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When I spoke of Plato last week I described how he believed, or almost believed, in 

the possibility of a perfect human society and how, for the chance of creating this, he 

was prepared to see absolute and unrestrained power placed in the hands of a few 

special individuals. If you turn to the Middle Ages, you perceive men’s minds 

dominated by beliefs that are nearly the direct opposite of these. The period of the 

Middle Ages represents many centuries in time: but it was the character of medieval 

thought to see human society and man’s life in society, not so much as episodes 

distinct in themselves, with a meaning and significance of their own, but as part of the 

greater, eternal society whose destiny it was to fulfil God’s purpose with the world. 

There might be justice in the world-certainly, there ought to be justice if only men 

would follow right reason and God’s will-but the perfect society, as the perfect man, 

was something that could not in the nature of things be realised in a form of life 

whose values, at the best, were but transitory and provisional. 

 

 

Exaltation of Political Office 

Such a view, which was essentially religious, gave a peculiar status to the holder of 

power. On the one hand, it exalted political office. The ruler could be spoken of as 

God’s direct representative on earth, his relation to the state a reflection of God’s 

relation to the world ‘The figure of God’s majesty, His captain, steward, deputy 

elect’. Political power in this setting carried the obligation of religious duty: ‘Through 

this crown you become a sharer in our Ministry’ were the words in which the 

Archbishop administered the Coronation oath to the King of France. Had not St. Paul 

himself said in one of those fateful sentences that haunted the medieval mind: ‘There 

is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God. Whosoever therefore 

resisteth the power resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to 

themselves damnation’? So the holder of power could claim that he was in some sense 

priest as well as king. 

 

But, on the other hand, this religious attitude was strong in its restraint of power; at 

any rate until, with the break-up of the medieval system, monarchy was endowed with 

the theory of divine right, and what had been before acknowledgment of duty became 

instead a claim to privilege, thereby following what seems to be some fatal law of 

human affairs. For, to the medieval mind, absolute power would have been an 

impious as well as an impossible conception. It was impossible because the feudal 

system itself diffused power and made of the king less a sovereign than ‘a chief 

among his barons, who in some countries actually elected him. It was impossible also 

because physical conditions and the smallness of the economic scale impeded any 

supreme central power. But it was impious because men did genuinely believe that 

there was all the difference in this world-or all me difference in the next-between 

what you could do and what you ought to do, in political life. For anyone dazed with 
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the loud commands of modern life-‘ what public opinion requires “ ‘the will of the 

people’, ‘the declared will of Parliament ‘-to turn away to the political thought of the 

Middle Ages is to enter some quiet, magnificent cathedral from the noise and glare of 

the market place. ‘The King is under no man, but he is under God and the Law’. That 

is Bracton speaking, an English lawyer of the thirteenth century. ‘It is beyond 

controversy among all good men that if the persons in authority command anything 

contrary to Natural Law or the Divine Precepts, it is not to be done ‘.  That is Grotius 

speaking, a Dutch lawyer of the sixteenth century. And both of them knew that they 

were saying nothing that ‘had not been accepted doctrine in Christendom for 

.centuries: not only in England and Holland but in Spain and France and Italy and 

Germany. ‘And they were speaking not of usurped authority or of powers to which no 

allegiance was due, but of regular, duly constituted authority. And in effect they were 

saying that those who hold political power must adapt themselves to the moral order if 

they want to claim obedience: that the moral order cannot be required’ to adapt itself 

to them. Does it matter to us today that people talked and thought like this such a long 

time ago? As to that there are one or two things to be said. I am speaking in the 

briefest generalisations about a great period of time-something far longer than what 

we may call the Modern Age-during which portentous shapes of history formed and 

dissolved. Indeed, you can start the Middle Ages and end them almost where you like, 

for they are part of one continuous process corning out of the antique world and the 

Dark Ages and shading into the world of today. 

 

Take it that they were at their flower in the thirteenth century: that their first 

beginnings lie with St. Augustine and the fall of Rome in the fifth century after Christ 

and their end somewhere between the fifteenth and the seventeenth centuries: that 

covers a very long stretch of human experience. To me it makes it the more 

formidable that one can speak so generally of their thoughts and beliefs-that they did 

in so many countries and through so many generations think alike about the divine 

origin of political power. They did not live up to their principles; often they lived 

tragically below them. But history is as much a history of men’s ideas as of their 

actions which survive only as the expression of ideas. Besides, who can weigh the 

conduct of a whole epoch against its faiths, its failures, and its penitence?  

 

The real difficulty for those who are not scholars is to see the Middle Ages as a 

reality. The climate of belief has changed so much. To see them as a reality requires 

that we should take them on their merits. To do it needs at first an effort of mind and 

imagination. We live among visible relics of their civilisation: castle, common, abbey, 

cathedral, and village church. But how to re-create the world in which those things 

were the centres on which life turned? To visualise a royal court in which jester and 

monarch each had his part: to see the Emperor of the world a bare-foot penitent at 

Canossa; or our Henry II, scourged, kneeling before Becket’s tomb at Canterbury? 

We may well wonder what sort of men they were, these men to whose eyes the crown 

and sceptre of earthly dominion must always figure the mocking reed and the crown 

of thorns. Their kind of world, their structure of ideas, has vanished, perhaps for ever, 

but out of what they believed and argued about (and in the end gave up believing) 

have come the creeds -if that is the right word for them-that rule today. 
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The King under the Law 

The king, then, and all holders of political power, were under law. One must try to 

give a meaning to that claim. It depends on certain suppositions. One is that there is a 

fixed order of the world valid for all peoples and at all times. Then if so, mankind is 

one community; a belief to which, despite every set-back, the world is now struggling 

to return. Generally Christendom was thought of as the world community, for since 

God himself had founded it, and had established the order which was to govern it, 

only-the boldest spirits could include in the community peoples who did not 

acknowledge the Christian’s God. But within that conception there was one God, one 

government, and so one law. That law was a fixed set of principles which mere 

human beings had no power, to tamper with. The idea of law-making right - that is, 

imposing upon people as their rule for the future something that was to be a new rule 

or even a reversal of the existing rule-that idea was repugnant to the medieval idea of 

what law meant. Of course, in this I am committing an enormous generalisation. 

Statutes and ordinances were made by kings and by parliaments: but more as a 

declaration of what the law really was-what it had always been-than as a claim that 

any persons, however great or wise or representative, could have power to reverse or 

enlarge the set principle of law.  Custom, which is after all a long-drawn-out process 

of law-making by generations of people, and the eternal principles of conduct-the law 

of nature as it was most generally called-both set limits which no political power, 

representative or non-representative, had the right to overstep.  The authority which 

ignored these limits, whatever they were, was a tyrant; its orders were no orders, and 

no obedience was due to it or to them. 

 

I said its ‘limits, whatever they were’ because so vast a conception might well suggest 

that we were speaking of some cloudy theory dreamed up by monks in their cells, and 

that this law; eternal and supreme, could never be “more than an abstraction lacking 

concrete terms. Nor could it be much more in an age of popular scepticism.  But the 

medieval doctors did not shrink from details. They were, it is true, men of the schools, 

but many of them played a practical part in state affairs (indeed they were, at one 

time, the only people equipped to do so): some of the best-known names are found 

conducting foreign missions for their country. They moved, speaking a common 

diplomatic language (Latin) in a Europe that was an international community: they 

could count upon finding a common culture and institutions that had a strong family 

resemblance to each other. I am not sure that Europe has ever been closer since. This 

in itself gave raw material from which the rules of the law of nature could be 

extracted: whatever seemed to be the common practice of all civilised or Christian 

peoples. Another source lay in the writings of wise men of the past: for wherever they 

could be shown” to be in general agreement on some matter, .it could be taken that 

there lay authority itself. Then there was the body of Roman law, for the Romans-

founders of the last great universal order-had been faced with something of the same 

problem of finding the fundamental rule: the rule of ‘natural justice, equity, and good 

conscience’, as we used to instruct our own colonial administrators.  And, more 

important than any of these, there were the Scriptures in which God himself had 

spoken. 

 

 

Medieval Lack of a Critical Sense 

Over all this material brooded or played the medieval mind learned, imaginative, and 

credulous. In their way its possessors were intellectualists as ardent as the Greeks, and 
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they believed that whatever reason-right reason-could fairly deduce from these 

sources was universal truth. But it must be said they lacked a critical sense. 

Sometimes one does not know whether to smile or to tremble when one sees some 

great political consequence being deduced from a remote incident of the Old 

Testament or from a phrase taken out of its context from the New. A monarch’s claim 

to rule by divine commission turns out to have its source in the thirteenth verse of the 

second chapter of the First Epistle to Peter: in David’s command to Abishai not to kill 

the sleeping Saul- ‘for who can stretch forth his hand against the Lord’s anointed, and 

be guiltless?’ -and in the passage from the Romans that I have already quoted. And 

the words ‘Compel them to come in’ had a fatal influence in the history of religious 

persecution. But be that as it may, it was a thing as grand as this that law meant to the 

medieval mind. It is worth a moment’s pause to reflect how much less than this it 

means today, under a different system of ideas, and to ask whether, with all our gains, 

we have not in this lost something that was a powerful-bond of civilisation, because it 

bound power itself. We cannot speak of natural law as these men did, for we hardly 

believe in its existence. It was ‘the unrevealed law of God’ said Aquinas: to be 

revealed by the light of the intellect which, he held, was given by God. It was the 

‘participation of the rational creature in the eternal law’. Law was the ‘mind and will 

of God’; so taught the great school of civil lawyers at Bologna. It was ‘reason drawn 

from the mind of God and free from all changeableness’: that was the definition .of 

Mariana, a sixteenth-century Spaniard. It was above God himself, said Grotius, since 

not even He could change it. It was, to these men, the highest expression of human 

reason, divine in origin, and all manmade laws and ordinances must be in conformity 

with it or be nothing.   

 

The idea itself is as old as man’s conscience. There have always been individuals 

ready to meet an obligation which they feel to be higher than any human authority and 

if conflict comes even to defy authority to the death. This sense of ultimate duty was a 

theme of the great Greek tragedians: it was the theme of much that was taught by the 

Hebrew prophets. Socrates, who was sent to his death by the people of Athens 

because be would not stop saying what they disliked to hear, doses his last speech 

with the words: ‘Athenians, I hold you in the highest regard and love: but I will obey 

God rather than you ‘. But what is remarkable about the thought of the Middle Ages is 

that it made the idea of a supreme law of nature into something that was commonly 

even universally accepted and it took the idea so seriously as to work out of it a 

regular system. Nor has it proved an idea that it has been easy to kill. 

 

After the rise of national states, when Europe became a quarrelsome family of 

sovereign powers, international law had-as it were-to be invented in order to provide 

some structure upon which to build their relations with each other; and the law of 

nature is one of the founding fathers of international law. It is not spoken of now in 

this country as one of the elements of our own legal system. That is because men are 

broken in to looking to Parliament as the sole source of new or altered law, and we 

take our existing law from a complicated network of past statutes, precedents and 

decided cases. But the law of nature is not so far behind us after all. I can recall a 

famous passage from the Commentaries of Blackstone, an eighteenth-century judge, 

in which he lays it down that no human laws have any validity if they are contrary to 

the laws of nature. I do not think he meant it: but even in his day, apparently, it did 

not seem absurd to write it. If you tried to apply such a proposition, it would reduce to 

chaos and anarchy the modern highly organised State. Anarchy, of course, is a relative 
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term. It is not one that unduly alarmed the men of the Middle Ages, who enjoyed 

anyway a fairly chaotic civil life. Strong centralised power was normally lacking, as it 

always will be when aristocracies flourish; and the apparatus of the modern State-

regular army, police force, permanent administrative departments, and great 

efficiency in tax gathering-had not then been set up. There was some point, therefore, 

in asking whether one ought to obey a particular law or under what conditions laws 

were binding. It was not just a question of having to obey them or take the 

consequences. 

 

The conception of a universal, moral law, ruling majestically over human affairs, is a 

religious conception. But the medieval world is only intelligible as a world conceived 

in terms of religion. Because it was so conceived, the Holy Roman Empire, which as 

an achievement was little more than a dream, remains still the perfect embodiment of 

the political thought of the Middle Ages. It was to have two heads, pope and emperor, 

who were to wield the two swords, one of spiritual, the other of temporal, power. It 

was to be a universal empire embracing the community of mankind. And it was to 

realise on earth the Kingdom of God. Its founder was Charlemagne, whose favourite 

book, we are told, was St. Augustine’s City 0/ God. What this empire might have 

become during the 1,000 years of its nominal existence is one of the unanswered 

guesses of history; for even in the centuries when it had real and powerful existence it 

met shipwreck on the controversies between pope and emperor. Power is so greedy a 

thing that it cannot even share the world between two thrones. No one doubted that 

the emperor held his temporal power of God: but did he hold it directly from God or, 

indirectly, with the pope between them one step above him, as it were? The present 

day must leave to the antiquarian the details of that long controversy, though it 

produced some of the great political books of the Middle Ages. But I have found 

nothing that gives more pungently the peculiar flavour of the period than some of the 

claims that the popes and their party made in asserting the supremacy of the cleric. 

‘Priests’, said Hincmar, ‘are the thrones of God, in whom He has His seat and through 

whom He declares His judgments’. ‘The glory of Princes’ said Ambrose ‘is to the 

glory of Bishops as the brightness of lead to that of gold’. And, lastly, ‘Priests have 

the greater authority’, wrote Pope Gelasius, ‘since they will answer to the Lord even 

for kings at the last judgment ‘. 

 

 

Debt to St. Augustine 

Perhaps one way of measuring how far the world has come from the Middle Ages 

would be this. Then conflict between Church and State was a dispute about how large 

a part the Church could play in temporal affairs: now it is a dispute about how far the 

State can intervene in religious affairs because of their bearing on the secular world. 

Among the writings which contributed to form the thought of the Middle Ages, the 

works of St. Augustine stand apart. He was dead before the Middle Ages could be 

said to have been born, and he was too individual a genius to stand as any type of 

medieval doctor. Much that was claimed by the medieval Church would have been 

rejected by him. But the climate of thought, with its spiritual ambition, its 

otherworldliness, owes so much to his impulse that it seems vain to speak of it 

without saying something of him: in particular, of his book, or rather his twenty-two 

books, which bore the title The City of God. A proud, powerful, and eloquent book: 

discursive, long-winded, and over-weighted with dead theological controversies; but 

insisting again and again upon the message that was to stamp itself upon the mind of 
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his successors-the institutions and the glories and the rewards of this world are 

nothing except as seen in the light of God’s purpose through eternity. There are two 

cities or two societies that divide the world from the beginning to the end of time-the 

earthly society made up, as he says, of ‘all men who love pride and temporal power- 

with vain elation and pomp of arrogance, and all rational spirits who set their 

affections on such things, and seek their own glory in the subjugation of man’ and the 

heavenly society which has ‘truth for its King, love for its law, and eternity for its 

measure’. These societies are divided because they have different wills or purposes, 

and the heavenly society which embraces in one union the dead as well as the living, 

angels as well as men, heathen as well as Christians, is inspired by ‘the love of God in 

contempt of self’. 

 

A Profound Vision 

This is not a theory of politics. Nor is it anything explicitly to do with the relations of 

Church and State. On the contrary, it is an attempt by a Christian bishop of the fifth 

century after Christ to express in words a profound vision of the meaning of man’s 

life and its relation to the universe. But to reject the institutions of civil society-the 

magistrate, the tax-gatherer, property, slavery-as having no ultimate value in the light 

of eternity does not deny their actual existence, and Augustine faced the task of 

expounding to his Christian flock what measure they were to take of these institutions. 

The answer that he gave, though it is wholly ambiguous, was destined to have great 

influence upon the western world. One aspect that he dwells upon is that Christians 

are like pilgrims passing through this world. What concern have they with its 

temporal pomp? The royal procession goes by on its course and the pilgrim stands in 

the crowd of bystanders and takes off his hat, but it is nothing to him whether the king 

rules well or ill. ‘It is advantageous for all when good men rule’ says Augustine, ‘but 

what matters it under what government a mortal man lives out his brief span? Evil 

rulers can do the good man no harm’. No wonder that later centuries were to draw 

upon the immense authority of Augustine for the extremist doctrines of submission to 

the powers that be. And when Gibbon teased the early Christians with rejecting all the 

graces of society and Rousseau attacked Christians for rejecting society itself, it has to 

be admitted that they had plenty of material to found upon.   

 

But this represents only one branch of Augustine’s thought. More important, I think, 

is his main theme that though the earthly society could not have justice in the true 

sense, for its dominant purpose was not to follow the way of God, yet it had justice ‘ 

of a kind’, which was good in its fashion. The State (and now he is thinking of actual 

States, not of an imaginary society) brought order and peace-both good things; and it 

protected institutions such as property, which were needed in this world’ to avoid 

worse’. For man was by nature evil by reason of the Fall and only a portion of 

mankind would ever be redeemed by the operation of Grace: therefore we should 

respect civil society as suited to the weakness of man’s condition. This seems to me 

more acceptable a doctrine than the complete indifferentism of his other view. Indeed, 

Augustine was the last man to turn his back upon the manly virtues out of which great 

States are made. The Roman Empire itself, the very type of a city that was not of God, 

earns his praise and his admiration, I think, for the qualities of fortitude and devotion 

that had been shown in its history. 

 

Augustine wrote his book at a time when Rome-the universal empire that for centuries 

had dominated the imagination of the civilised world-was falling. In A.D. 411 the 
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capital itself was captured by the Goths. He meant to show by his book that God’s 

purpose with the world did not depend on the rise or fall of earthly kingdoms. 

Whatever you make of the demonstration itself there is no escape from the feeling that 

you are in the hands of a great tragic writer. Tragic, because he has the sense of the 

futility and yet of the beauty of human things. It was this sense, as I read his 

Confessions, that drove him from his first devotion to pagan philosophy to become a 

convert to Christianity. In many passages of The City of God he criticises the ethical 

systems that had been set up by teachers of the ancient world. He sees them as a vain 

attempt by proud and shallow men to make a happiness for themselves in this vale of 

tears. He rejects them with the nervous anger of a convert. Augustine, in fact, never 

lost his early devotion to Plato that most spiritual of all philosophers (the title The 

City of God is itself taken from Plato’s Laws) and he will not go to heaven without 

Plato in his company. One chapter of the Eighth Book is characteristically headed 

‘Whence Plato might have that knowledge that brought him so near the Christian 

doctrine’. Augustine was not one of those Christian apologists who seem to think that 

pagan ethics begin and end with the motto ‘Let us eat and drink today, for tomorrow 

we die’. He keeps his most determined criticism for the Stoics, ‘noblest Romans of 

them all’, who held that virtue was its own obligation and that a man could die, if he 

could not live, with dignity. 

 

But, says Augustine, life measured in human terms is an inescapable disaster: ‘if not 

for yourself, then to yourself through those you love. The Stoics try to escape the 

dilemma by teaching themselves to be untouched by human emotion, as Brutus meets 

the death of Portia with the words: ‘With meditating that- she must die once I have the 

patience to endure it now’. This is to deny to life the right to emotion or to passion, 

and Augustine, with a surer grasp of what was needed in a conquering faith, is ready 

to enrol all emotion and all passion in the service of the heavenly city. His hold on 

men is that he is no ascetic by natural temper, but a man alive to the sensuous and 

varied beauty of material things. Sometimes the language glows as he chants their 

praise. ‘For the beauty and use of other creatures, which God has set before the eyes 

of man (though as yet miserable and amongst miseries) what man is able to recount 

them? The universal gracefulness of the heavens, the earth, and the sea, the brightness 

of the light in the sun, moon, and stars, the shades of the woods, the colours and smell 

of flowers, the numbers of birds and their varied hues and songs, the many forms of 

beasts and fishes, whereof the least are the rarest (for the fabric of the bee or ant is 

more to be wondered at than the whales); and the strange alterations in the colour of 

the sea (as though in several garments) now one green, then another, now blue, then 

purple ... Oh! who can enumerate the particulars? How tedious should I be in every 

particular of these few that I have here as it were heaped together if I should dwell 

upon them, one by one! Yet are all these but solaces of man’s miseries, in no way 

pertinent to his glories’.  

 

‘In no way pertinent to his glories’; and so The City of God draws to its close. 

Augustine, who was to be by his learning and vision the bridge between the ancient 

world that had passed and the new world as yet without form-who had spent his life in 

a time of the falling of kingdoms and the breaking of faiths, who had come to find no 

meaning in existence unless the now could be forever and the forever now, ends with 

words of longing for ‘the eternal rest of the spirit, but also of the body. There we shall 

rest and see, we shall see and love, we shall love and we shall praise.... For what other 

thing is our end but to come to that Kingdom of which there is no end?’ 


