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The Problem of
Political Authority

There is the question what renders it just to exercise force in, say,
requiring what is just. The parent may in effect say, “Don’t hit your
little brother, or I will hit you.” What is the difference—is there a
difference—between his threat and the threat of the child he so
threatens? After all, the little brother may have been doing some-
thing quite unfair. The same question arises about the vioclence of
the state. I judge that this is the fundamental question of political
theory.

—G.E.M. Anscombe, “On the Source of the Authority of the State™

Think for a minute about your own political subjugation. You

are continually subject to rules not directly of your own making, called
laws, governing not only you but others, mandating, for example, how
fast you can drive on a highway, what kind of behavior you can exhibit in
public, what kinds of treatment of other human beings are permissible,
what objects count as “yours” or “theirs,” and so forth. These rules are
enforced by certain people following the directives of those who create
the rules and who set the penalties for breaking them. Thus you know
that if you don't obey the rules, you are likely to suffer undesirable conse-
quences, which can range from small fines to incarceration and even (in
some societies) to death.

But on the surface this seems to mean that when you are ruled you are
not only subjugated but coerced. We don't approve of a gurunan’s point-
ing a gun at your head and demanding that you give him your money, so
why should we approve of any group’s using threats of fines, jail, or death
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4 The Problem of Political Authority

to demand that you behave in a certain way or that you pay them money
{(which they call “taxes”) or that you fight in wars of their making? Is this
subjugation really permissible from a moral point of view, especially
given that human beings require freedom in order to flourish??

In order to answer this question, we need to think about the difference
between what intuitively strikes us as “good” and “bad” kinds of control,
The control of a parent over a two-year-old is normally thought to be not
only permissible but morally required. The control of a gunman over a
victim he has kidnapped at gunpoint is normally thought to be highly im-
permissible. The second kind of control is condemned as morally unjusti-
fied—a violation of the coerced person’s “rights.” The first kind of control
is thought to be morally justified and consistent with, and even support-
ive of, the child’s rights. But what is the difference between rightful and
- wrongful kinds of control over human beings? And since political control
is importantly different from the control that parents have over children,
why should it count as an example of the “good” rather than the “bad”
sort of control? ' i _

Intuitively, we speak of the good forms of control as arising from some
sort of authority that the controller rightfully exercises over the person she
is controlling. Hence we speak of the authority of the parent over the child

or the authority of the teacher over her students in the classroom or the au-

thority of the priest over her religious congregation. Hence a person’s
rightful control over others in certain areas seems to arise from that per-
son'’s authority in that area. But from where does such authority come? Do
rulers in a political society have it? If s0, what kind of authority is it?
Whatever it is, it is not the same as (sheer) power. Authority is about
the entitlement to Tule; mere power isn’t enough to supply entitlement.
There is an old maxim popular among tyrants that “might makes right.”
{Joseph Stalin’s acceptance of this maxim explains why, on being asked in

1935 to encourage Catholicism in Russia in order to conciliate the pope, -

he replied, “The Pope! How many divisions has ke got?”)3 But most peo-
ple, particularly those who have had the misfortune to be subject to the
power of tyrants, have condemned and rejected this maxim, arguing that
there is a huge difference between a ruler who has authority to govern
and a mighty robber baron who, with his henchmen, controls people
using terror and fear in a way that they despise. Rulers are said to have
not only the power to make and enforce rules but also the entitlement to
do so. And when they do so, they are said to have (political) authority.
Connected to this entitlement is the obligation the subjects have to obey
the (authoritative) ruler’s commands, If T am a subject of a government I
take to be authoritative, then not only do I obey a command of the state
because I am fearful of the sanction if T disobey it and I am caught, but

The Problem of Political Authority 5

also (and more importantly) because I believe | ought to do so: “I have to
do this because it's the law,” I think to myself. And its being a law puts
me under an obligation, independently of the content of its directive. I
can hate or like what I am being commanded to do, but as long as that
command comes from an authoritative political ruler, I understand that I
have an obligation, to obey it. That obligation purports to preempt, or
“trump,” all sorts of reasons I may have against performing as the com-
mand directs (although we might not think it trumps all reasons—in par-
ticular, it might not trump reasons based on certain moral principles that
can seem more important than the legal obligation, or so advocates of
civil disobedience will argue). '

To summarize, we can define political authority along the lines sug-
gested by one recent philosopher as follows:

Person x has political authority over person ¥ if and only if the fact

- that x requires y to perform some action P gives y a redson to do p, re-
gardless of what p is, where this reason purports to override all (or
almost all) reasons he may have not to do p.t

But where does this political authority come from? Answering this
question involves understanding the kind of authority political rulers
have. Clearly, they have authority to make and enforce rules, but into what

~ areas can these rules extend? Does their authority allow them to make

rules in any area of human life? Or ‘are there constraints or limits on the
scope of their control over us? And does their autho ity have any moral
constraints? That is, must the rules they generate have a certain (moral)
content in order to be considered authoritative (or binding) for us? Or are
we subject to them no matter what their content simply by virtue of their
having been commanded by people who have authority over us? Histori-
cally, political theorists have been divided about how to answer these
questions: As we discuss in the next chapter, some, such as Thomas
Hobbes in Leviathan (1651), arguie that political authority is unlimited in
scope (thus extending to all areas of human life) and substantively uncon-
strained. Others, such as John Locke in Tiwo Treatises of Government (1689),
contend that political authority is considerably constrained in both scope
and content. However, no matter how this controversy is settled, note
that even the most ardent supporter of the idea that political authority is
limited must still accept that it is a very substantial kind of authority, in-
volving, among other things, authority over the life and death of those
subject to it. This power is most obvious in the context of punishment, but
even in a society that eschews capital punishment, the state’s control over
life exhibits itself in its right to conduct war and its right to use various
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deadly means to pursue dangerous lawbreakers. If political authority in-
volves this much control, how can it be defended as legitimate?

Some thinkers known as anarchists have concluded that it cannot be de-
fended and have criticized philosophical views that take for granted the
idea that political domination is a special, morally justified form of domi-
nation. These anarchists have insisted that the only morally defensible
form of human association is one in which there are no persons or institu-
tions issuing commands that they back up through the use of force.
Henry David Thoreau is an example of an anarchist, and this position en-
joyed some popularity among intellectuals in nineteenth-century Amer-
ica and Russia.® Anarchists such as Thoreau influenced twentieth-century
advocates of civil disobedience and peaceful political revolution, such as
Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. But King and Gandhi em-
braced the idea of peaceful revolution as a tool to combat only unjust po-
litical rule, not the idea of political rule itself. They, like most political the-
orists in our time, have believed that some forms of ruling political
authority are legitimate. But given the inherently coercive nature of gov-
ernments and ruling institutions, how can that legitimacy be established?

In this chapter we review four theories that attempt, in different ways,
to legitimate and define the extent and nature of political authority. They
are the divine authority theory, the natural subordination theory, the per-
fectionist theory, and the consent-based theory. All of them have their
roots in the political theorizing of ancient Greece, and the first three have
been largely (but not entirely) rejected in the modern world for reasons
that we shall review. The fourth, the consent-based theory, enjoys consid-
erable popularity and has been developed in a number of ways. After in-
troducing this theory in this chapter, we shall explore in subsequent chap-
ters whether it merits its current popularity.

“The Divine Authority Theory

The first theory of the source of political authority is what I will call the
divine authority theory. On this view, a ruler has legitimate authority to
govern people if and only if that authority in some way comes from the
_authority possessed by God, whose rule over human beings is supposed
to be mq&mﬁf course, where God’s authority comes from is an
interesting question: Does he rule only because he is supremely mighty—
so that in God’s case, at least, “might makes right” after all? Or does he
rule because he is supremely good, in which case his authority comes
from his goodness? Or does he have an authority over us that is somehow
fundamental and intrinsic to his nature? Whatever the explanation of
God’s authority, the theorist who advocates this view maintains that

i
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God's authority (whatever its basis) is in some way the source of any au-
thority that a political ruler possesses over his people.

Historically, there were three basic ways in which a ruler’s authority
was “derived” from God.t First, the ruler could turn out to be God in

human form. It was not uncommon in the ancient world for rulers to pro-

claim themselves to have divine status.” What better way to establish
your divine authority to rule than by proclaiming yourself to be the divine
authority? Call this the “ruler is God” view. Second, if the people to be
ruled would take such a proclamation to be dubicus (or blasphemous),
the rulers often tried arguing that even though they weren’t God, they
were (in some way) related to God or had (to some degree or other) di-
vine status, and in this way partook of the divine authority to rule. There
were a number of ways that rulers made this connection with the divine:
For example, in Egypt there are written and pictorial documents declar-

Jng that any person who is the legitimate king of the people is someone
who is the son of a god by union with the royal mother; in Sumeria some
kings claimed divine status by calling tHemselves “husbands of god-
desses”; and in both realms kings often claimed they were nourished
with divine milk 8 Call this the “ruler is related to God” view.

But the third and probably most common way that rulers appealed to
the divine as a basis for their own authority was to admit their full hu-
manity but argue that they had been given the authority to rule by God.
This view is known as the “divine right” view of political authority. Such
a view was invoked in biblical times by rulers of the kingdom of Israel

(many of whom were priests and ruled as priests) and in medieval times -

by the popes of the Christian Church, who argued that by virtue of being
God’s vicar on earth, they should ‘have not only religious authority but
also political authority over all of Christendom. In early modern times,
the kings and queens of European states maintained that it was not the
pope but they who had been authorized by God to rule over their particu-
lar kingdoms. An especially prominent form of this theory, called the “di-
vine rights” theory, famously advocated by the seventeenth-century
writer Robert Filmer in Patriarcha (c. 1635), derived the authority of the
monarchs of Europe from the (supposed) original granting of political au-
thority by God to Adam in the Garden of Eden. On this view, Adam be-
queathed that authority to his descendants, and by tracing that be-
queathal down through the ages, one would find that it has descended to
the present monarchs of Europe. So Filmer makes God’s authorization of
any current ruler indirect, since the authorization is understood to be be-
queathed to him or her from the previous ruler. On Filmer’s view, only
God’s authorization of Adam was direct. Filmer’s theory of political au-
thority is also part of a larger theory that explains all authority as coming
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8 The Problem of Political Authority

from God, including the authority of parents over children and husbands
over wives.10

There were, however, obvious problems with the idea of divine autho-
rization, the most obvious being that the current monarchs of Europe
were all descendants of people who had usurped power from the “right-
ful” kings of their day. The only way to consider the usurpers and their
descendants divinely authorized to rule was to believe that God some-
times withdrew his authority from sitting monarchs and gave it directly
to another, better candidate for rule (who could then bequeath that autho-
rization to his descendants). Indeed, contra Filmer, some kings insisted
that the authorization of every monarch is always direct: For example,
King James (James VI of Scotland and James I of England [1566—1625]) in-
structed his son, the future Charles I, “God has made you a little god, to
sit on your throne and rule men.”"

An important aspect of any claim to divine entitlement to rule was the
kind of authority that this entitlement was supposed to give the m..ﬂer. I
one gets one’s power from God, one would seem to be able to claim the
right to act like a god on the throne, and so Filmer argued. Of course
monarchs were supposed to be concerned with the welfare of their s1:1b-
jects; after all, God is the father of all peoples, and hence many divine
rights theorists believed along with Filmer that a godlike king would also
use his absolute authority in a fatherly way (although note that female
rulers would dislike such a characterization, along with the title of
Filmer’s book, Patriarcha).1? Nonetheless, this fatherly concern was still
thought to rest in the hands of a person vested with absolute authority. In
the words of King James: “Kings are justly called Gods, for that they exer-
cise a manner or resemblance of Divine power upon earth. For if you will
consider the attributes of God, you shall see how they agree in the person
of a King.”13 o

Strong words, considering that two such attributes are omniscience and
omnipotence! Even more striking, advocates of the divine authgrity the-
ory were prepared to consider human beings slaves to their divinely ap-
pointed kings. John Locke paraphrases Filmer’s position as follows:
“Men are not born free, and therefore could never have the liberty to
choose either Governors, or Forms of Government. Princes have their

- Power Absolute and by Divine Right for slaves could never have a Right

to Compact of Consent. Adam was an absolute monarch, and so are all
Princes ever since.”14

50 these divine rights theorists insisted that even if kings weren't liter-
ally gods, they still had the same kind of authority that God has. Unsur—
prisingly, these theorists balked at the idea that the enslaved sub]ec_ts c_'f
such a king could ever have the right to rebel against and replace their di-
vinely appointed king: Only God was taken to have the right to review
and withdraw authorization from a ruler.

b iy o
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Although there are still parts of the world in which some variant of the
divine authority theory survives (e.g., in Moroceo),'5 in our time this the-
ory of political authority has been largely rejected (so, for example, in
today’s Britain, no one considers Queen Elizabeth II or her son Charles
“little gods”!). This is, in part, because the beliefs that many modern peo-
ple hold about religion generally do not support such a theory. But the
theory has also been rejected by many devoutly religious people, and
many religious people in the seventeenth century were among its most
prominent critics. (For example, John Locke, who was an orthodox
Christian, became one of Filmer’s chief opponents.) Aside from shifts in
religious views, there are _fwo reasons why the theory’s popularity has
plummeted.

First, the claim to divine authority is empty, in the sense that it is easy
for anyone to make but impossible for anyone to prove. I can “feel” di- -
vinely authorized, but does that mean I am? Someone can proclaim that
she has received divine authorization, but does that mean she has? If
there are a number of claimants to divine authorization, would we ever
be able to tell who really had it? In fact, throughout history such claims
have often been contested, with both sitting monarchs and those who
have rebelled against them declaring possession of God's right to rule.
Since anyone can make such a claim but no one can prove it, how can it

. be effective in establishing authority? We need proof of such a claim to

believe that it establishes political authority, and no such proof seems to
exist. Of course successful usurpers to a throne can claim that the very
fact that they were victorious over the sitting monarch shows that God
has authorized them to rule. On this view, even if might doesn’t make
right, it does reveal right. Yet becduse on this position God’s authoriza-
tion exactly tracks political power, skeptics can insist that it is political
power and not any supposed (and unheard) directive from God that is
the real indication of political authority. Moreover, if we believe that cer-
tain successful usurpers may nonetheless not be rightful rulers despite
their victory over the sitting rulers, then we will reject the identification
of God’s authorization with such success. And once we do so, then
whenever there is a competition among two or more people for political
power, we seem to be left with no way of knowing which candidate is
God'’s choice.

The problem of establishing who has God’s authorization has never
been satisfactorily resolved, with the result that the divine authorization

theogz is empty: That is, it fails as a theory that would tell us who has po-

litical authority. Moreover, since all of us (regardless of our religious be-
liefs) make judgments about who has political authority and who doesn't,
we can’t be using the (empty) divine authority theory when we make
those judgments. So the theory also fails as an account of the ideas people
actually rely upon (regardless of their religious beliefs) when they are de-
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termining whether or not someone who exercises political control has the
authority to do so.

Second, the idea that political authority is received from God has
tended to encourage in some rulers the thought that because their author-
ity comes from a divine source, that authority is absolute, meaning that it
is unlimited in scope and content. This conception of the nature of politi-
cal authority has been (often bitterly and violently) attacked in the mod-
ern world, insofar as it is easily used to license the worst abuses by rulers.
While many rulers who accepted this view, particularly in the Triedieval
and early modern periods, believed that their divine authorization obli-
gated them to be stewards rather than masters of their subjects, there
were also kings, such as King James, who took themselves to be “little
gods” with the authority that was godlike in nature. Such rulers accepted

a theory of the extent and nature of political authority that recognized

few, if any, limits. Hence many political theorists in both the ancient and
modern world (including Plato, Aristotle, Locke, and Hobbes—all of
whom professed belief in God) disliked the divine authorization ap-
proach because it could be dangerous in the hands of unscrupulous or
evil rulers. People began to look for a theory of authority that acknowl-
edged what they took to be the very real limits on a ruler’s authority—

limits that could not be effectively acknowledged in a theory that sa‘.w'*‘-j

kings as “little gods.”16

For these reasons, the divine authority theory has few advocates

today.l” We must look elsewhere for a theory of political authority that
can meet the anarchists’ challenge.

Natural Subordination

Consider the way in which many people see themselves as entitled to
control what they regard as “their” animals, such as pets or herds of cat-
tle, horses, and so forth. Animals are generally considered to be creatures
that can be owned, or possessed, by human beings. Most people do not
attribute to domestic animals any inherent right to independence or any
“say” in how a family or a farm operates. Instead, most (albeit not all)
people take it for granted that animals are not our equals. There are two
types of theory setting out the nature of our unequal moral relationship to
animals:1® One considers human beings keepers or stewards or custodi-
ans of animals, the other considers us their masters, entitled by our supe-
riority to dominate them. According to the latter view, animals’ inferior
reasoning abilities make it both possible and permissible for us human
beings to control them and (at least sometimes) use them for our pur-
poses. This view doesn’t deny that we have moral obligations to our ani-
mals—making it wrong, for example, to gratuitously torture them. But
despite disagreements about the nature and extent of our obligations to-
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u{ard animals, people who accept this “domination” view believe that by
yutue of the fact that animals are our “inferiors,” we have a right to dom-
inate over them, own them, and use them for morally permissible ends
(e.g., for companionship or food).

This is an instance of the belief in what I call “natural subordination,”
yvhich 1 define as the theory that some beings’ natures are such that the’y
@MCﬁvely do, and ought to, submit to and take direction from other be-
ings whose natures fit them for dominance, rulership, and power. It is a
very ancient view: In Psalm 8 God is lauded for allowing the human
being, by virtue of his superior nature, to “have dominion over the works
of thy hands; thou hast put all things under his feet/ All sheep and oxen

yea, and all the beasts of the field;/ the fowl of the air, and the fish of the
sea, and whatsoever passeth through the path of the seas” (Psalm 8:6-8).

But can there be natural dominance within the human species? That is,
can human beings be sufficiently unequal in capacities and talents such
that f.he better-endowed human beings naturally (and inevitably) have
dominion over these lesser-endowed human beings in the way that
human beings have dominion over an ox or a sheep? The psalm-writer
suggests no'such thing, but it has been commonplace throughout history
to assume that the answer to this last question is yes. And those who do

s0 accept an instance of what'I call the natural subordination theory of politi-
cal authority. In this view:

A person type x has authority over a person type y if and only if ys
have a nature that makes them fitted to take direction from xs, and xs
have a nature that makes them fitt i irection to ys, such that

we can say the e of xs fits them lership and’ dominance
tion by xs.

- __over ys, and the nature gf,yi_ktlmn for governance and domina-

Institutions guch as slavery, racism, and the subordination of women
have all been justified on the basis that those being ruled are inferiors
who are naturally—and rightfully—dominated by their betters. Concep-

- tions of how that domination should be construed have varied: Some-
times the inferior has actually been allowed to be owned (as property) by
the superior (e.g., in systems of slavery, which can vary in how much con-
 trol .the master has over the slave by virtue of owning him}); other times
: tjhe inferior is merely controlled by the superior, who is taken to be more
. like a guardian or a trastee than a master (for example, in nineteenth-cen-
. tury Britain married women were not allowed to have property in their
© own name, so that any property left to them would have to be adminis-
* tered for them by a male trustee).

There are two questions this theory raises. First, is there really the kind

- of substantive inequality among human beings that consistently results in
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the superiors’ dominating inferiors? This view assumes that the biology
of the human species is such that each of us is born with traits that, when
developed, determine in any relationship with another human being
whether we are dominant over the other or else dominated by the other.
(For example, a male slave may have traits such that he is viewed as natu-
rally dominated by his master but naturally dominant over his wife.)
Nonetheless, as I shall explore later in this and the next chapter, there are
many theorists, particularly in modern times, who have attacked the fac-
tual assumption that there is substantial inequality among human beings.
If that assumption is wrong, this theory of authority collapses.

ide from this issue, the second question this theory must address is
7 why matural superiority entitles someone to dominate over an inferior,
--and what sort of natural superiority does so. Even if there is substantial
inequality among people that results in the inferiors’ being dominated by
the superiors, that alone is not sufficient to explain why the superiors are
supposed to be entitled to dominate over the inferiors. Just because they
will dominate (unless stopped from doing so) doesn’t mean that they
may, or ought to, do so. So we must understand the difference between a
(mere) descriptive account of the origination of power relationships among
human beings and a normative account of these relationships that estab-
lishes their legitimacy. Descriptions merely tell us what these relations are
and where they come from: That is, descriptive accounts tell us what is.
Normative accounts tell us why these relationships are justified and
hence ought to prevail: That is, normative accounts tell us what ought to be.
So to be effective as a theory of political authority, the natural subordina-
tion theory must add to its description of some people as the “natural”
rulers of others a normative argument to the effect that this rule is some-
how good or right. It is only when a rightful entitlement to rule is estab-
lished that this theory can genuinely be said to offer a theory of authority:
Without establishing it, the most it offers us is an explanation of the gen-
eration of power relationships, not an account of their legitimacy.

There are two ways of developing such an account. The first involves
arguing that nature itself provides the entitlement. On this view, insofar
as such dominance will occur in nature, it is therefore justifiable: There is
no more reason to object to the dominance of superior human beings over
their inferiors than there is to object to the dominance of a queen bee over
her worker bees. The idea is that all of us, given our (biological) natures,
will tend to accept certain roles in our dealings with other members of
out species, meaning that power relationships in a political society are
simply the expression of these roles, in just the way that hierarchies
within certain animal species are expressions of the natures of these ani-
mals. Thus to say that among human beings it is “natural” that some of
them dominate others is to advocate the acceptance of a principle of gov-
ernance provided by nature itself. Stating this principle of governance is
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tricky: Consider that those who take this view cannot maintain that inferi-
ors are unable to dominate their betters, because rebellion of people taken
to be “inferiors” against those taken to be their “betters” happens all the
time (e.g., when women ascend to the throne or blacks seize power from
whites or peasants wrest political control from the nobility). Since this
view cannot deny the reality of such events, it has to regard them as aber-
rant, abhorred by nature, and doomed not to succeed for very long given
natural features predisposing the inferior group to behave in ways ulti-
mately incompatible with dominion.

The idea that built into nature are laws or rules about who should rule
is very old—evident, for example, in Shakespeare’s play Macbeth, in
which the natural principles of rulership are flouted and an offended na-
ture takes revenge on those who tried to defy it. Thus after the main char-
acter, Macbeth, who seeks the throne of Scotland, kills the ruling king in
the middle of the night (stabbing him while he sleeps), nature itself is af-
fected; two characters in the play who do not yet know about the murder
comment the following morning on how strange the night had been:

The night has been unruly: where we lay,
Our chimneys were blown down; and, as they say,
Lamentings heard i’ th' air: strange screams of death,
; .And prophesying with accents terrible
N Qf dire combustion and confused events
New hatch'd to the woeful time: the obscure bird
Clamour'd the livelong night: some say, the earth
Was feverous and did shake, 19

This way of thinking about the world mixes facts with norms: The world
is a place where the relationship of objects, living and nonliving, is fixed
by rules about what “ought to be”—rules that nature is prepared to en-
force in its own way. So on this view, those who fail to respect the natural
tules of domination will, like Macbeth, be thwarted and Punished by the
world they seek to defy. The idea is that just as there are physical laws of

. nature, there are political laws of nature that invariably determine politi-
" cal hierarchies in human communities.

This view of nature is antithetical to the view of the world taken by

j. modem science. Biologists today, for example, do not think that within

any species nature provides its members with a “right” way to behave or
operate, and they certainly deny that the world contains any normative
principles about who “ought” to rule over whom. And when biologists’
studies of various species frequently involve statements concerning
which gender of the species is dominant, they do not purport to establish

f- the dominance as “right” or “justifiable” by virtue of some fundamental
i natural order. So, for example, even if in the hyena species females tend to
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dominate over males, that fact does not mean, for the biologists who
study them, that they ought to do so or that nature has ordained (and will
also enforce) that dominance. Still, even if the idea that entitlements to
rule are carried within the natural order is unbelievable to many people
who live in the age of science, this way of responding to the world has
currency among some people in our world, for example, those who have
objected to certain forms of procreation (e.g., artificial insemination) or
certain kinds of sexual practices as “unnatural”—that is, in violation of
“nature’s laws.” Consider also those who defend certain sexist practices
as arising from the “natural” domination of men over women; such views
assume that nature has within it certain rules that should govern our be-
havior and institutions.2® (Indeed, even the common idea that we are all
“naturally equal” is a violation of a scientific conception of the world, if
this is taken to mean that nature has within it some kind of moral princi-
ple that makes us all equal)

However, the natural subordination theory can also explain the author-
ity of the superior over the inferior in a second way, such that it is consis-
tent with a more scientific view of nature. On this view, an inferior ought
to be subordinated to a superior if and only if the nature of the inferiority
is such that the inferior and/or the community of which he is a part
would, on the whole, be better off if his actions were subject to the control
of the superior. Thus, for example, if the inferior were unable to reason
well, one might argue that both he and the community of which heis a
part would be better off if he were subject to the control of someone who
was able to reason well; such a rational superior could direct him to be-
have in ways that would ensure his safety and the safety of others and
help him to satisfy his desires and achieve his plans better than he would
be able to do on his own. In view of the fact that this argument derives the
naturally superior person’s authority to rule from the good consequences
that he takes to follow from such rule, I call it a “consequentialist” argu-
ment for natural subordination.

This second explanation is suggested in the work of Aristotle, whose
Politics is one of the great classics of Western political philosophy. Al-
though Aristotle was not mainly interested in developing a natural subor-
dination theory of political authority in that book—and actually suggests
a quite different, consent-based justification of authority in most of it
(which I discuss later in this chapter)—he does believe that natural subor-
dination exists and suggests that such subordination is justified by virtue
“of its good consequences for all concerned. Aristotle recognizes two
forms of natural domination: the domination of the (natural) master over
the (natural) slave and the domination of men over women. Both forms of
domination presuppose the idea that some human beings, in particular
those with “slavish” natures and those who are female, are unable to rea-
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son effectively about the world, and it is in virtue of that defici th,
they must be subordinated to the “thots own
goﬁd oo the 5000 of e oo e tcyt.)nt'rol of others, both for their own
Natural slaves, according to Aristotle, are those whose ing i
quite radically deficient. Although they partake of reason sé?gz;;ilgg tlcs;
qualify as human, they do not partake of it sufficiently to make it desir-
able that they rule their own lives: “Whenever there is the same wide dis-
crepancy between human beings as there is between soul and body or be-
tween man and beast, then those whose condition is such that their
function is the use of their bodies and nothing better can be expected of
th;m, those, I say, are slaves by nature.”2! | P °
natural slave “participates in reason so far as to rec gnize i
50 _far as to possess it,”% by which Aristotle seems to mea‘i-l they l}ta}:\,:etsrtl:;f
ﬁ.c1ent reasoning ability to obey commands issued to them but not suffi-
Flent reason to formulate rational imperatives on which they can act. Ar-
istotle also speaks of these slaves as lacking “deliberative capacit'y 23
Such People are natural order-takers; that is, they do not have the ratio.nal
capacity to give orders about what to do either to themselves or others
Hencg they naturally gravitate to and even welcome (i.e., accept asan a ;
fvrggsréate and good fflthmgti the control of those “higher” human beings
> reason is sufficiently dewv.
Eollow: ol v e ljv}irn gu; 4eloped to enable them to construct and
But Aristotle wants to claim that this dominance i in-
fav'ltable but a good thing, for both master and slave. It isseI;:;r ges]:i};vli?
itis a good thing for the master: He gains a kind of “living tool” that hz
can use to achieve his ends. Some apologists for slavery subsequent to
Aristotle also thought it was a role-that morally improved the one who
played it: Said one nineteenth-century American southerner, “It has been
frequently remarked that slavery tends to exalt and refine t’he character,
a.nc% that the class of our people referred to are generally more elevated m:
theu”sense of duty, more polished, than any other portion of our popula-
tion.”? In light of the kind of abusive treatment that many slaves re-
ceived at the hands of their masters, such an assertion seems morally ab-
:z;cll;ot:en s}cklening, to us today. But it is certainly an assertion that
ers of slavery wanted i i i
apporters of sla insrztution_ to believe in order to reconcile themselves

How is slavery good for the slave? Aristotle explains that the slave

needs the master because his own reason is insufficient to develop a life

plan. By participating in the life plans of the master, he is
. A enabled to pur-
sue projects he could not pursue using his own reason, in a way thatl:vill

; be safe and effective. As a result, the slave comes to see himself as an ex-
tension of the master who benefits when the master’s plans are pursued

well. He therefore has every reason to follow the master’s plans conscien-



16 The Problem of Political Authority

tiously: “The slave is in a sense a part of his master, a living but separate
part of his body. For this reason there is an interest in common and a feel-
ing of friendship between master and slave, wherever they are by nature
fitted for this relationship.”2%

In other words, the slave needs the master to direct him because he can’t
do it himself. And he will welcome the direction when he gets it because
he will see how it provides him with a rational control that he is unable to
provide to himself, thereby enabling him to secure his own well-being,
which he could not do alone. So the superior rational master, on this view,

which such rule is likely to produce good consequences. Indeed, Aristotle
suggests that natura} slaves will actively seek subordination in virtue®
its good consequences unless they are in some way prevented from doing
so. This thesis was elaborated upon by American supporters of slavery in
the nineteenth century, who maintained that the American institution of
slavery also improved the moral character of the slave by “civilizing”
him, converting him to Christianity, and providing him with constraints
that kept him on a moral path: “The moral influence of slavery upon
those subject to its obligation, may be perhaps ascribed to the fact, that
the slave has, in that condition, nothing to tempt or urge him into im-
morality, and every thing both in hope and fear, to restrain him from it."%
Again, such sentiments strike modern readers as fantastic and offen-
sive. But notice that neither Aristotle nor the American apologists for
slavery ever suggest that if in a particular case these good consequences
don’t occur, the slave is entitled to “rebel” against the inadequate rule of
his master. It is the entire practice of mastery that is legitimated by the
,good consequences produced by that practice on the whole, so that even
| if some masters do not rule their slaves well, nonetheless they still have
| the right to dominate them because the system of natural slavery is legiti-
' mated by its overall good consequences for both master and slave. That it
‘was also a social system vital to the functioning of economies like that of
Athens or the American South is surely a major reason why the institu-
tion was supported in these places, but the argument that Aristotle and
American advocates of slavery make is that the institution is also on the
whole just by virtue of the fact that (usually, albeit not always) it effec-
tively responds to and meets the needs of very different kinds of human
beings.?8

is entitled to rule substantially deficient reasoners because of the way in | ¥

Finally, Aristotle insists that the system of natural subordination is [§

good for the community, as well as for the individual masters and slaves.
For if the slaves are prevented from assuming their subordinate role and
unnaturally thrust into the role of master, Aristotle says that calamity will
follow. In book 2 of The Politics, Aristotle discusses those states which
have encouraged inferiors to rule and reviews (what he takes to be) all the
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bad consequences that have followed from such rule. A social system that
encourages the wrong people to take control will, he implies, be disas-
trous economically, militarily, culturally, and legally for everyone, espe-
cially for those who have been wrongly encouraged to think that they are
able to reason well enough to govern themselves and others.

Aside from slavery, Aristotle recognizes another category of dominated
persons—women. According to Aristotle, those women who do not al-
ready qualify as natural slaves have full rationality, the same as their non-
slavish male counterparts, so that he says the “deliberative faculty” is
present in women, but not in slaves. However, although it is present it is
not, he says, “effective.”? Aristotle says little about what he means by
this word, but scholars have generally interpreted him to mean that
WOII'.IEII"S reasoning is constantly “overruled” by passions or emotions,
ma_.kmg it unable to govern. So whereas slaves are missing the capacity to
ra?lonally direct their lives, on this view women have that capacity but
{given .thei.r natures) continually find it disrupted and thus ineffectiw
Assuming that only reason and not passion can direct people toward the

good, Aristotle concludes that by virtue of being unable to rely consis-
] _tently on their reason, women need (and are supposed to welcome) rulé

by those whose nature is such that reason continually dominates. For just
as it is good for domesticated animals to be ruled by men “because it se-
cures their safety,”¥ so, too, it is good for women to be guided and pro-
tected by men to ensure their safety: “Again, as between male and female

the former is by nature superior and ruler, the latter inferior and’L
subject.”? :

In a sense, Aristotle’s argument portrays wormmen as permanent chil-
dren. It has been relatively uncontroversial in all times and places that
parents have authority over children insofar as the latter are deficient in
ruling themselves through reason because they lack the experience neces-
sary to draw rational inferences or because they lack the intellectual de-
velopment necessary to perform various sorts of reasoning or because
!:hey are easily swayed by emotions or passions. Aristotle is in effect say-
ing that female children never actually rid themselves of these immaturi-
ties, necessitating their subordination to free male adults who do achieve

rational maturation.

Down through the ages the supposedly bad consequences that would
follpw from allowing women to rule have often been cited as a reason for
t1_1e1r subordination, although often those constructing it have empha-
sized other supposed weaknesses of females besides the ineffectiveness

3 of tl:leir reasoning ability (e.g., their supposed timidity, tendency to panic,
. dislike of public participation, or lack of aggressiveness). This is true, for
¢ example, of John Knox, whose (remarkably titled) “First Blast of the
Trumpet Against the Monstrous Regiment of Women” (1558) argues that;



18 The Problem of Political Authority

“To promote a Woman to beare rule, superioritie, dominion, or empire
above any Realme, Nation or Citie, is repugnant to Nature, contumelie to
God, a thing most contrarious to his revealed will and approved ordi-
nance; and finallie, it is the subversion of good Order, of all equitie and
justice.”3 Knox insists that “nature” (as ordained by God) has disabled
women from having ruling authority not so much by disabling their ra-
tional abilities but by depriving them of virtues that are essential to good
rule: “Nature, I say, doth paynt them further to be weake, fraile, impa-
cient, feble, and foolishe; and experience hath declared them to be uncon-
stant, variable, cruell, and lacking the spirit of counsel and regiment.”%3
Similar sentiments were expressed in the eighteenth century by the
French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who argues that the ideal ed-
ucation of females should make them cheerfully and readily accept their
subordinate role to men—a role he argues their vice-ridden nature fits
them for.3¢

While few people today accept the idea that some people are so defi-
cient in reason that they qualify as natural slaves, there is still widespread
support for the idea that some groups of people ought to dominate others
by virtue of these others’ inability to rule themselves well. Such argu-
ments are often mounted to justify control of women by men and of some
racial groups by other racial groups (e.g., blacks by whites). The details of
these arguments differ, but the gist of all of them is that in virtue of one or
more deficiencies possessed by some group of people, it is both possible
and desirable that persons without this deficiency have control over
them. ,

Even though appeals to the idea of natural domination continue to be
common in our world, they are also under attack. To be told that one is a
member of a group that is seriously deficient and, in virtue of that defi-
ciency, in need of being governed by a kind of caretaker who is from a su-
perior group is deeply insulting to most human beings, often prompting
anger and even violence against those who have delivered the insult. To
be told, as Aristotle tells women, that one is permanently childlike and in
need of a male father all one’s life is to experience paternalism of the
worst sort. To the extent that the idea of natural dominance is institution-
alized and rendered part of the social or political system of the commu-
nity, for example, via Jim Crow laws or sexist prohibitions on employ-
ment, it becomes an “insult” that shapes people’s life prospects and
affects their chances not only for happiness but also for living lives of dig-
nity and respect.

But aside from the fact that this is a view many people today hate, why
is it wrong? There are two reasons it has been widely rejected as not cred-
ible. First, critics of natural subordination insist that all the evidence sug-
gests that people are actually equal with respect to those properties relevant to

r
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governance. Consider that the kind of inequality that is taken by support-
ers of the view to justify subordination of some by others is rarely defined
with any precision, so that mere hand-waving about “inequality” or “dif-
ferences” is often all that makes the case for dominance of one group by
another. Now while it is undeniable that some people are smarter or more
virtuous or stronger than other people, these differences by themselves
do not seem relevant to establishing political domination. Think, for ex-
ample, of all the ways in which people are different from one another,
physically, mentally, and temperamentaily. If someone has greater muscle
strength than another, does that mean he gets to rule the other? No:
Arnold Schwarzenegger is not considered, by virtue of his physical
prowess, a political authority. How about intelligence? Should Albert Ein-
stein’s superior intelligence have entitled him to rule? No: That intelli-
gence was usefully directed at understanding the world, and we do not
think that by virtue of having it Einstein did or should have been granted
political authority. Nor does extraordinary beneficence or superior brav-
ery grant one political authority: Mother Theresa and Alan Shepard are
good and brave people, but those attributes don’t confer on them auto-
matic entitlement to rule the rest of us not-so-good, not-so-brave people.
A natural subordination theorist (such as Aristotle) ought to agree with
all this. His view is not simply that “better” people get to rule over
“worse” people but rather that people better in a certain way are-entitled to

i~ rule other people who are deficient in a certain way. And the most plausi-

ble candidate for the capacity that marks who should rule and who

should be ruled is the capacity to rationally direct one’s own life. So, for

example, Aristotle, who admits that the free males who compose the class
of natural masters differ from one another in virtue, intelligence, talent,
and physical ability, nonetheless still insists that these differences are con-
sistent with their political equality, because these people are, in his view,
equal with respectto-the ofietiraracteristic that matters to the issue of nat-
ural subordination: namely, the capacity for rational self-direction. Thus
even if there were a free male Tt Athens who was cowardly or

. rather stupid, Aristotle would still take him to be the equal of braver and
. smarter free men with respect to that capacity—the only politically rele-
E  vant capacity. Aristotle would not advocate that such a person be made a
. - general of the army or put in a position requiring substantial intellectual
E: skills, but he would not place him in the category of people who were
f naturally subordinate to others, because such a person still has the capac-
j. ity to rationally direct his life, making him “his own master.”

Most natural subordination theorists other than Aristotle neglect to

note that only a certain kind of inequality will suffice to ground their argu-
i ment. Aristotle understands this point and tries to mark out two kinds of
- incapacities in rational self-direction that would warrant subordination,
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that is, an inability to deliberate (the slave’s incapacity) and an inability to
deliberate effectively (the woman's incapacity). But he fails to prove or es-
tablish the reality of either sort of incapacity with respect to these two
groups (and also fails to show that the men he would make masters are
not prone to either sort). Moreover, he fails to legitimate the existing prac-
tice of slavery in his time, because the economic tasks that women and
slaves had to perform in the societies Aristotle knew require possession of
just the sort of effective deliberative faculty that entitles them to political
equality.

This last point is worth elaborating upon. With respect to slavery, Aris-
totle’s. problem is this: How can a slave have enough rationality to be a
human being and to be capable of performing the many tasks (sometimes
involving intellectual skills) required of a slave and yet have no self-direc-
tion? (A severely retarded individual might not be capable of rational
self-direction, but note that he would not be useful as a slave either.)
Many scholars of Aristotle’s Politics have argued that Aristotle’s doctrine
of natural masters and natural slaves is internally inconsistent. A slave is
supposed to have enough reason to understand and obey a rational direc-
tive, but if he has so much rationality, isn’t that sufficient to allow him to
construct such directives himself? Aristotle is walking a theoretical
tightrope—trying to argue that there are human beings who have enough
rationality to be of instrumental value to others but not enough to enable
them to direct their own lives effectively or safely. Whether or not he is
able to stay on that tightrope or falls off into inconsistency has been the
subject of scholarly debate.?® But given that Aristotle’s ultimate motiva-
tion is to defend an institution of slavery that can serve the economic
needs of his time, he must be considered to have failed, because Greek
city-state economies required slaves to perform quite complicated tasks
for the economic good of the city, tasks that required too much rationality
and self-governance to make plausible the claim that one who could per-
form them was incapable of governing himself. Moreover, Aristotle faces
the same problem with respect to women: How can he establish that
wormen are any more likely to make mistakes about how to plan their
lives and direct their actions than men, or have insufficient capacity to ra-
tionally direct their lives (as Plato believed of many), when Aristotle must
rely upon women to rear the free male children in Athens so as to be ca-
pable to assume a leadership role in the city? Again, Aristotle seems to re-
quire that the group he wishes to subordinate, in this case women, has the
rational self-direction necessary to perform certain tasks vital to the city,
even while he denies them that capacity in his argument for their subor-
dination. This kind of inconsistency makes the arguments of Aristotle and
other natural subordination theorists look suspiciously like ali'guments
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designed (with a certain amount of bad faith) to keep the ruling group in
power.

As I noted earlier, Aristotle also fails to defend his claim that certain
groups of people are inferior to others. Indeed, it is common for natural
subordination theorists not even to offer proof that the particular group
whom they wish to see subordinate actually is inferior in some particular
way. So, for example, tracts written to defend the institution of slavery in
America rarely if ever bother to show proof that those people who were
slaves were, in some specified sense, “inferior” to those who ruled them.
Knox and Rousseau confidently assert what women are like without any
shred of empirical support. A dominant group’s unsupported claim to the
effect that “we all know what those people are like, and they are not as
good as we are” is, once again, evidence that their argument is based
more on wishful thinking and the desire to preserve power than on con-
crete evidence that the subordinate group needs or requires their rule.

Perhaps fearing the weakness of their empirical claims, supporters of
natural subordination have frequently contrived to arrange the environ-
ment of those whom they wished to dominate, so as to try to make them
into “inferior” creatures who would appear to need and who would ac-
cept and welcome such domination. By working to ensure that the class of
people they wish to dominate has poor nutrition, poor educational oppor-
tunities, poor housing, little or no access to decent jobs, and so forth, they
have attempted to turn these people into the sort of human beings that at
least appear to need direction from others “for their own good.” It might
be thought of as a kind of “protection racket” used by dominators against
those whom they wish to subordinate. This protection racket can be hard
for some people in the society to sée: They may rightly attribute a failing to
members of a certain group and claim that this is part of that group’s “na-
ture,” not realizing that it is due to environmental circumstance.?

So what are the facts about our relative equality with respect to the one
feature that is relevant to subordination, that is, the capacity for rational
self-direction? According to virtually all modern moral and political
philosophers, the facts are that with respect to this capacity we are all
roughly equal, so that there is no significant difference among human be-
ings that allows or justifies some of them to be ruling caretakers of others.
“All men are created equal,” proclaims the American Declaration of Inde-
pendence, and it is a proclamation of the idea that “men” (generally un-
derstood to refer to all human beings)® are similar enough with respect to
this single politically relevant characteristic that no group can be justifi-
ably subordinated to any other. This modern view is based in part on
what its proponents will claim are empirically confirmable facts: That is,
they will insist that both observation and the experience of modern
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democracies show that despite all sorts of differences among us in physi-
cal abilities, mental abilities, temperament, and so forth—from skiing to
doing mathematics, from musical talent to carpentry skills—there is no
group of human beings (outside of those who are small children or se-
verely mentally retarded or comatose or seriously mentally ill) who are so
deficient in reasoning skills, life experiences, or ability to control passions
that they cannot direct their own lives and must be subject to the direc-
tion of others. So we find women and men of all races, classes, and reli-
gions choosing how to lead their own lives and taking responsibility for
doing so, voting successfully in democratic elections, raising children,
earning money, and so on. The failure of some to lead lives that others
would regard as “successful” (e.g., because they break laws or become
impoverished or experience misery) is not a failure distinctive to any par-
ticular group of human bei.ngs Moreover, [ would argue that such a fail-
ure cannot be construed as arising from inferiority with respect to the ca-
pacity for rational self-direction but from the person’s free choice to live a
certain kind of life, for which we hold him or her morally responsible (in
a way that we would not, and should not, do of a genuinely mentally in-
competent person).

So on this view, even if there are substantial differences in physical or
mental abilities among human beings, none of these has political signifi-
cance because all mentally healthy adults are capable of rational self-di-
rection and thus roughly equal in at least this area. Given this equality,
the modern view is that there is no basis for any “natural” domination of
some people over others. The acceptance of this view means that the nat-
ural subordination theory fails as an account of political authority be-
cause the view requires an inequality with respect to a certain natural ca-
pacity among healthy adults that simply doesn’t exist.

Moreover, because it has become commonplace to accept the equality

. of rational self-direction, those who defend the sort of modern democratic
" regime in which most readers of this book are likely to live tend (usually
vociferously) to reject any form of the natural subordination theory, even
if some within those regimes are attracted to it and support vestiges
(some of them considerable indeed) of the would-be dominators” protec-
tion rackets in those societies (e.g., racist and sexist practices that prevent
people from enjoying equal opportunities in the society). The egalitarian
underpinnings of these democratic states, argued for by opponents of
natural domination as diverse as Thomas Hobbes and Thomas Jefferson,
are clearly at odds with the assumptions of natural inferiority and superi-
ority that are the foundation of the natural subordination view.

So the natural subordination theory also fails as a theory of political au-
thority, which means that we still don't have an answer to the anarchists’
worries. Hence if we are to understand and appraise the justification of
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political authority, particularly in modern democratic societies, we will
need to look for a justification of political authority very different from
that provided by the natural subordination theory, one that accepts a far
more egalitarian conceptlon of the ability of human beings to direct their
own lives.

Authority from the Good

The third theory of political authority we will consider was originally ad-
vocated by Plato and historically called the perfectionist theory of political

. quthority. This theory is an instance of a more general thesis about author-

ity, namely, that a person has authority over another in any area if and

- only if that person hw@Mxpem% than the other per-

son does in that area. According to this view, the authority of the parent

L over the child, the authority of the teacher over the student, and the au-

thority of the scholar in her field over those who are not in that field all
rest on the authoritative person’s claim to superior knowledge. Similarly,
argues the perfectionist, the authority of a ruler over the ruled can only be
justified (and can only really exist) if the ruler has superior knowledge—
of a specific sort.

But what sort? According to Plato, the ruler who rules with authority
over a community knows how to make that community happy,® and he

does so by implementing justice in all its affairs. Hence the knowledge of
~ the authoritative ruler is the knowledge that the just man has—or alterna-

tively, what the just man knows is what the ruler who rules with author-
ity knows. So whereas the natural subordination view takes political au-

i “thority to be invested in a person by virtue of his superiority, the

perfectionist view takes political authority to be derived from the Good
itself, treating anyone who holds political authority as a (mere) vehicle for
the authority generated by the Good.

To explain in detail the features of this view, I will use Plato’s master-

I piece, the Republic. In this work Plato argues that each human being is

composed of three parts: the reasonable part, the spirited part, and the

: appetitive part. While each of these parts is necessary and valuable for a

happy human life, Plato argues that it is nonetheless important that the
reasonable part rule the other two parts, else the person will end up out of
control, pursuing the wrong things in the wrong way. The appetitive part
of us can be wild and lawless,% and the spirited part can give rise to un-
controlled outbursts of anger and violence. But the reasonable part, ifitis
properly developed, can control and moderate desires and soothe the
spirits. And most important, the reasonable part can do this, and do it
properly, because it is that part of us which has the capacity to gain access
to “the Good”—which Plato says all human beings are striving to under-
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stand and follow in their lives: “What the good itself is in the intelligible
realm, in relation to understanding and intelligible things, the sun is in
the visible world, in relation to sight and visible things.”4! So the just man
has knowledge of the Good and rules himself via his reason in accordance
with the dictates of the Good.

Plato’s Republic is famous for its creative metaphorical representations
of the human pursuit of the Good. There is, for example, the metaphor of
the cave developed in book 6, which represents the plight of human be-
ings: It is as if, Plato says, human beings lived in a cave, seeing only shad-
ows cast by the sun but never the sun itself or the real objects casting the
shadows that the sun illuminates. The sun represents the Good and the
True, and the cave is the world of darkness in which most people, igno-

. rant of the Good and the True, are forced to reside. Plato compares

philosophers to those lucky souls who learn how to crawl out of the cave
and see the sun directly. But to get out of the cave of ignorance one must
learn to reason and thereby come to see things as they are and as they
ought to be.

So the rational part of a human being has authority to rule to the extent
that it knows or understands what is Good and can direct the person to-
ward it, controlling the desires and the passions so that they help rather
than hinder this pursuit. Analogously, a person has authority to rule a
community if and only if he or she knows or understands what is good
for the community and directs the community toward it, controlling wild
or spirited parts within so that they help rather than hinder this pursuit.

Accordingly, on this view, the authority possessed by a ruler or by the
rational part of each of us is actually from the object of our reasoning—the
Good itself. The rational part doesn’t have the authority to rule because it
is (in some way) better than the other parts but because it has access to the
Good—that is, “that which ought to be.” And similarly, the persons who
are rational and knowledgeable about the good in the community do not
have authority to rule because they are “better” than other people but be-
cause they know, and can implement, “that which ought to be.”

Clearly, this theory of political authority presupposes that there is an -

objective good to which all human beings are subject and that is capable
of discovery through reasoning. Plato is no moral relativist. His view as-
sumes that there are standards defining how people should interact with
one another in a human community, where these standards are ones all
of us should aspire to meet, exist independently of us, and define the
content of just laws. He is also not an egalitarian: Not all human beings
are able to achieve the knowledge of the just man, and those who cannot
are those who must be subject to the rule of one who understands what
the Good is and can control his desires and passions so as to pursue it ef-
fectively.
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Indeed, Flato extends the analogy between the so Y ex-
plaining that just as there are three parts to the soul, there are also three
parts to a human community: the rational part, from which the rulers
(called guardians) are drawn; the spirited part, from which the warriors
are drawn; and the appetitive part, whose members make up the bulk of
the population and are the community’s craftsmen, farmers, and so forth.
Plato compares each of these groups to different metals in order to repre-
sent their different importance and role within the community: The ratio-
nal part is like gold, the spirited part like silver, and the appetitive part
like iron or bronze.%2

However, Plato’s inegalitarian views are importantly different from

.- those of Aristotle, and the Platonic theory of authority as arising from the
¥ Good is interestingly different from the Aristotelian theory of the natural
- subordination of slavish-natured people to masterly people. Unlike Aris-
- totle, Plato does not take it that those who ate subject to the legitimate

rule of the guardian class are like slaves, without any deliberative capac-

- ity. Indeed, he even insists in the Republic “that the power to learn is pre-

sent in everyone’s soul.”#? What distinguishes the goldlike natures of the
guardians from the bronze or silver natures of the other classes is the

j. knowledge of the Good possessed by the guardians, which knowledge
E the bronze and silver classes have been unable to procure. And their fail-
- ure to do 50 does not come from the fact that they are missing any aspect
;. of the capacity to reason but from the fact that in their natures the appeti-
[ tive or spirited parts can seize control and render the rational part unable
- to function effectively. '

So in a way Plato diagnoses the need some people have to be ruled as

1 arising from the same type of problem that Aristotle says women have,

namely, the ineffectiveness of reason in subduing the spirits and passions

- that tend to usurp its control. So Plato’s ruled people are not like Aris-
totelian natural slaves but like Aristotelian women—that is, they are in
b, need of a ruler to make effective in their lives the dictates of reason that
- they can recognize as authoritative but cannot directly discover or imple-
p. ment by themselves.

However, most remarkable given the time in which he lived, Plato him-

¥ self does not agree with Aristotle that all women’s reasoning is ineffec-
. tive, such that they require rule. Indeed, he argues at great length in book
5 of the Republic that there are women with the capacity to be guardians,
t in whom the rational faculty is just as capable of discovering and pursu-
; ing the Good as in any (fully rational) man. Plato’s belief that the just soul
b can be present in women as well as men means that he is ready to allow
I that they can have the authority to rulein a community. It is a notabie re-
L' pudiation of the common belief in the ancient world that women are nat-
- urally subordinate to men.
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Nonetheless, the most fundamental difference between Aristotle’s
views on natural subordination and Plato’s perfectionism is their differ-
ing concepti i ‘rule. For Aristotle, the
source of the master’s or male’s rule is his superior rational nature. He
has the capacity to reason effectively in a way that is likely to be benefi-
cial, and because of that capacity he is licensed to control those who do
not, by virtue of the fact that it is likely to be beneficial if he does so. But
note that even if that rule is not beneficial, Aristotle assumes that a nat-
ural master is still a master and a natural slave is still a slave. It is the mas-
ter’s superiority and the likely (but not guaranteed) beneficial effects of
that superiority that give him authority to rule over deficient inferiors.
Hence there is no suggestion in Aristotle’s Politics that women or slaves
can rightfully rebel against the man or the master who controls them if his
rule is not beneficial. While the good consequences that arise from the
control of superiors over inferiors are important in justifying the practice
of mastery, those consequences need not always be present in order for
particular masters to have authority over particular inferiors. It is more
the (rational) nature of the master rather than the actual knowledge he
possesses that is the fundamental source of his authority over slaves and
women. People who are natural masters may lack all sorts of knowledge
and virtue, and yet their authority to rule natural slaves or women per-
sists because they have the capacity to be rational (albeit pethaps not the
wisdom that reasoning is supposed to yield).

In contrast, for Plato, the license to rule comes (only) from a knowledge
that reason gives and not from the (mere) rational faculty itself. That ra-
tional faculty is necessary but not sufficient for authority; only actual
knowledge of the Good is sufficient. Indeed, Plato maintains that those
who have the capacity to be guardians but who nonetheless rule badly
because they do not know the Good, do not rule with authority: Such
people, he says, only appear to be guardians.# Hence it is of the utmost
importance for Plato that those who have the capacity to be guardians re-
ceive a lengthy and effective education, which allows them to learn about
the Good and to learn to control themselves so that they can develop just
souls. In the end the guardians who actually make the laws for the city
and direct its operations will, Plato says, be over fifty, since it takes that
long to develop the knowledge and character (with the right tempera-
mental, physical, and intellectual qualities) to lead a community toward
the Good.% Plato also assumes that if they were properly educated and
trained, this elite would be, by virtue of its knowledge, morally pure and
incorruptible, an assumption that strikes modern readers as hopelessly

optimistic, Indeed, many critics of the Republic, including Aristotle, have -

charged that Plato makes the guardians too “godlike” in their moral pu-
rity to be believable, and this may be because he was unreasonably con-
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vinced that rational human beings could learn to know the Good in a way
that would guarantee the purity of their moral character. One might say
that Plato requires of those in positions of authority a knowledge that pre-
cludes significant errors of factual and moral judgment, whereas Aristotle
dismisses the idea that such godlike péople exist and thus links authority
with the capacity for wisdom, but not with its full possession.16

So in a subtle way Plato’s theory is perhaps less elitist than Aristotle’s,
insofar as it repudiates the idea that one’s nature alone is sufficient to ren-
der one “better” than another and, by virtue of this superiority, entitled to
master the inferior. Instead, Plato derives governing authority. not from
innate superiority but from knowledge. According to Plato, however, that
knowledge is possible only for a few, and his comparison of guardian
people with gold suggests that he actually thinks the guardian class is, as
it happens, better than other classes because its members are more useful
(given their ability to direct the community toward happiness) than the
members of any other class. Moreover, Plato’s insistence on significant in-
equalities in effective reasoning means he is not egalitarian in any mod-
ern sense, and this is certainly one reason contemporary readers of the Re-
public tend to reject his view that an icteal state would be run by an elite
privileged in its knowledge claims.

Aside from the offensiveness of the kind of inegalitarianism Plato does
endorse, there is the problem of Plato’s considerable optimism about the
human capacity to know the Good: Modern readers tend to find it wildly

f. unrealistic to believe that there is a person who can be said to have
y. grasped the Good in the way that Plato demands of his guardians. And if

no one can be said to have such knowledge of the Good, Plato’s theory
implies that there is no society now—or ever—in which the rulers have

had real political authority. This means his theory forces him to the con-

clusion that every political regime on earth thus far has been illegiti-
mately coercive, lacking any authority, since it has been ruled by people

who have not been fully knowledgeable of the Good. So his theory ulti-

mately collapses as an account of the legitimacy of real states in the real

.: world.

Plato himself seems to be aware of this last problem with his view and

E in two later political works, The Statesman and The Laws, tries to develop a
i way of keeping his knowledge-based theory of authority while allowing
E that real political regimes can have authority as long as they are in some
¢ sense minimally decent. What he suggests in these works is that even if
. human beings are still individually ignorant of the Good, an authoritative
. regime is one in which the laws, developed over many generations, ap-
| proximate justice. So as long as rulers in these regimes implement these
g just laws, Plato argues that their commands have authority, even if the
i rulers themselves do not have full knowledge of the nature of justice.
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But Plato’s modified theory doesn’t work either, for how are these au-
thoritative commands generated if there are no experts on justice to gen-
erate them? And how are the people to recognize when these commands
instantiate justice if none of us qualifies (uncontroversially) as one who
knows the Good? So even this modified Platonic theory of political au-
thority seems impossible to apply to our world, given that we human be-
ings do not know, and often disagree about, what the Good is or whether
it exists at all. So neither form of Plato’s theory succeeds in explaining po-
litical authority based on the idea that authority derives from knowledge
of the Good, which means that Plato’s theory also fails to give an answer
to the anarchist.

We return to our original question; Where do actual rulers get their au-
thority to rule? Consider this way of thinking about the question:
Wouldn't any ruler in Plato’s time or ours have to convince those whom
she wished to rule that she had the authority to command them, in order
to become empowered and to remain in power in a stable political soci-
ety? She might, for example, convince the people that she was especially
wise or morally knowledgeable (something that might or might not be
true), but wouldn’t the fact that the people were convinced (correctly or
incorrectly) that she should rule (on whatever basis) be the source not
only of her political power but also of the sense in the community that
only she had authority to rule? To put the point succinctly, isn't a ruler’s
authority traceable to the people’s decision to make her authoritative
rather than to any (dubious) claims the ruler might make to know the
Good or be more rational or be authorized by God? If so, the ruler’s au-
thority is actually derived from the people’s consent to her rule. As we
shall now discuss, such an appeal to the consent of the governed has been
the basis of the most popular modern theory of political authority, and it
is also an idea that even certain ancient Greek thinkers found attractive.

Consent-Based Theories of Authority

Both the Platonic and natural subordination theories of political authority
are based on the assumption that there are significant inequalities in peo-
ple’s abilities to reason and live well that affect the question whether or
not they or someone else will have the right to direct their lives. But what
if one believes that people are roughly equal in their abilities to reason
and live well? If one is convinced that whatever differences exist among
human beings are not sufficient to render some so superior in reasoning
or knowledge as to have the authority to rule over others, how does one
defend the concept of political authority?

This is a critical question for political theorists in the modern period, al-
most all of whom repudiated the idea of natural subordination and al-

L
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most all of whom believed human beings were roughly equal in their
ability to arrive at knowledge of the Just and the Good. But it was also an

i important question for Aristotle. For although he recognized the exis-

tence of natural inferiors subordinated to natural masters, he also thought
that_the members of the class of natural masters were roughly equal to

“Bie another in their ability to direct their lives through reason. Since this

class is fairly large, how do its members become subject to political au-
thority? None of them is significantly superior in reasoning capacities,
and all of them have a rational capacity that is roughly the same in terms
of its effectiveness in determining action (which is not to say that all of
them are equally rational but only that all of them have the same capacity
to reason and act rationally). So how can we defend the idea that any of
these roughly equal people should be subject to a political authority?
Aristotle notes that if there were a human being who was so good and

I so rational as to be close to divine status, then his superiority in virtue
t'  and reasoning ability would be sufficient to license him to rule every-
E. one—including those free (nonslave) men who were themselves masters
£ of natural slaves. This i :

i istotle is adopting a Platonic perfectionist view here. But if no such god-
. among-men exists (and Aristotle seems dubious about the possible exis-
.. tence of such a divine man), how do we explain the existence and
§ justification of political authority over free {(nonslave) men?

Clearly, Ar-

In order to answer this question, Aristotle has to develop a new, non-

. petfectionist theory, since the presumption of the question is that there is
- no person specially knowledgeable about the Good who can rule authori-

" tatively in the way Plato’s theory describes. Without wishing to wade into

the complexities of Aristotelian scholarship, I want to draw out this non-

perfectionist theory, which I believe many interpreters of Aristotle’s work

. have missed or insufficiently appreciated. As we shall see, this new ap-
k- proach provides the outlines of a consent-based theory of authority. Al-
L though that theory is not developed in great detail, we will nonetheless
- see that its rudimentary outlines are present in The Politics, that they build
: on previous consent-based ideas present in Greek culture, and that they
E* serve as an important source for subsequent consent theorists.

Aristotle suggests in The Politics that we should explain the political au-

- thority to which these men are subject as something they create. This cre-
- ation process is natural in the sense that, given human interests, it is vir-
. tually inevitable that those males who are not slaves will want to create
. such an authority. As Aristotle explains in book 3, people find that as indi-
- viduals they are not self-sufficient. They have needs and desires that
" prompt them to desire association with one another. This is in part so that
'f‘: they can cooperate with one another to secure the necessities of human
b life and in part because they have affection and, more basically, sexual
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needs for one another. Conjugal relations give rise to families, families as-
sociate with one another in villages for their mutual advantage, and even-
tually villages associate with one another to form city-states in order to
achieve a community that is self-sufficient: “A state is an association of
kinships and villages which aims at a perfect and self-sufficient life—and
that, we hold, means living happily and nobly.”# Moreover, Aristotle
takes it for granted that the process of creating a political association in-
volves creating authoritative lawgivers, and presumably this is because
in order to work effectively states require laws that are enforced through
punishment.

He also says explicitly that the authority to issue and execute laws in a
state can vary, recognizing a number of types of political association,
called “constitutions,” that differ from one another in how the authority
to rule is structured and who has it. The people who are involved in creat-
ing the state are the ones who decide which kind of constitufion to create,
and what they decide depends, according to Aristotle, on their particular
needs and interests:

A state [polis] is an association of similar persons whose aim is the best life
possible. What is best is happiness, and to be happy is an active exercise of
virtue and a complete enjoyment of it. It so happens that some can get a
share of happiness, while others can get little or none. Here then we clearly
have the reason for the existence of different kinds and varieties of states and
the plurality of constitutions. Different sets of people seek their happiness in
different ways and by different means, and so make for themselves different
lives and different constitutions.#?

In this passage Aristotle clearly signals that both political authority and
the form it takes in various constitutions are created by those (free men)
who will live under them.

Throughout The Politics Aristotle works on the assumption that among
free men political authority is not based on any natural subordination of
some to others, nor on the superior knowledge of some, but on their mu-
tual consent that there should be a particular system of political authority
in a state for the mufual benefit of all free men. Their rough equality pre-
cludes any of them from claiming to-be a natural master of the others
(book 3, chap. 3), and that same rough equality means that none of them
is so superior in virtue that he should rule (and Aristotle is dubious that
any godlike superior of such men exists). Aristotle also argues in The Poli-
tics (book 3, chap. 15) that many men acting together make better deci-
sions in political matters than even the best man, a claim that assumes
that in most human communities the wisdom of any one man cannot be
so significantly greater than any other that the wisdom of many men de-
liberating together will ever likely be exceeded by the wisdom of the very
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best person. (Aristotle also argues that the many are less easily corrupted

- than any single person, an admission that shows a kind of realism about

the tempting power of evil that Plato was loathe to recognize.)*
We modemns, who are accustomed to reading Aristotle’s The Politics

L through the lens of Plato’s Republic, should not be surprised to see con-

sent-based ideas in Aristotle’s work, because such ideas were also part of
his intellectual culture. Historians of political theory have shown that in
Aristotle’s time and during the century or so prior to his birth, the idea
that government was not only created but also legitimated by consent

E was popular. Charles Kahn traces the roots of consent-based ideas back to

the time of Archelaus in the middle of the fifth century, and closer to Aris-
totle’s time he finds these ideas not only among pre-Socratic thinkers
such as Protagoras but also among playwrights such as Aristophanes in
The Clouds and Euripides in Sisyphus.51In the latter play, we find the fol-
lowing passage:

There was a time when the life of mankind was disordered, like the life of
wild beasts, subject to the rule of force, when there was no reward for good
men nor any punishment for the bad. And then, I believe, human beings es-
tablished laws for punishment, so that justice might rule and hold crime in

- subjection, and anyone was punished who did wrong, Then the laws pre-

vented them from committing open deeds of violence, but they went on
doing such deeds in secret.®?

Moreover, as we discuss further in the next chapter, Plato himself sug-

' gests consent-based ideas in his dialogue Crifo and returns to these ideas
- (albeit without developing them) in other dialogues such as Protagoras,
f The Laws, and Republic.53 So Aristotle would have found it natural to take
. seriously a consent-based conception of state authority (he can hardly be
' thought to have invented it), and many of his audience would have found
' those ideas not only familiar but plausible.

Aristotle recognizes a number of different ways in which political au-

thority can be structured within a state. If the people decide to have only

one person invested with this authority, then they have created a king,

- whose regime will be called a monarchy if he rules well and a tyranny if he
' rules badly. If they grant that authority to a few people, then their consti-
k. tution is an aristocracy if it operates justly (which generally occurs if the
I rulers are selected because of their virtue) and an oligarchy if it operates
[ unjustly (which generally occurs if the rulers are selected on the basis of
. their great wealth). Finally, if they invest that authority in all the free men,
k- then their constitution is a polity if it operates well (which happens when
L the society is structured so as to secure virtuous rule) and a democracy if it
E operates badly (and this generally happens if the majority—usually the
! poor—rule in a way that runs roughshod over the demands of justice).
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Note that as Aristotle describes the different kinds of constitution, good
and bad, he assumes something that Plato rejects, namely, that even the
bad rulers in a given constitution still rule with authority. Since for Plato
authority comes from the Good, if a ruler cannot implement the Good, he
cannot have authority. But since Aristotle suggests that authority is cre-
ated by those subject to it, even if a ruler cannot implement the Good, in-

ssofar as he is ruling within a system that the people have created, he siill
(Ihas authority. Aristotle’s theory allows one to distinguish the issue of
l'|\whether a ruler has authority from the issue of whether that (authorita-
L[ tive) ruler is ruling well.>* Whereas on Plato’s view someone who rules
badly and unjustly simply can't have authority, it makes sense on Aris-
totle’s theory to recognize that the authoritative ruler in a political society
can be unjust (although such a ruler should not be surprised if the people
decide to take away his authority).

There is a fascinating passage in book 4, chap. 11 in which Aristotle
characterizes the nature of a political association as a kind of partnership
(palitike konopig) that operates best when people are treated equally. This
conception of the ideal political society as a partnership among (relative)
equals leads Aristotle to conclude that the best form of government is a
“polity” in which the many participate in political rule but not in a way
that makes the small number of rich hostage to a large number of poor. In
a polity resources are distributed so as to maximize the number of “mid-
dle” people, that is, those who have a moderate amount of resources and
who are neither rich nor poor. Aristotle condemns states that permit sub-
stantial inequality of resources because those who are rich act like mas-

ters toward their poor brethren, when in fact these poor are not natural |

slaves but their rough equals. A good state recognizes this equality in a
way that facilitates a kind of civic friendship among the citizens:

Sharing is a token of friendship; one does not want to share even a journey
with one’s enemies. The state aims to consist as far as possible of those who
are like and equal, a condition found chiefly among the middle people. And
so the best run constitution is certain to be found in this state [polity], whose
composition is, we maintain, the natural one for a state to have .5

Indeed, Aristotle goes on to advocate the recognition of equality among

the citizenry even in a monarchy: “Kingships are preserved by tending to-

wards greater moderation. The fewer those spheres of activity where a

king’s power is sovereign, the longer the regime will inevitably survive

undiminished. They themselves become less like masters, and more like ]
their subjects in character, and therefore arouse less envy among them.”>6 .

These passages are interesting because they show Aristotle’s attempt—

relying on a consent-based theory of political authority—to characterize a -
— good pohhcal systemn. In particular, a stable, effective, and just political so-
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ciety is one in which the political authority, however it is structured, oper-
ates in a way that recognizes the equality between the rulers and the
ruled. Although Aristotle insists that there is such a thing as natural slav-
ery, he is even more insistent that the political relationship among people
who are equals in their capacity to reason effectively ought to be con-
structed so that this equality is acknowledged.

So Aristotle’s consent-based theory of the nature and source of political

authority implies a theory of good government. Political authority is
_ something that is created by relative equals for mutual benefit (note that
- -Aristotle doesn’t consider the subordinating relationships between mas-

. ter and slave or between men and women as “political” insofar as they

i are not founded on equality). And this authority operates well, and

»achieves justice, to the extent that it treats people equally and fosters rela-

. tive equality of resources.

' However, Aristotle’s theory also implies a theory of bad government.

- Because Aristotle derives political authority from the consent of (free)
- - human beings, it accommodates the idea that there can be such a thing as

a “bad” political authority, that is, one that is created by these men and
thereby has authority but operates in a way that denies their mutual
equality and fails to secure their common good. He would certainly argue
that such regimes shouldn’t receive the consent of those subject to them,
but since what people ought to do and what they actually do are two dif-

'{ ferent things, bad regimes are possible if and when they are supported by

© the consent of the governed. In contrast, Plato’s theory of authority as

that which arises (only) from knowledge of the Good makes impossible

the idea that there can be a “bad” authority. But as we discussed earlier,

Plato’s view in the Republic also makes it difficult to recognize any real-
L life ruler as authoritative, insofar as no ruler can be said unconiroversially

to know the Good completely in the way that Plato requires of his
‘guardians. Aristotle dismisses the idea that such godlike people are likely

Eto live among us (even while acknowledging that if they did, we would

2 aturally” obey themn), and he develops a theory of political authority

:‘, recognizing the flawed nature of the human pursuit of the Good, the pos-
L sibility of corruption, and the relative equality of the rulers and the ruled.

So do we now have the outlines of a successful answer to the anarchist?

;ﬂNot yet: an anarchist would complain that Aristotle’s development in The
- Politics of the idea that political authority is a human creation by relative
. equals is far from complete. If not only the state but also the political au-
. thority possessed by its rulers is a human creation, from what is it created?
- What “rights” do the people have, such that they can claim to have made

one or more of their number into an authority? Do all people in a territory
‘have to consent to the idea that such persons are authoritative in order for

k. them to be authoritative (or at least authoritative over them)? If so, how
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must this consent be given? If not, how many people does it take to get
genuine authorization? And should the consent be understood to come
from each individual or from the community, understood as some kind of
distinct whole over and above the individuals composing it? Finally,
when the people invest such persons with political authority, what kind
of authority is it? What is its scope and limit? And when can the people
legitimately overthrow or rebel against it?

Only if these questions can be answered successfully can the consent
view succeed as a complete theory of political authorization. If they ‘can-
not be answered well, the anarchist would seem to be right about the le-
gitimacy of the state, in which case all of us who are subject to political
authority would seem to have moral reason to oppose and destroy it.
" However, all these questions were tackled by early modern political theo-
rists, particularly in seventeenth-century England, who sought to refine
and further develop the idea that political authority is the creation of
those subject to it. We shall see in the next chapter whether or not their
answers to these questions are satisfactory.

Further Reading
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Modern Social
Contract Theories

To understand Political Power right, and derive it from its Origi-
Fial, we must consider what State all Men are naturally in, and that
is, a State of perfect Freedom to order their Actions, and dispose of
t};f:tl}rl Pciisessmns, and Persons as they think fit, within the bounds
of the Law of Nature, without asking 1 : i

the Will of any other Man. g leave, or depending apon

—John Locke, Twe Treatises of Government, Second Treatise, sec. 4

The idea that political au‘thorig: hould be un.
3 sent-bas.ed has enjoyed enormous pop a:itsy ?n modern (Enmt:g (;ida SisC(t)l'rl;
_foundation of a kind of political justification for the state called a social con-
tmc‘t argument. Indeed, the consent-based  view has been so thoroughly as-
clm_l?lated in the mo.der.n mind with the idea of a social contract that most
philosophers unthinkingly identify them. (This is one reason Aristotle’s
use of Fonsent—based ideas has been missed, since he does not link consent
a the idea of a contract.) But a social contract argument is only one way to
fevelop a c.onsent-based view, albeit the most popular (and for man )yth
most plausible way of doing so. In this chapter we examine the stni:tur:
rof two of the most famous of these arguments, put forward by Thomas

4

Hobbes (_1588—1679) and John Locke (1632-1704), to see if either ar: ent
- can provide a successful answer to the anarchists’ challenge to mgli? iti-
macy clnf the state. Despite the considerable appeal and popularity en'ogled
y social contract arguments—particularly the Lockean variant—we] sﬁall
see after an examination of these arguments that this way of developing a
qnsent—based theory of political authority is beset with prol:l?lengls.
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