, those that are infamous
from crime, or some disgraceful means of livelihood.
4· But, perhaps, someone will ask, whether women are
under men's authority by nature or institution? For if it has
been by mere institution, then we had no reason compelling
us to exclude women from government. But if we consult experience itself, we shall find that the origin of it is in their
weakness. For there has never been a case of men and women
reigning together, but wherever on the earth men are found,
there we see that men rule, and women are ruled, and that
on this plan, both sexes live in harmony. But on the other
hand, the Amazons, who are reported to have held rule of old,
did not suffer men to stop in their country, but reared only
their female children, killing the males to whom they gave
birth. But if by nature women were equal to men, and were
equally distinguished by force of character and ability, in which
human power and therefore human right chiefly consist; surely
among nations so many and different some would be found,
where both sexes rule alike, and others, where men are ruled
by women, and so brought up, that they can make less use
of their abilities. And since this is nowhere the case, one may
assert with perfect propriety, that women have not by nature
equal right with men: but that they necessarily give way to
men, and that thus it cannot happen, that both sexes should
rule alike, much less that men should be ruled by women. But
if we further reflect upon human passions, how men, in fact,
generally love women merely from the passion of lust, and
esteem their cleverness and wisdom in proportion to the excel-
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